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Air-Conditioned Unease
Andrew O'Hagan

6312 wordsOn  6 December 2000, during a snowstorm, Joan Didion was sitting in the waiting room of an office in Manhattan reading a copy of National Geographic. She was lost in an article about polar bears and their cubs and regretted having to stop reading when her therapist called her into his room. Roger MacKinnon, who was then 73, was a psychiatrist and psychoanalyst once described by the New York Times as 'John Wayne in a blue suit'. He taught at Columbia and had co-authored a book about the usefulness of the interview in clinical situations. Didion was 66. She wasn't seeing MacKinnon under duress: her daughter, Quintana, who was an alcoholic, had told her own psychiatrist that her mother was depressed and should see someone, which was like telling him she knew of a car that needed fuel or a dog that wanted a bone. Didion's relationship with the blues was one of the things that defined her.
On first reading Didion's bare, undigested notes from those sessions, I felt that the therapeutic drama was like a production of Ibsen's The Wild Duck as directed by John Cassavetes. Between MacKinnon and Didion, the process of interviewing must have been pretty electrifying. 'My only advantage as a reporter,' she wrote in the preface to Slouching towards Bethlehem, 'is that I am so physically small, so temperamentally unobtrusive and so neurotically inarticulate that people tend to forget that my presence runs counter to their best interests.' Then there was the John Wayne thing: he was a hero of Didion's childhood ('In John Wayne's world,' she wrote in an early essay, 'John Wayne was supposed to give the orders'). But it was the polar bears in the waiting room that really stuck in my mind. I tracked down that issue of National Geographic and tried to imagine someone reading about polar bear cubs in an office on a freezing New York day, knowing the reason she was there was to talk about the extreme vulnerability of her only child. 'In spring,' the story begins, 'polar bear mothers in Manitoba's Wapusk National Park emerge from dens with cubs three months old and ready to face the world. The sow has fasted for as long as eight months, but that doesn't stop her young from demanding full access to her remaining reserves.'
Didion's essay 'On Keeping a Notebook', from 1966, is where readers first met Quintana, in the year she was born. 'Although I have felt compelled to write things down since I was five years old,' Didion writes,
I doubt that my daughter ever will, for she is a singularly blessed and accepting child, delighted with life exactly as life presents itself to her, unafraid to go to sleep and unafraid to wake up. Keepers of private notebooks are a different breed altogether, lonely and resistant rearrangers of things, anxious malcontents, children afflicted apparently at birth with some presentiment of loss.

We catch another glimpse of Quintana, aged three, in The White Album, this time at the Royal Hawaiian Hotel in Honolulu, 'blonde and barefoot, a child of paradise in a frangipani lei'. Didion reports that Quintana wanted to go to the beach. 'She cannot go to the beach,' she writes, 'because there has been an earthquake in the Aleutians, 7.5 on the Richter scale, and a tidal wave is expected.' Eight years later, Quintana is on the road with her mother during a book tour. 'I had left California,' Didion records, 'equipped with two "good" suits, a box of unanswered mail, Elizabeth Hardwick's Seduction and Betrayal, Edmund Wilson's To the Finland Station, six Judy Blume books and my 11-year-old daughter. The Judy Blume books were along to divert my daughter. The daughter was along to divert me.'
By that stage in her young life, Quintana was already looking for someone to be. 'My daughter was developing opinions' is the way Didion puts it. In a diary Quintana was assigned to keep by her fifth-grade teacher in Malibu, she wrote that she'd 'had an interesting talk with Carl Bernstein'. As a result of Didion's essays and of photographs we've seen, those of us who didn't know Quintana are likely to picture her in Malibu, somewhere her mother called a place of 'isolation and adversity'. 'We moved to this house on the highway in the year of our daughter's fifth birthday,' she writes in 'Quiet Days in Malibu', and 'in the year of her twelfth it rained until the highway collapsed, and one of her friends drowned at Zuma Beach, a casualty of Quaaludes.' John Bryson's photograph of the family on that warm promontory from 1976 now offers a premonition of the cold front ahead of them. Quintana looks at the camera as if suspicious at being seen, while Didion, next to her husband, John Gregory Dunne, is balanced between a whisky glass and a lit cigarette, looking at Quintana. The difficulties are already inscribed in the dry air between them.
Maybe we only begin to understand our families when we recognise the stories we can't bear to tell about them. Didion would one day write an entire book about Quintana, Blue Nights, in which these problems go uninvestigated. In that strange, anaesthetised book, Didion handles her guilt by enacting a baroque protection on the page, refusing to expose Quintana, even after death, to the kinds of scrutiny for which Didion was justly famous. I understand why she wrote it that way. One's children's vulnerabilities are inseparable from one's own, and the cause of them, we fear, must lie in part with us. Quintana had come to Didion and her husband as an adoptee fresh from the hospital where she was born, and whatever wasn't part of her DNA was learned, no doubt, among the crashing waves and blasted egos that came to edge her life. This isn't to criticise the Didion-Dunnes or their world, but merely to recognise that depression gains a great deal of its power by handing the sufferer's loved ones responsibility for it or blaming them for worrying about it too much. Either way, this lose-lose fandango can topple the busiest minds on the planet. Didion was dealing with the matter in the strictest privacy when she went to see Dr MacKinnon.
She would have been mortified at these notes being turned into a 'book', and that's because they are not a book, not even provisionally. They are intimate notes she wrote to keep her husband abreast of a developing medical situation. Even your average quality-control freak (and Didion was above average here) wouldn't want the shrapnel of their scattergun anxieties and thoughts to be displayed like this. The idea that authors should go around destroying notes and manuscripts they don't intend for publication is only ever posited by people who aren't writers. If Didion had wanted these notes out in the world, she would have arranged it. Every serious writer has notes and drafts that are not published, and never will be, for the simple reason that they are not publishable. We keep everything, not in the expectation that it will one day end up in Barnes & Noble, but because we know from experience that it might prove useful to jog a memory, fashion a scene or recall a character. I don't know a single writer who spends time rummaging through their boxes looking for things to burn. There is certain to be a great deal to feel shy about, but unless you're Henry James, or somebody else fascinated by the idea of authorial control even after death, leavings are just leavings. You appoint literary executors in the hope that they will show good judgment. Notes to John exposes Didion and Dunne to the coarse explicitness they had yearned to avoid when it came to Quintana, creating a permanence for incidents that were hugely painful but not always instructive, for thoughts that reached but didn't always grasp.
We can't libel the dead, but we can exploit them. By finding these gossipy books interesting, I show my own duplicity in the use of biographical material, yet I console myself with the notion that what has been revealed cannot be unrevealed. People's troubles are no less involving for being unwelcome. Quintana believed that Didion and Dunne were a united front, or a single person, and this caused her to feel she was ultimately alone and unimportant. ('I thought it was your job to work for Mr Preminger,' she tells them, 'and it was my job to get taken care of by Mrs So-and-so.') Didion didn't like AA or Al-Anon and perhaps that was part of her denial of her own father's depression. These things unfold over a year's worth of sessions with MacKinnon, as does the idea that Quintana felt (or was made to feel) in some way responsible for the fragility of her mother. We see Didion riven and anxious, but also culpably sensible, telling Quintana she should simply 'make a decision to be happy'. We don't find revelations, but little implosions of perception and an occasional rallying of the artist's resources. As a reader, one begins to experience the pleasures of disloyalty, the keen imbibing of information about a beloved friend who you've always known had problems. By and by, it adds brushstrokes to the picture of a writer we thought we knew.
The girls Didion grew up with hoped for a white dress. But when Didion thought of marriage, the image that came 'was myself getting a divorce, leaving a courthouse in a South American city wearing dark glasses and getting my picture taken'.
'You don't think that's unusual?' MacKinnon asks her. 'I've never encountered a childhood divorce fantasy.'
If the accretion of detail amounts to a charge, then it's the one everybody who's read Didion's work would expect: that she was emotionally unavailable. It begins of course with her parents. We learn that she only ever threw up before three public events, and each time one or both her parents were in the audience. There is a suggestion in the notes that Didion and Dunne were resisting Quintana's recovery because they were at some level addicted to her being dependent on them. But what emerges even more clearly is that Didion felt hopeless because the Quintana situation was hampering her work. For some people, work is the best and most reliable antidepressant, and Didion had been saying this with elegance since she first found her talent. She was in tune with the times; she was comfortably numb. With the years, however, parenting took her out of her defences, which means it took her out of her prose. And that was a headache of an entirely different order for someone with Didion's habits of mind. She loved and cared for Quintana, but the costs were extortionate.
One of the things Didion bequeaths to her followers is a certain anxiety about legitimacy, or the right to speak, or the right to silence. Everywhere nowadays, there are slim novels full of zonked susurrations on this subject, showing the reader that the speaker might or might not be trusted with the story. Yet very few of those writers write sentences that seem inseparable from a sense of public disorder, as hers do. 'I tell you these things about myself only to legitimise my voice,' says Grace Strasser-Mendana, 'a student of delusion, a prudent traveller', in A Book of Common Prayer, written in the mid-1970s and set in the political miasma of Central America. 'We are uneasy about a story until we know who is telling it. In no other sense does it matter who "I" am: "the narrator" plays no motive role in this narrative, nor would I want to.' In all of her novels, Didion's characters are wrapping themselves in stories or running from them, and such is life. 'Novels are also about things you're afraid you can't deal with,' she told her nephew Griffin Dunne in his film documentary about her, Joan Didion: The Centre Will Not Hold, which came out in 2017. The threat of those she loved coming to grief is always present in her work and is often foretold. 'On those pages she had tried only to rid herself of her dreams,' we're told of Grace's friend Charlotte in A Book of Common Prayer, 'and these dreams seemed to deal only with sexual surrender and infant death, commonplaces of the female obsessional life.'
'We tell ourselves stories in order to live' is the way Didion's collection The White Album begins. But we also move away from stories in order to survive. We can feel imprisoned by other people's versions of who we are, especially if their urge is to blame. On one hand, the Didion-Dunnes were selfish writers who exuded ambition and fragility, but on the other, they supplied their daughter with everything she could hope for, including love, while failing to offer her the ultimate gift of not being themselves. Quintana was clearly lovable, but not always likeable, as her mother admits during one session. The daughter would say that 'she was going to die tonight and nobody even cared,' which is the sort of thing addicts say, but also the sort of thing American girls say in TV shows, where there is always a difficult daughter denuding the family's exalted identity and turning the American dream of provision into a nightmare of denial.
In the 'way-west' myth that underpins Didion's idea of her Californian self, there is always the struggle to get there. 'You drop baggage,' she wrote, 'you jettison the piano and the books and your grandmother's rosewood chest, or you don't get to Independence Rock in time to make the Sierra before snowfall.' At the time of these sessions, Didion was struggling to write about her 'California mythology', what she at one point calls 'the burying your child on the trail story'. At some level she hadn't yet worked out, she appeared to blame the way she was as a person and a writer for the losses that were experienced by the people closest to her. 'All my life,' she says to MacKinnon in one of the later notes here, 'I have turned away from people who were trouble to me. Cut them out of my life. I can't have that happen with Quintana.'
The  first time I met Didion was in 2007, two years after Quintana died. I was placed next to her at a dinner in some weird Italian-Japanese restaurant in New York and what I remember most about that night was the tameness of her voice, the shrewdness of her listening. At one point during our conversation, she beckoned me closer to hear something important. I was hoping for a deathless secret of the sort once whispered to her by Ernest Hemingway or Greta Garbo. 'Whenever you're in Los Angeles,' she said, 'you must always stay at the Beverly Wilshire.'
'The hotel?'
'Yes. Always.'
That was it. We spoke about her husband - I had been a fan of his book Harp when I was young - but not about Quintana. When she was ready to go home I went outside with her to find her a cab. She liked the volume of my wolf-whistle (bad boys, misspent youth) and when the cab stopped we had a sort of hug right there in the road.
Jean Stein, the editor and writer who was hosting the supper, went on to talk about Quintana after I went back inside. 'You know something?' she said, twisting a hand in the air. 'She would only read one book. Again and again she read it. My book about Edie Sedgwick. They had similar problems.' What Stein had in mind were the problems of privilege, especially the kinds of privilege associated with the West Coast. As the daughter of Jules Stein, who founded the talent agency MCA, Jean grew up in a house in the Hollywood Hills, and just as she understood Edie and Quintana (two Californians who came to New York), she shared something of their sun-kissed desperation. Ten years after that dinner, Stein threw herself off the balcony of her apartment on the Upper East Side.
The writer Eve Babitz was Californian in the way Mao Zedong was Chinese or Billy Connolly is Scottish - for a living. Serially a model, a photographer, a spirited memoirist, a groupie and one of those irrepressible joint-rollers-to-the-stars, Babitz was fun at a party, but from an early age allowed no good deed to go unpunished. Lili Anolik has now produced her second book on Babitz, a book in which our heroine is not as good a writer as Didion and it's somehow Didion's fault. Anolik easily converts Didion's talent and discipline into 'greedy and grinding ambition ... She did anything and everything necessary to go all the way.' Anolik wants it both ways, though: 'This book likes her greedy and grinding ambition, likes her cold core.' Maybe if I was a cage-fighter, a writer for Vanity Fair or a member of Trump's press team, I'd find it natural to imagine that two interesting women cannot be interesting at the same time. That seems to be the guiding ethos of Anolik's book.
The year Quintana was born, Didion and Dunne were living at 7406 Franklin Avenue in Hollywood. Didion and Babitz moved in similar circles, though Didion was never up to her eyes in psychedelics like Babitz was ('It all sounded like marmalade skies to me,' Didion said of the counterculture and its music). Nevertheless, she helped Babitz get her first story published in Rolling Stone and they were occasional friends. Helping other writers is not guaranteed to bring thanks and rewards; the resentment will often be in direct proportion to the kindness. Thus, in Anolik's account, Didion and Dunne, who were certainly ambitious and socially exclusive, become the conquering cheats of the social scene. Dunne is a drinker with a 'crazy Irish temper' who caused Joan to become 'worried about violence'. Meanwhile, in a chapter with the title 'Fuckable', Babitz shows us all how to live:
Eve walked like a groupie, talked like a groupie, fucked like a groupie, but a groupie she was not. A groupie, as I understand the term, is a person who bestows sexual favours on celebrity musicians. Only the musicians Eve was favouring sexually weren't, at that time, celebrities. As Steve Martin observed to me, 'Nobody was famous yet.' And besides, Eve wasn't looking to turn a one-night stand into a long-term partner, the groupie goal and endgame. 'God, the last thing Eve wanted was a boyfriend,' said Laurie [Eve's cousin]. 'She just wanted to exchange body fluids.'

In times to come, Babitz would make her main contribution to the lexicon of the era, saying that she was suffering from 'squalid over-boogie'.
'Squalid over-boogie' is imperishable. It proves that the best account of Babitz's sensibility, wrapped in the hot anomie of her style, is to be found in her own books. As refreshing and trouble-making as the Santa Ana winds, she writes freeway prose, orange grove prose, Whisky a Go Go prose, and nothing anybody says about her is equal to the weird emptiness she conjures up in the off-kilter spaces of her storytelling. She is no Joan Didion, but why should she be? Where Didion can be sub-zero, Babitz radiates heat like the bonnet of a Ford Mustang stranded in Death Valley in August. Where Didion has a scent of jasmine, Babitz smells of the cocaine sweats.
Glinting through the fronds of memory, we see the manners of the time. We see the arguments and the reckonings. We see the hedonism. And perhaps we also see the beginnings of those hauntings that would take the fun out of it all. In the title essay of The White Album, Didion would capture better than anyone that bad-trip-ness, the journey from feeling part of some community or other to seeing the way that the community was laced with darkness, or pullulating with threat and loss. Didion had initially felt like a normal Californian who signed contracts and worked, participating 'in the paranoia of the time, in the raising of a small child, and in the entertainment of large numbers of people passing through my house', but death was on the horizon and the part of town where she lived would come to be known as a 'senseless-killing neighbourhood'.
In September 1968, Didion and Dunne gave a party at Franklin Avenue for Tom Wolfe, to celebrate the publication of The Electric Kool-Aid Acid Test. Janis Joplin arrived and asked for brandy and Benedictine in a water glass. 'Music people never wanted ordinary drinks,' Didion noted. 'They wanted sake, or champagne cocktails, or tequila neat.' Griffin Dunne, who was thirteen at the time, was accosted by the elderly film director Otto Preminger. 'I have taken ze acid,' he told Griffin, 'and I am having a bummer. Ze people here are evil, and you are ze only light that is pure.' Outside the party, on the street and in the hills, a new threat was gathering. A lot of cars were stolen from outside the party that night. 'There were rumours. There were stories,' Didion wrote later:
Everything was unmentionable but nothing was unimaginable. This mystical flirtation with the idea of "sin" - this sense that it was possible to go "too far", and that many people were doing it - was very much with us in Los Angeles in 1968 and 1969. A demented and seductive vortical tension was building in the community.

The Manson murders happened in August 1969 and Joplin was dead soon after that.
Didion's world was Californian to its core. The light is there, but it isn't the chilled-out hippiedom of 'California Dreamin'' that rises from her prose so much as an air-conditioned unease and a time-lengthening poolside ennui. Her stories are full of Coke bottles and cigarettes, blister packs of Nembutal and copies of Life magazine. It's as if a special kind of American dread is forming itself into a commercial or a lifestyle instead of a life. 'She knew a lot of things about disaster,' we are told of Maria Wyeth in Play It as It Lays and her headachy thoughtfulness is strangely in sync with the landscape of deserts and bright blue forevers. Reading Didion's fiction, you feel transported into a dry haze of dejection, 'the still centre of the daylight world [at] the corner of Sunset and La Brea', while the characters, like Didion herself, hope against hope for some minor revelation in the domestic quarter. Not quite solid, her characters float around various kitchens of the mind, dealing with corn-muffin mix and Spanish onions, hoping to triumph with their summer squash succotash. But part of Didion's struggle, it seems to me, was to render something substantial out of all that sunlight. In her memoir Where I Was From she describes taking a walk in old Sacramento with her mother and daughter, the latter new to it all. 'Any ghosts on this wooden sidewalk were not in fact Quintana's responsibility,' she writes. 'The wooden sidewalk did not in fact represent anywhere Quintana was from. It was only Quintana who was real.' In 1978 they moved to a new house in Brentwood to be nearer the child's school.
Quintana's  cousin Griffin worked for two elderly ladies at the Dakota building in Manhattan when he was young - one of them was Jean Stein's sister, Susan, and the other was a Southern actress named Ruth Ford. Ford played Carlotta in the screen version of Didion's Play It as It Lays and called the police the night John Lennon was shot outside her building. As related in The Friday Afternoon Club, Griffin's sister, Dominique, was murdered less than two years after Lennon by her ex-boyfriend, and these murders can seem to the reader part of a pattern, a story of America and celebrity in the late 20th century. Tina Brown asked Dominique's father, Dominic (Nick) Dunne, to write about the trial of the man who killed her, setting him on a new career as Vanity Fair's special correspondent on meurtriers celebres. In Graydon Carter's recent memoir, we hear of Didion and John Gregory Dunne having dinner ten years later with the Vanity Fair staffer Wayne Lawson.* 'Wayne was seated between Joan and John,' Carter writes. 'John leaned across and said to Wayne, "Isn't there any way you can stop my brother writing these ridiculous pieces about O.J. Simpson? He's making a fool of himself." Joan snapped at him, saying, "John, please!"'
Griffin opens up a deeper seam of worry about the problems of the Didion-Dunnes:
Before she became an actress, Dominique earned a little pocket money staying over at their house in Brentwood to babysit ... Quintana, while they were out of town on business. Q, as her family nicknamed her, was a precocious ninth grader at Westlake School, where Dominique had also gone. Some of the nights my sister babysat, Q gave her a run for her pocket money by sneaking out of the house to hook up with older kids partying in Holmby Hills. Dominique would track her down to whatever Less than Zero bacchanal she found Q in and drag her drunk ass back to Brentwood. Those evenings usually ended with her holding back Q's hair over a toilet bowl while Q puked and begged Dominique not to tell her parents. When John and Joan returned, they'd asked their niece if Q 'wasn't too much of a handful', as if knowing she was but feared hearing the details. Dominique once told me that John and Joan's denial about Q's behaviour was to cover their desperate worry that they had no clue how to deal with her.

In Notes to John, we hear about the effect Dominique's murder might have had on Quintana. Didion begins by speaking about her brother's children.
I said I thought those children had been encouraged growing up to see one another as potential threats, and this extended to Quintana, so they had never been close. I said she had always been closer to your nieces and nephews ['your' means her husband, to whom the notes are addressed], particularly to Dominique. I talked again about her insistence on going to school all the week Dominique was on life support, her refusal to be part of what amounted to a death watch ... One thing I've never talked to her about is whether it affected her attitude towards boys, men, boyfriends. Did it make her at some level distrustful?

The notes from Didion's sessions with MacKinnon go on to refer to the 'unpleasantness' with John's brother, Nick. The man who strangled Dominique had worked as a sous-chef at a restaurant frequented by the Didion-Dunnes and was defended by an attorney hired by the restaurant. Patrick Terrail, its owner, sent an orchid to John and Joan at the time of the arrest, including a note that said, 'My heart breaks for you.' Nick saw it and interpreted it as a treasonable offence on the part of his brother and Didion, whom he (wrongly) assumed were still visiting the restaurant, despite its unconscionable defence of the man who was believed to have murdered his daughter. It was a horrible mix-up.
For a long time, the story behind Quintana's illnesses and the Dunne family feud remained pretty dark, secreted, some of it, within the cracks of Didion's memoir-writing. But it is now plain to see. The lawyers defending the man accused of Dominique's murder had painted her as a loose woman, a virtual participant in her own death (they always do), and the Didion-Dunnes worried that Quintana would be called to the stand. So they took her to Paris for the duration of the trial. 'There is little research,' Griffin Dunne writes in his book, 'for how often extended families turn on each other in the event of the sudden death of a relation, but if there were, my parents and the Didion-Dunnes would have been a case study.' Didion and her husband brought Quintana back on the day of the sentencing. The perpetrator got just six years, and that afternoon, Griffin's brother sent a second orchid to the Didion-Dunnes with a note, as if from the sender of the first one. It read: 'Victory is Ours, Love, Patrick Terrail.' The sense of disorder and betrayal could hardly have been deeper. In time, the Dunne brothers made up, but they are said never to have discussed their daughters, what they as parents did or didn't do, or should or shouldn't have done.
It's all there in the cold climate of Didion's writing. Dominique's murder struck a long-lasting chord, which reaches from the past of Didion's essays and Californian fiction to her future interest in female victimhood, in the way Americans vary their concern depending on the colour and class of the victim. In all of it, one might detect the vulnerability of Quintana and the shadow of Dominique. When things begin to fall apart for her daughter and when Didion's husband dies while Quintana is in intensive care, the shock takes nothing away from Didion's feeling of inevitability, and she struggles for the one thing she always had as a writer - control. Suddenly, she can't make the story up and she can't fix her life on the page. In her masterpiece, The Year of Magical Thinking, published in 2005, she is here but not here, and in the writing she can only lay a few footprints in the snow, soon covered again by drifts.
By then, she'd felt for years that she and Dunne had failed their daughter. Quintana had grown up loving leis. Stephanotis was the exotic flower of her childhood, and she chose them for her wedding braid the day she got married in New York in 2003. In his wedding toast, her father spoke of the house in Malibu and of the Pacific Ocean, hoping the sunshine they had shared would find its place in her married life. There were memories he couldn't share. Like the time Quintana phoned the state psychiatric facility in Ventura County to find out what she needed to do if she was going crazy (she was five years old). Or the time she called 20th Century Fox to ask them what she needed to do to be a star. At the age of thirteen, she spoke to her mother of 'the novel I'm writing just to show you'.
'I said that was what truly broke our heart,' Didion wrote after seeing MacKinnon. 'To see how hard she was trying. We had tried to make her life easy and we hadn't. I don't mean "easy" in the obvious sense of good houses, good schools, etc. I mean easy in the sense that she would be free both of her own and our history.'
'Our heart,' she wrote. Two writers, one heart.
Perhaps Cyril Connolly missed the point. It's not the pram in the hall but the thing in the pram, for whom the enemy of promise is the typewriter in the study. 'Maybe you dealt with her at a distance,' the shrink said to Didion.
'I dealt with everybody at a distance,' she replied.
The last time  I saw Didion she was in London. She told her editor Clare Reihill that she would like to meet up, so the three of us had dinner at Scott's on one of those Sunday nights when the West End seems emptied out. We spoke about cars and she said how much she'd loved driving in LA when she was young. She was even thinner than usual, but she ordered a huge T-bone steak with chips and ate it all. Throughout the meal, the topics would come and go (writers, the theatre, magazines, New York) and she would say single, uncertain things which were somehow crystalline even in their uncertainty. Again, the quality of her listening never varied. Some people are self-conscious in a way that doesn't reach out to others, but Joan's self-consciousness made us complicit - it was all part of her beautiful skill. After dinner, I drove her in my Volkswagen Polo back to the Covent Garden Hotel, and she seemed tired. 'I'd invite you in for a drink, but I don't think I could stand up,' she said, gathering the straps of her nice bag.
'I'll see you soon,' I said.
'That's right. Soon.'
We imagine we can reach past people's pain. Didion gave the impression it might be possible, but wasn't it just hope over experience? Part of her nature and her aesthetic was to feel responsible even for her own disconnectedness. To take responsibility for your own life was central to her idea of self-respect and showing 'character'. Maybe it was part of where she was from. 'Not much about California, on its own preferred terms,' she wrote, 'has encouraged its children to see themselves as connected to one another.' Maybe that is why we think of ourselves in a new way once our parents are gone: our separateness is confirmed. 'Who will look out for me now,' Didion writes later in Where I Was From, italics her own. 'Who will remember me as I was, who will know what happens to me now, where will I be from?' And if your child dies, that separateness must be of a different order, a stymie on your sense of plausible continuation. In Didion's later work we see a well of loneliness so deep that her own strange style is itself estranged. She went on living after John and Quintana, but was animated to the ends of her nerves by loss.
Maybe it helps, in that situation, to have a personal assistant who needs validation and saving even more than you need it yourself. Cory Leadbeater was a Columbia student encouraged by James Fenton to come and work with Didion when she needed a hand. It was supposed to last for six months but went on for nine years. She in fact needed relatively little, but Leadbeater needed a lot, and she taught him about 'fish and the New York Review and love'. Her 'approval meant enough' for Leadbeater 'to beat away a lifetime of existential dread and fear of going unnoticed. It seems to me now one of the greatest gifts of my life that she was willing to make my problems her problems.'
It appears to be one of the hazards of literary life in America, that if you hire an assistant they will one day write a book about your fridge. Your way of cooking fish. They will credit you either with saving or destroying their life (see books by Salinger's assistant and Lillian Hellman's if you want the full American Gothic). In this diverting genre, Leadbeater is good company and is his own man. 'So many of the trappings of Joan's crowd irked me,' he writes, 'their clothes I loathed, their affected accents, their quick adoption of whatever opinion was shared by Ben Brantley [the New York Times's theatre critic] - but I knew also that these were the people who had found a way to live a life in letters.' Eventually, he feels that his book 'is a catalogue of my various dishonesties'. So far, so Didion. Leadbeater lives with her for a while and helps her, and then he meets someone and has a daughter of his own to worry about, a new clock starting as Didion's is ticking down.
'I remember that once when we were snowbound,' she wrote in Where I Was From, '[my mother] gave me several old copies of Vogue, and pointed out in one of them an announcement of the competition Vogue then had for college seniors, the Prix de Paris, first prize a job in Vogue's Paris or New York office. You could win that, she said.' When I went back to this, and read the word 'snowbound', I thought again of Didion in the waiting room, reading about polar bears. Her life was always about mothers and daughters, about independence, about magazines (Quintana had worked on one) and getting away.
In the last period of her life, when she was living with the losses in her family and trying her best to protect Quintana, I think you can see in Didion's writing that she was finally coming home to how afraid she had always been. Looking back, you might wonder not only about the writer and mother she was, but about the girl she had been all along, the girl to whom her adopted daughter, among other things, was an objective correlative. We have children, some of us, in order to be fully ourselves, then we discover a mystery beyond all that, of how hard it is to be responsible for somebody else. 'Once she was born I was never not afraid,' she wrote. 'The source of the fear was obvious: it was the harm that could come to her. A question: if we and our children could in fact see the other clear would the fear go away? Would the fear go away for both of us, or would the fear go away only for me?'
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Under Enormous Bums
'Sometimes it feeds escape fantasies about happier, freer lands on the other side of the moon,' Neal Ascherson says of travel writing (LRB, 5 June). '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.' It should be said that hardly any nation on earth has been as productive in converting damp, suffocating misery into travel writing as Britain. Paul Fussell's Abroad: British Literary Travelling between the Wars devotes the chapter titled 'I hate it here' to British writers fleeing their own country, which they found 'uninhabitable'. Fussell quotes in rapid succession W.H. Auden, asked by an interviewer whether his early works had 'a sense of being at war with where you are' ('Yes, quite'); Cyril Connolly ('tired of the country ... a dying civilisation - decadent, but in such a damned dull way - going stuffy and comatose instead of collapsing beautifully like France'); and D.H. Lawrence (describing the Midlands: 'the utter negation of natural beauty, the utter negation of the gladness of life, the utter absence of the instinct for shapely beauty which every bird and beast has, the utter death of the human intuitive faculty ... our towns are false towns - every street a blow, every corner a stab'). After all that, Fussell asks 'What can one do but hate a place which is ...', followed by a two-column list, filling the better part of a page, of adjectives applied by George Orwell to aspects of British life between 1919 and 1939, which include 'faecal', 'verminous', 'lousy', 'dim-witted', 'meagre', 'godless', 'sneaking' and 'Canadian'.
Although Fussell was describing the views of British writers, not readers, readers seem to have agreed. If travel book consumption is any guide, the British public felt just as unhappy and unfree in the years from Stanley Baldwin to Ted Heath as did the Poles and Czechs after the death of Stalin.


Benjamin Letzler

				Modling, Austria
			


Labour Complacency
Geoffrey Wheatcroft, reviewing Kit Kowol's book Blue Jerusalem, reflects on the Attlee government's 'caution and failure to effect truly radical change' (LRB, 22 May). Elite institutions and authority, he writes, 'like the enormously increased power of the state, had been fortified by the war'. I don't think it was solely the inoculating effect of victory. The mid-century Labour Party was complacent about the establishment in general, and private education in particular, on the basis that these had by then nourished so many of its representatives. At its apex, the upper-middle-class Clement Attlee was a product of Haileybury (founded for the East India Company) and University College, Oxford (where William Beveridge was master when his report was published in 1942). Attlee's first chancellor of the exchequer was Hugh Dalton, of Eton and King's, Cambridge, whose father was chaplain to Queen Victoria and tutor to the future George V. He was succeeded in 1947 by the Winchester-educated Sir Stafford Cripps, the son of an attorney general to successive princes of Wales who was first knighted for his service to the royal family and then ennobled as Baron Parmoor. Only 31 per cent of the parliamentary Labour Party, established and financed as a trade-union lobby group two generations back, was by 1945 sponsored by a trade union; its 393 MPs were typically barristers, journalists, teachers and lecturers, bourgeois progressives rather than horny-handed sons of toil.
The point is obvious: these men tended to look past inherited and educational privilege since they personified the progressivism it might occasionally nourish, oblivious to the fact that they were exceptions to the cultural rule. In the light of Labour's historic pusillanimity on this front, the recent abolition of VAT exemption for private school fees might end up looking like one of this government's most radical measures.


Simon Skinner

				Cambridge
			


Dangerous Idea
  Rachel Hammersley is right that scholars have long known in general terms why John Trenchard and Thomas Gordon wrote their influential anonymous political column, Cato's Letters, in the early 1720s  (Letters, 5 June). But the 'unexplored puzzle' elucidated in one of the chapters of my book What Is Free Speech? is more specific: how did they manage to  invent an entirely new way of thinking about politics and public debate, which extolled free speech as the foundation of all liberty? It is especially striking since the rest of 'Cato's' political  theory was fairly derivative, repackaging in easily digestible form the thoughts of recent writers such as Algernon Sidney, Charles Davenant and John Locke, as well as older heroes of republican  thought such as Machiavelli. It was precisely because Gordon and Trenchard's four essays on the freedom of speech and the liberty of the press were so original, and so rhetorically far-reaching,  that they became so influential. Unfortunately, their arguments on this score were, in fact, a self-serving tissue of deliberate fabrications, glaring contradictions and wilful omissions, designed  mainly to justify their own partisan practices. It is one of the many ironies of the history of free speech that they nonetheless eventually inspired the formulation of what is now the most  powerful speech law in the world, the First Amendment of the constitution of the United States.


Fara Dabhoiwala

				Princeton University, New Jersey
			


High Maintenance
  Laleh Khalili suggests that the likes of Palantir, Anduril and others are novel in turning their products into 'services', retaining significant control, accruing revenue, and with that, leverage  (LRB, 5 June). But traditional 'prime' defence contractors have been at it for decades. All key military equipment - from battleships to tanks, drones to  high-end combat aircraft - require maintenance, repair and operations services (MRO). Military pilots, naval captains and tank commanders, understandably, are not the most forgiving operators. And  without MRO, the equipment won't work, so defence ministries are locked into long-term programmes.
  MRO is expensive. Contractors and their customers in government generally accept that it will cost as much as the initial purchase of equipment. Selling arms is big business, but maintaining it  keeps Lockheed Martin, BAE Systems, Rafael and others in the global defence industry in clover. Against the run of Khalili's argument, what makes firms in Silicon Valley particularly threatening is  the relatively small part defence ministries play in their business models. That makes it easier for them to bite the hand that feeds them.


Matt Barker

				Faversham, Kent
			


Like Talking Underwater
  I wasn't surprised to read, in David Thomson's piece, about Terrence Malick's uncomfortable experience as a Rhodes scholar at Oxford in 1965 (LRB, 22  May). 'Talking to the Brits,' he said, 'was like talking underwater.' I arrived in Cambridge the same year, at a time when many New Zealanders still spoke of the United Kingdom as 'home'. I was  quickly disabused of this fantasy during my first dinner in hall at Trinity College. I walked in with an old friend and fellow Commonwealth scholar. Barely had we sat down than two louche  undergraduates appeared opposite. 'Oh, hello Clive,' one said, 'how did you spend the vac?' 'I had an absolutely super time, Rupert,' the other replied, 'because I went to Kenya [pronounced  'Keenya'] and stayed with some family friends in the White Highlands. And ... well ... the extraordinary thing about these colonials, you see, is that the men are amazingly undersexed, while the women  are all unbelievably oversexed. So, as you can imagine, one does have a simply marvellous time!' At that point, my companion, whom I could sense bridling throughout the exchange, burst out (in a  somewhat exaggerated Kiwi accent): 'Fucken balls, mate!' 'Oh,' one of them said, in tones of mock astonishment, 'are you from the colonies? Which one? New Zealand? Really? Tell me, do you still  have - what are they called ... Maowis there? Are they still eating people?' We were underwater indeed; and it was some time before we learned to use a snorkel.


Michael Neill

				Auckland, New Zealand
			


Cartomania
  Paul Frecker refers to a carte de visite of Ada Ward, an actor 'who quit the stage to join the Salvation Army' (Letters, 22 May). Ward quit the stage in 1897, the  same year that another actor, Florence Worth, became a Salvationist. Worth was known as 'the converted actress' and a carte showing her 'before' and 'after' her conversion was issued by Leonard C.  Rudd in Newcastle.
  Such was the celebrity of leading members of the Salvation Army in the 1880s and 1890s that cartes de visite of many of them (including members of the founding Booth family) were brought out by  leading commercial studios, principally Elliott & Fry, as well as Eason in Hackney, where Salvationists were a common subject. The Salvation Army even set up its own commercial photographic  studio in 1893 as part of its headquarters on the Clerkenwell Road, which produced cartes de visite of its own until around 1900.


Steven Spencer

				London SE5
			


Let them marry!
Colm Toibin's essay about Pope Leo and the Roman Catholic Church correctly identifies the Latin Mass as a proxy for conservative discontent (LRB, 22 May). But his advice for the new pontiff - deal quietly with the Latin Mass, divorced parishioners and gay priests - misses the larger issue. The Catholic Church is a Eucharistic church, where celebration of the Mass is central, but the number of priests is insufficient to serve the faithful. The importing of priests from Africa and India is not sustainable, so Leo must act decisively (if quietly) to expand the ranks of the clergy. Allowing priests to marry, thereby ending the experiment in clerical celibacy that lasted nearly a thousand years, is the first and most logical step (perhaps rolled out gradually, beginning with remote areas like the Amazon, as Francis was apparently prepared to do). The second remedy, admitting women into the priesthood, is a longer-range solution, but as Toibin points out, Leo is young by papal standards and practised in the art of building consensus.


Randall Balmer

				Dartmouth College
			


Paths to Restitution
  Jeremy Harding writes that the Museum of West African Art 'could be a permanent home for repatriated artefacts from Europe and the US' (LRB, 5 June). Yet  this cannot apply to the Benin bronzes, on the premise of housing which MOWAA raised substantial funds (reportedly $20 million) from the international funding bodies Harding mentions. Nigeria's  National Commission for Museums and Monuments has built a dedicated storage facility for repatriated bronzes in Benin City and has signed an agreement with the Royal Palace to supervise their  conservation and curation, although following the outgoing President Buhari's decree of 23 March 2023 they remain the property of the Oba. This episode should teach international funding bodies  that the path to restitution cannot bypass federal governments or traditional leadership for private ventures, with or without state government backing.


Ferdinand Saumarez Smith

				London E5
			


Different Strokes
  Robert Cioffi writes that Merer, 'the star of the Red Sea Scrolls', 'dipped his reed pen in ink' (LRB, 8 May). No. This was before split-nib reed pens  and inkwells, in a time of rush brushes and palettes.


Stephen Goranson

				Durham, North Carolina
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Short Cuts
Ready for War?
Tom Stevenson

2484 wordsOn  2 June the British government finally published its Strategic Defence Review on the state of the UK armed forces. When it was commissioned, in July 2024, Keir Starmer described it as 'first of its kind' and 'root and branch' - a clear indication that it would be nothing of the sort. This was the fourth defence review in the past five years, with two more (to do with reserve forces and defence industry matters) still in progress. But the SDR was intended as Labour's big statement on the UK military. To lead it, Starmer appointed Tony Blair's first defence secretary, George Robertson, along with Richard Barrons, former deputy chief of the defence staff, and Fiona Hill, former deputy assistant for European and Russian affairs under Donald Trump. The general direction was set in March 2024 by the defence secretary, John Healey, who said Labour's aim was to restore the British armed forces to their standing before 2010, when they were still fighting in Iraq and Afghanistan.
 From the outset the SDR was the object of a proxy battle between the armed forces and the Treasury, fought in the sympathetic pages of the Times and the Telegraph. The 'defence' desks of the major newspapers have long been redoubts of support for rearmament, if not for resurrecting the mos maiorum of British armies past. The review was an occasion for a year-long series of suspiciously similar articles demanding that the UK throw money at the military. It was plain that the heads of the armed forces felt the SDR would contain too few pledges of the money and equipment they desired. Tame defence correspondents and editors of the broadsheets were fed briefings about the sorry state of affairs. The SDR, titled 'Making Britain Safer: Secure at Home, Strong Abroad', was submitted to the cabinet in March, but its publication was delayed for months by internal squabbling, both among the armed services and between the general staff and the cabinet.
 Before the review was launched, the government had pledged to raise military spending - currently at 2.3 per cent - to 2.5 per cent of GDP, in order to revive 'respect' for the British armed forces. The general staff and its allies in the media argued that 3 per cent was required to achieve that. In December, the MoD revised the figure to 3.6 per cent. This was a transparent negotiating tactic; behind the scenes the brass were angling for a slightly more realistic commitment to 2.65 per cent. In the event the SDR stuck with the commitment of raising spending to 2.5 per cent of GDP by April 2027, with the 'ambition' of reaching 3 per cent at some point in the future. In February, Starmer summoned the military heads to smooth things over, or at least to head off talk that the review would compare unfavourably with equivalent declarations in France and Germany. When the head of the air force, Richard Knighton, withdrew from an event at the Royal United Services Institute in late March, anonymous military officers told the Times that they had been 'gagged' by the government. (Knighton is due to be announced as the new chief of the defence staff.)
 A neat bureaucratic manoeuvre allowed the SDR to be presented as more of a revitalisation of the armed forces than it was. Several cuts were announced in the months before the review, ensuring that the SDR itself would be free of them. The news that the armed forces would be losing some significant equipment - assault ships, frigates, helicopters - was meant to be leavened by assurances that others with more emotive potential would survive. The prime minister presented the review at the BAE Systems shipyard in Glasgow and pledged 'up to twelve' new nuclear-powered submarines, replacing the five currently in service. His announcement had an eerie nuclear glow, including as it did promises of a PS15 billion 'sovereign warhead programme' codenamed ASTRAEA. More worrying were reports that the government is in talks with the US about acquiring low-yield airborne nuclear weapons. One of the SDR's recommendations is that the UK consider ordering F-35A jets capable of carrying B61 nuclear bombs. As a signatory of the Non-Proliferation Treaty, the UK is supposed to be taking measures 'in good faith' towards nuclear disarmament. Instead, the government appears to be entertaining the expansion of its nuclear weapons programme.
 In May the MoD suggested that the number of full-time army personnel might be increased from its current figure of 72,500 to 76,000 soldiers. But the SDR recommended no increase, though it did recognise 'a strong case for a small increase in regular numbers when funding allows'. In fact, both the army and the navy already miss their recruitment goals every year (the RAF until recently fared better), making such targets less significant than they might be. The SDR suggested that the military focus more on 'the power of drones, AI and autonomy' to paper over its inability to recruit. Drone tactics conducted by Ukraine should be adopted by the British army. Six new munitions factories should be built to increase shell production. The report also recommended that a new organisation be formed, run by army reserves, to protect power plants, airports and telecommunications facilities. Securing critical national infrastructure - the UK has no civil defence force - is a reasonable objective, though the defence intelligentsia inevitably argues that it is no substitute for more soldiers. Another of the SDR's themes was the need to promote 'a whole of society approach' and a 'shift in mindset'. In lieu of adequate equipment, there will be 'public awareness' of defence, in what the government - in alarming fashion - called an 'armour-clad nation'.
 The promise was that the SDR would definitively settle the shape of the armed forces and make it clear what new equipment to buy. But British military procurement is a fiasco. Most of the Ajax armoured fighting vehicles ordered in 2010 are still not in service. The UK has two aircraft carriers and neither has ever had a full complement of F-35 jets. Often they have none and rely on US fighters. A dozen or so Chinook helicopters have been withdrawn early, with the upgraded H-47 version not due to be delivered until 2027. The Spear 3 air-launched cruise missile meant for the F-35s, and originally supposed to be in service this year, has been delayed until the early 2030s. The SDR recommends the acquisition of more destroyers and frigates. But it is still unclear how many expensive (and unreliable) F-35s Britain will acquire before the arrival of sixth-generation fighter aircraft. In November 2024, the government announced that the navy was losing two amphibious warfare ships, in part because it can't muster the crews needed to operate them. HMS Albion and HMS Bulwark were meant to lead prestigious 'littoral response groups' for use around the world. The government now plans to sell them.
 The standard assessment of the British armed forces is that they have become 'hollowed out'. The army has too few tanks and too little artillery to form the armoured divisions its own plans demand. In its present state it would struggle to deploy a single fully equipped division. Given the way British military forces have been used in the recent past, this is probably no tragedy. British generals and politicians keep warning that the UK needs to be ready for imminent war or - in the government's maladroit terminology - for 'warfighting'. Last July, the head of the British army said that Britain should be prepared for 'a major war in three years' time'. The threat is justified by boilerplate fretting that could have been uttered at any point in history: 'global instability is rising', 'an era of increasing threats', 'a more dangerous and uncertain world', 'a much more threatening world', 'a new world of increasing danger and disorder'. Russia's invasion of Ukraine lent support to this tendency. Lord Robertson named 'a deadly quartet of nations': Russia, China, North Korea and Iran. Healey has described 'an active alliance of aggression from autocrats'.
 Both Healey and Tobias Ellwood, a former chair of the Defence Select Committee, have claimed that Britain is 'being attacked every single day by Russia'. Before publication, Fiona Hill argued that while the threat from Russia may be in continental Europe, 'the other front lines are here all the time. They're your IT systems, they're your electrical grids, the power stations.' The Russians are coming for your electricity. These heady descriptions of a world on the brink of war are hardly a persuasive justification for rearmament. The Russian army has spent three years bogged down in Eastern Ukraine. And there can be no war between Britain and China, North Korea or Iran that Britain does not choose itself to enter - or which the US doesn't choose for it.
 Even if one were to accept the idea of a collapse in British military power, there is still the question of how it happened. The orthodox answer is that the post-Cold War era was one of innocence and hubris, during which Britain squandered the 'peace dividend'. It's true that the overall size of the armed forces declined in the 1990s, as it did throughout the 2010s. But British military spending as a share of GDP has been in decline since the end of the Second World War, not the Cold War. Most of that decline occurred between 1950 and 1990. Even a basic scrutiny of the figures shows that they display the slow death of empire and a relative national decline. The disastrous wars in Iraq and Afghanistan subverted a longer-term trend that reasserted itself in their absence.
 Most of the world's major economies are rearming to one degree or another. But that trend also deserves some scrutiny. On 16 May, Elbridge Colby, US undersecretary for defence, noted that the US is 'pressing our Nato allies to step up their defence spending to reflect the urgency of the security challenges they face'. That, Colby said, means increasing military budgets to 5 per cent of GDP, higher even than the levels maintained by the US itself. Germany's foreign minister, Johann Wadephul, has said that Germany now accepts 'in principle' the need for 5 per cent, even if it involves some creativity in counting 'defence-related infrastructure' as military spending. Such declarations are good for business: Rheinmetall AG, a 130-year-old company that supplied the German armed forces in both world wars, has tripled its market capitalisation in the last six months. The British government was hoping that the defence agreement it signed with the EU on 19 May would allow the UK to partake in the EU's EU150 billion Security Action for Europe fund, but that has not come to pass. The argument that the UK should expand its armed forces so as to contribute to Europe's emergence as an independent pole in world affairs, separate from the US, is scuttled by the fact that no such project currently exists.
 In theory, strategic reviews ought to assess a country's particular security needs. But the SDR, like its predecessors, contains little thought about the UK's position in the world. This is partly because the defence of Britain isn't a particularly difficult problem by the standards of most countries. The UK is objectively the most secure state in Europe, or it would be if its nuclear weapons didn't make its command and control positions at home a target. Overseas territories are potential vulnerabilities, but their status is sustained more by inertia than by British military power. As far as the defence intelligentsia are concerned, the central problem isn't really the defence of Britain. Instead it is how to maintain expeditionary functions with a stagnant economy - as Starmer put it, 'not just to survive in this new world, but to lead'. Olivia O'Sullivan and Bronwen Maddox of Chatham House recently argued that military spending has to be at least 2.5 per cent of GDP for 'the UK to take a credible leadership position'. This is a moderate position in the debate and yet it is still coloured by vanity. There is nothing inherently worthy in projecting British influence to the rest of the world, and the practical record of that project is dismal, indeed shameful.
 The question the SDR ought to answer is: what kind of military forces should a moderately prosperous Western European island state have? Armed forces shaped by the actual answer to that question would look nothing like they currently do. The UK certainly wouldn't be expending scarce resources on fanciful plans for low-yield nuclear weapons. What military capabilities remain at a time of economic malaise are engineered to fit the needs of American power. The most consequential deployments of the past two years have been in relation to Gaza and the failed campaign against the Houthis in the Red Sea. British military transports made regular runs between British bases in Cyprus and Tel Aviv in support of Israel's war on Gaza. British reconnaissance aircraft operated over Gaza itself. Talk of British armed forces needing to be ready to defend against an attack by Russia or China is misdirection: the theatres they have been operating in are in the Middle East, as per US requirements.
 The SDR declares that Britain's military should be organised to be 'Nato first'. This is an implied critique of the 'Indo-Pacific tilt' described in the 2021 Integrated Review. Yet HMS Prince of Wales, which has been beset by simple mechanical faults since it was launched, is still scheduled to go to the Far East on a deployment that has nothing whatever to do with UK interests and everything to do with US designs. The US government will push Britain to commit to further rearmament, and sooner or later the government is likely to capitulate. Britain's nuclear-powered attack submarines play a significant part in US war plans in the case of a Taiwan crisis, and US officials speak as though they expect Britain to join them in such a conflict. This fact has not yet been acknowledged in discussion of the review's contents. In its emphasis on 'Nato first', the SDR appears to take defence seriously as defence, rather than as a euphemism for expeditionary capacity. But does 'Nato first' mean a limited regional prospectus, or will it mean whatever the US decides best serves its purposes?
 There is something self-indulgent about all these declarations of new eras and pages turned. A sense, perhaps, that the British state is chasing apparitions. The stream of definitive strategic documents never ends. The government will soon publish another National Security Strategy, overseen by Jonathan Powell and John Bew, foreign policy adviser to the last three Conservative prime ministers. Another 'defence capability command paper' will follow later this year. These, too, will resemble their predecessors. Like the SDR, they won't address the question of how British military forces are actually used. For the defence intelligentsia, that question isn't on the table.
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TV Meets Fruit Machine
William Davies on Faragist TikTok

4319 wordsIn  the mid-2010s, the Chinese technology company ByteDance studied the leading video clip-sharing platforms, such as Vine and Musical.ly, and identified some crucial weaknesses. The clips were not well formatted for what had become the world's most popular interface, the vertical smartphone screen. And while the existing platforms were well designed for watching and sharing videos, they were less user-friendly when it came to creating and editing them. TikTok, which ByteDance unleashed on the world in 2017, rectified both these shortcomings. Its declared mission was to 'inspire creativity and bring joy'. TikTok made it easy to edit and recombine content, and to mix video, audio, text and graphics - perfect for lip-synching to audio clips or performing dance routines to pop songs. Its interface was minimalist, giving over as much of the screen space as possible to the video itself.
TikTok was the world's most downloaded app in 2020. Its political potential became plain that summer, when it was instrumental in distributing participants' coverage of the Black Lives Matter protests, one of the largest civil rights mobilisations in US history. A year later, it had a billion active users worldwide. Today, it is the fifth most popular social media platform, behind Instagram (with which it is catching up fast), WhatsApp, Facebook and YouTube, but it distinguishes itself from the others in a number of potent and potentially disruptive ways. The majority of TikTok's users are in their teens or twenties; for this demographic it is an increasingly important window on the world. In the UK, according to Ofcom, TikTok is now the leading source of news for children aged 12-15. In line with its original mission statement, TikTok's users are unusually creative: one study found that of those users who comment on videos (the most engaged user group), fewer than 20 per cent have uploaded five or more videos to YouTube, compared to nearly 80 per cent on TikTok. Some 34 million videos are uploaded to the platform every day, most of them less than twenty seconds long.
But assessing TikTok via a league table of social media platforms misses its more profound impact, which has been to disrupt the very meaning of 'social media', through the influence its design has had on its competitors and on the wider media ecology. When social media took off in the mid-2000s, it was based on the idea of connecting people with their friends, former classmates, potential dates and business contacts. By the early 2010s, social media platforms still retained this function, but had also become valuable tools for curating 'feeds' of information, news and entertainment. 'Subscribing', 'liking' and 'following' granted the user control over what and whom they encountered online.
TikTok too allows users to build connections with one another, but this is secondary to a more enticing feature. The 'For You' page, on which every user lands when they first open the app, provides a portal to a galaxy of tantalising novelties and curiosities, each presented without context or any explanation as to why it has been selected. The For You feed is curated by an opaque recommendation algorithm, which churns through billions of data points drawn from users' behaviour, few of which anyone is conscious of or chose to communicate. Every video shown in the For You feed is a micro-experiment that tests the response of a user (not least, whether they watch or skip, and how much of a video they watch before skipping), and influences the selection of the next one up. Skipping is as easy as an upwards swipe. Meanwhile, every new video uploaded is guaranteed to be shared on at least one other user's For You page, holding out the slim possibility that it might prove popular. This adds another seductive ingredient, the faint prospect of celebrity.
Put all this together, and you have an irresistible interface. The For You page, where TikTok users are known to spend 69 per cent of their time on the app, offers an infinite succession of different clips, some comical, some dull, others uncannily well suited to the user's interests. Some are worth watching, some are worth sharing, many more can be skipped - and all of this is data to be fed back into the recommendation machine. For You combines two of the most addictive technologies of the 20th century: the fruit machine (which plays with our anticipation as to what will pop up next) and television. Among the many concerns about TikTok is the sheer amount of time it devours: the average British user dedicates more than 42 hours a month to watching videos which rarely last longer than thirty seconds. Its status as the most popular social media platform among teenagers adds to the continuing unease over the effects of screen time on young people's wellbeing and attention spans.
Facebook and, to the fury of users, Twitter had already started manipulating the visibility and ordering of individual posts long before TikTok came along. But TikTok's sudden success tipped its rivals into outright mimicry: Instagram's 'Reels' and 'YouTube Shorts' were both launched in summer 2020, straightforwardly copying the For You template. Between them, these three platforms have now secured near hegemony over the most significant media innovation of the past decade: the algorithmically curated multimedia short clip, formatted for a vertical smartphone screen.
Handing so much power over to algorithms is a proven basis for entertainment, not to mention a rich source of behavioural insights to be monetised in the advertising market. But it has had some disconcerting effects on the wider public sphere, if we can still speak of such a thing. For the last few years, users of Facebook, Instagram and X (formerly Twitter) have noticed that a rising proportion of what they are shown on these platforms comes from sources they have never 'followed', 'liked' or 'subscribed' to. Some of it will be inane, some of it shocking; much of it will be infuriatingly hard to ignore. This is what the media scholars Benjamin Guinaudeau, Kevin Munger and Fabio Votta have referred to as 'virality from nowhere': somehow, the videos in question are racking up good numbers in the attention economy even though users have no sense of how or why they came to be shown to them. The turn to algorithmic curation has become known as 'TikTokisation', whereby the goal of every platform is to keep serving up whatever content seems likeliest to retain a user's attention for another few seconds, no matter how useless, weird or unpleasant.
TikTokisation deepens an already existing anxiety about the decline of text-based news consumption (manifest not only in falling newspaper sales, but slackening attention to online news sources as well). As early as 2001, the legal scholar Cass Sunstein expressed his fear that the internet would be a cause of political ghettoisation. Algorithmic curation is a powerful mechanism for realising that fear. The political and media theorist Paolo Gerbaudo has argued that platforms such as TikTok shrug at liberal ideals of a diverse and shared public sphere, accelerating our drift towards 'clustered publics', in which parallel communities are generated around niche interests and identities, but whose governing logic (what distinguishes the cluster and where its boundaries lie) can never be known.
There is another familiar worry, that social media platforms have an inbuilt propensity to push extreme content, with the result that users are lured into the hands of the radical and far right. This too is an anxiety that predates TikTok. It came to a head in 2016 when Facebook was blamed by many for pushing voters towards Brexit and Donald Trump, having pumped out fake news that played to their resentments. Platforms that are designed to maximise views and clicks have an incentive to elevate divisive and transgressive content, since it is harder for users to ignore and (ample research now shows) is more likely to reap 'engagement' in the form of likes, comments and shares. In the last six months, to take just one example, 4chan and X have been responsible for the rise of a racist meme that has spilled over into other forums: references to 'yookay' as a shorthand for lawless multiculturalism, evident in the behaviour of Muslims and black men especially.
There is no reason to believe that TikTok is any worse than other platforms when it comes to the promotion of nationalists and hate-mongers, but also no reason to believe it is any better. Silicon Valley's pivot towards MAGA politics has brought high-profile announcements from X and Facebook in support of 'free speech' (in practice, reduced moderation of conspiracy theorists and racists), but the underlying problem with all these platforms is the business model, which computes everything in terms of engagement metrics, in order to keep users in the app. TikTok (and 'TikTokisation') is even more problematic in one respect, though, which is that it is harder to know what's going on in other parts of the forest. It used to be said that Facebook, as distinct from Twitter, allowed people to step outside their own filter bubble because they continued to connect with their relatives, old schoolfriends and others who might inhabit very different cultural and political milieux. But dwelling in an endless stream marked For You makes it harder to see what is being curated for anyone else.
Earlier this year, Global Witness attempted to get around this by studying the political content showing up on the For You pages of newly registered accounts in Germany. The researchers set these accounts to follow the four largest political parties, thereby giving the algorithm initial evidence that these 'users' had a strong interest in politics. After clicking on the top five posts from each of these parties, they then let the algorithm decide what should appear on the For You feed. They discovered that 78 per cent of subsequent content was supportive of the AfD, suggesting what they described as 'political bias' in the algorithm. That is one possible conclusion. Another is that there is simply more AfD-supporting content in circulation, and that AfD supporters spend more time on the platform, thus boosting the circulation of the stuff they like to watch. But without the co-operation of the platform itself, it is impossible to know exactly what is going on.
Another way to approach this is to look at the online profiles of leading political figures and parties. The Guardian has found that Reform gets fourteen times more engagement per post on TikTok than any of the other main political parties. Nigel Farage has as many followers on TikTok as all other MPs combined. (Less than a quarter of Labour MPs and only a handful of Tory MPs have TikTok accounts, in part due to the restriction on using the app on official devices.) The left isn't completely out of the picture, but it is its anti-establishment figures who have gained a foothold: Zarah Sultana is the second most followed MP and Jeremy Corbyn the third, both of whom were recently ejected from the Labour Party. The fact that TikTok is a platform dominated by the young, and the young still tend to lean left in the UK (relative to their parents and grandparents) ought to make it tricky territory for Farage. Conversely, to the extent that Faragism is developing a youth wing, TikTok is likely to be playing a significant role in that.
Studying TikTok accounts is a useful way of finding out what kinds of message political parties might be pushing, away from the mainstream media. Reform MPs, for example, have dedicated a fair amount of energy to online promotion of a parliamentary petition to 'protect Northern Ireland veterans from prosecution ... for doing their duty in combating terrorism'. (The petition has now passed the crucial threshold of 100,000 signatories, which means it will be debated in Parliament.) But to focus so much on political representatives is to miss what is going on with the people they represent, who are of course creating most of the videos that appear on the app. What makes this medium so powerful is its atmosphere of direct democracy (or what Gerbaudo refers to as the 'plebeian public sphere'), in which the spotlight is shared by everyone. Far more than YouTube, which is dominated by offline institutions, celebrities and big-name influencers, TikTok is like a talent show with 1.6 billion contestants.
Earlier this year 
, I created a TikTok account in order to get a sense of what Farage and Reform were circulating online. I began by scrolling through the videos on their own accounts, and after that watched what came up on the For You feed. I shared nothing about myself, although the algorithm will have picked up on when, where and via which operating system I was using the platform. It will also have monitored which clips I watched and when (if at all) I swiped to skip. (Depending on your privacy settings, TikTok, like other social media platforms, can collect information about you from third parties, including other apps and websites.) The difficulty in attempting to study this medium critically, let alone scientifically, is that every time you open the app you betray details about yourself, as every action, or lack of action, influences what you see next. There is no 'view from nowhere' in a system that is constantly being tweaked around the behaviour of the viewer. With that caveat, my For You page illuminated something of the world to which Farage speaks.
I was shown clips of policemen and women asking not to be filmed. Clips of masked men cutting down Ultra Low Emission Zone cameras with angle-grinders. Clips of supermarket shelves displaying inflated new prices. Clips of fights breaking out in the street. But above all, clips of men and women addressing their phones while sitting in cars or out walking, lamenting the state of 'Starmer's Britain', their words appearing in TikTok's distinctive pink-highlighted font. 'I need help: someone tell me why this country is such a fucking joke?' demands a man sitting in his car, who is sure his energy company is scamming him. 'Have you had enough?' asks a woman, also in a car, but without explaining what we might have had enough of. A man holds up his Greggs coffee, and asks viewers to leave a comment guessing how much he just paid for it. 'How are we not in a civil war?' asks one woman. Another man walks through woodland, in despair at the amount of tax he is paying for government 'waste'. The overwhelming mood is one of rage and defeatism, a sense that life has become impossible and that it's too late now to save much of value. This gloom is punctured only by those who have managed to emigrate or develop successful side-hustles, escaping the constraints of what (to all appearances) is an irredeemably bleak and dishonest society. As with the 'yookay' meme, love of nation has flipped into hatred of it.
Racism, especially Islamophobia, is impossible to avoid in Farage-adjacent TikTok. Some of it is imbued with nationalist melancholia, the screen dotted with Union Jacks, clips of wartime heroics interspersed with laments for what the country has become. Some of it is didactic, explaining to the viewer where Islam originated, and the dangers it supposedly presents. A counterpoint is provided by a few (non-Muslim) TikTokers, who take it on themselves to describe Islam in more sympathetic terms, apparently in an effort to temper the resentments and misunderstandings in their own community. Then there is content more in keeping with the platform, which uses humour, clips of pop songs and mashed-up graphics to lampoon the asylum system, with Starmer the butt of most of the jokes.
The anti-migrant common sense in this world has relatively little to do with headline statistics - which the Home Office is trying to cut by limiting the numbers of overseas care workers and students, regardless of demand - and everything to do with perceived illegality and fraud. There is a simple narrative, which goes roughly as follows. Young men are crossing the Channel in small boats, exploiting a naive asylum system and the generosity of the British state in order to get housing. Those who don't get housing get put up in expensive hotels instead. This influx of migrants pushes up the cost of everything, and diverts money from honest citizens, including the recipients of winter fuel payments, who go cold and hungry as a result. No doubt there are more extreme, exotic or intellectualised forms of ethno-nationalism on social media, built on grander conspiracy theories, but Reform doesn't need them. A folk wisdom that gestures loosely towards fraud, asylum, government waste and welfare cuts is what resonates for Farage.
In her recent ethnographic study of Mansfield, the former mining town where 71 per cent of voters backed Leave in the Brexit referendum, the sociologist Sacha Hilhorst discovered that many local residents viewed politics entirely through the lens of 'corruption'. To this way of thinking, there are plenty of decent people in the world, who look after one another and obey the rules, but politicians are not among them. On the contrary, success in politics is a matter of rule-breaking and rampant self-interest, and power is exploited solely for personal enrichment. (A variant of this mentality manifests in online claims that Volodymyr Zelensky is a liar who wants more of British taxpayers' money so he can build up his fleet of luxury cars.)
Hilhorst was probing attitudes to politics specifically, but Faragist TikTok is awash with a similar suspicion, captured in the idea of the 'scam', of which government, politicians, asylum seekers and big business are all equally guilty. Government raises taxes on the pretence that it will look after people, but instead 'wastes' it through inefficiency or misappropriation. Businesses keep on hiking prices, in ways that suggest something fishy is going on. One TikTok video shows a man comparing how much a toilet roll costs in the supermarket to how much it costs when bought in bulk: clear evidence of a scam. Robert Jenrick recently released a video of himself wandering around Stratford tube station confronting fare-dodgers (more scammers), which included a gnomic reference to streets full of 'weird Turkish barbers'. In fact, this was a reference to another alleged scam, rumours of which have been circulating on TikTok and YouTube for months, according to which Albanian gangs are setting up 'Turkish barbers' as fronts for money laundering. Reform has promised to look into it.
Some of this can be called out as 'racism'; some of it borders on 'conspiracy theory'. There are plenty of far-right influencers who peddle in both, some of whom make large amounts of money doing so. But where the stereotypical image of the conspiracy theorist is a hyper-self-confident man, explaining to the ill-informed how everything links up, the TikTokers sitting in their cars exude mainly anger, suspicion and exhaustion, directed towards a political and economic system they believe is ripping them off. There is a risk of making over-generous interpretations of the radical right's appeal, and there are those who would say that to listen to someone's 'concerns' is always to legitimate them. (This critique has particular bite in the UK: in one egregious example, the former political scientist of the radical right Matthew Goodwin was radicalised by his own subject matter, to the point where he now publishes YouTube videos about the 'invasion' of Britain and gives Reform stump speeches declaring 'I want my country back.') But although anti-migrant sentiment obviously didn't begin with the post-Covid cost of living crisis, it is hard to miss the degree to which the two have become mutually entangled.
As an economic doctrine, liberalism rests on a simple promise: that market exchanges make both parties better off. The baker earns money she can spend, while the consumer gets bread he can eat. In the labour market, this is expressed in the idea of an 'honest' wage for an 'honest' day's work (Marxists have quibbled with the former). Farage exploits a diffuse sentiment that dishonesty is now the basic principle on which not only politics but also markets function. Why have basic goods suddenly shot up in price? How can the young men from that other community afford to drive such nice cars? Why does the government claim to have no money, when it is sending billions to Ukraine and putting foreigners up in hotels? The simple, transparent equilibrium of the market has been replaced with the opaque disequilibrium of value extraction - or what might otherwise be called a scam.
This is, at least in part, what happens in a capitalist society when profits remain high but productivity and wage growth stagnate. Things no longer add up. For many, work no longer pays well enough to secure a family existence. Someone somewhere is clearly getting richer, but it isn't clear how or why. You can find a steady stream of practical advice on TikTok about how to scam the system yourself, through online shopping platforms that the supermarkets don't want you to know about, or investment strategies and side-hustles that will pay better than your day job. In my own For You journey into Faragism, I was struck by the recurring assumption that the ultimate prize was exit of some form or other: retiring to live off passive income or emigrating to a less broken society with better weather. In contrast to the 'win-wins' of market liberalism, this all smacks of zero-sum Trumpian deal-making, in which one party wins because the other loses.
The TikTok algorithm, and TikTokised platforms in general, operate by creating a feedback loop between individual behaviour and content curation. If your eye pauses for a few extra micro-seconds on a given bit of content, this will increase the chances that more such content will be served up in future. But we might also speak of a collective feedback loop at work in a media ecology operating according to the logic of For You pages, in which the attention given to 'mainstream' media declines and people are sorted into smaller, more concentrated and more suspicious 'clustered publics'. Since 2013, the proportion of adults in the UK and US who consume no conventional news media at all has risen from 8 per cent to 30 per cent. Many of the people in this group may be using social media to follow celebrities, cooking or DIY accounts, or influencers talking about fashion or wellness. But a significant number will be regularly exposed to an algorithmically filtered vision of society that stokes resentments.
We are beginning to witness what happens when these algorithmically channelled resentments show up in mainstream politics. Aside from Jenrick's nod to barbershops, Labour has made high-profile statements on topics that would baffle many listeners to Radio 4's Today programme: cracking down on dangerous cycling and seizing (and crushing!) the vehicles of fly-tippers. That the government is finding time in its schedule to highlight these issues can only mean that they are coming up in the focus groups that Downing Street is said to be so attentive to. But focus group participants don't tend to report what they see outside their front door; rather, they draw on narratives made available to them in the media. As recently as the Cameron era, that would have meant the press: Brexit was in part a triumph of newspaper owners and editors, who managed to convince the majority of the population that their enemy lay in Brussels. But the videos that go viral via For You pages are largely subterranean, until suddenly they break through into mainstream politics and media, apparently without context or explanation.
If the resentments fuelling and being fuelled by these videos are, at least in part, the result of economic conditions, then it would seem imperative to think about how the nature and effects of those economic conditions might be better communicated. In the past, the left insisted on the need for adult education, organic intellectuals, left-wing media and other forms of organising that might improve the public understanding of capitalism. The anger provoked by inflation around the world has had major political and electoral consequences, with incumbent parties ejected from office in most of the sixty national elections that took place in 2024. Inflation on the scale we have seen in recent years feels punishing and inexplicable to those whose income no longer covers basic needs.
Economics is hard enough to explain at the best of times, never mind in a thirty-second video. The one content creator attempting to do so who appeared on my For You page was Gary Stevenson, whose style and format (slickly produced videos, up to an hour long) is better suited to YouTube, where he has 1.3 million subscribers, than TikTok, where he has fewer than half a million. Even so, short clips of his occasional television appearances make for good TikTok content. Stevenson, a former Citibank trader, has been dismissed by many finance experts for the simplicity of his analyses and diagnoses, not to mention his boast that he was once the 'best trader in the world' (the Financial Times bulldozed this claim last year). But Stevenson cuts through, and it isn't hard to tell why. His message starts from the common sense that injustice is endemic to modern capitalism, with the rich screwing the poor and governments letting it happen. The reason 'you' can't afford anything is because 'they' (the very wealthy) are sitting on all the money. Another day, another scam. Stevenson's brand of left populism is never going to be adopted by the current government, though a group of Labour MPs has approached him in an attempt to improve the party's media strategy. The leadership should at least recognise that it's possible to gain credibility in the Faragist media sphere without ever mentioning small boats, hotels or Turkish barbers.
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At White Cube
On Richard Hunt
Gazelle Mba

1513 wordsThe sculptor  Richard Hunt was nineteen years old when he looked into Emmett Till's casket. It was September 1955. Till's mother, Mamie Till-Mobley, had called on mourners to witness and grieve for her son and, over three days, thousands of people filed past Till's body at the Roberts Temple Church of God in Christ in Bronzeville on Chicago's South Side, a short walk from the Hunt family home. The sheriff of Money, Mississippi, where Till had been lynched, tried to insist that the casket remain sealed on its return to Chicago, to prevent the public and press from seeing Till's mutilated body. Till-Mobley defied him: 'Let the people see what they did to my boy.'
Like most African American families in Chicago, the Hunts and the Tills had arrived as part of the Great Migration. And like many such families, they returned to the South every summer: Till had been staying with a great-uncle and aunt at the time of his death. The tension between the rural South and the urban landscape of Chicago would find expression in Hunt's sculptural works. He sought, as he put it, 'the reconciliation of the organic and the industrial', imagining the forms that 'nature might create if only heat and steel were available to her'. Steel, bronze and copper represented possibility, and metallurgy not a denial or rejection of nature, but an extension of it. The future for African Americans was, as he put it, 'in the steel mills, the stockyards'.
[image: ]'Man on a Vehicular Construction' (1956).




The Great Migration didn't insulate African Americans from racist aggression. What happened to Till 'could have happened to me', Hunt later said. Like James Baldwin ('It was him, but it was all of us'), Hunt thought Till's death had universal significance; it symbolised not only suffering but also the hope of redemption. He had begun experimenting with welding equipment that summer, in the basement of the family home. Just under a year later he had completed Hero's Head, a grisly model, not much larger than a clenched fist, of a blighted head wearing a soldier's helmet. It could be a handful of shrapnel, the twisted metal debris of some recent conflict. The piece is at the centre of Metamorphosis: A Retrospective at White Cube (until 29 June), the first exhibition of Hunt's work since his death in 2023 and his first major European survey. The steel helmet is cracked, a fissure running straight down from its centre, and the head seems to be collapsing in on itself. One eye is missing; the other stares out blankly. Two sharply welded lines on the right cheek emphasise the head's skeletal aspect. At first glance the piece suggests 20th-century warfare, but Hunt was also influenced by Greek myths, as the titles of other works - The Chase (Actaeon), Arachne, Prometheus (a lithograph responding to Till's lynching) - show. In the years after Till's funeral, Hunt also made several prints and drawings depicting the Stations of the Cross.
Hunt wasn't the only artist to respond to Till's murder. Photographs of the casket viewing and the funeral were widely circulated by the press; the image of his mother standing next to the open casket became one of the most influential photographs of the Civil Rights Movement. It retains its power today: in 2017, the white artist Dana Schutz exhibited Open Casket, a distorted portrait of Till's dead body, at the Whitney Biennial, sparking a debate about appropriation and opportunism. It didn't help that Schutz had painted Till in a naive and colourful style, with the suggestion of a yellow halo around his head. Hunt's sculpture has a different attitude. It isn't a straightforward depiction of Till and there's no attempt to turn him into a martyr, a saint in waiting.
Alongside his interest in mythology, Hunt drew inspiration from his close study of African sculpture. Over the years he amassed a large collection of African art and artefacts, and although he trained in the US and Europe, including at the Fonderia Artistica Ferdinando Marinelli in Florence, where he learned to cast bronze, he often looked to Africa and the African diaspora for inspiration. Enslavement and migration were longstanding preoccupations, as were notions of sacrifice and heroic death. Hunt explored ideas about freedom and constraint again and again in welded works that resemble birds in flight. The White Cube show doesn't follow a chronological arc, which makes sense for an artist who seemed to arrive fully formed. (The pieces are grouped according to material.) It's hard to believe that Man on a Vehicular Construction (1956), like Hero's Head, was made when Hunt was only twenty. Hunt had started young, joining the junior school of the Art Institute of Chicago at thirteen. In 1953, the institute hosted the travelling exhibition Sculpture of the 20th Century, which exposed Hunt to sculptors including Julio Gonzalez and Giacometti, from whom he took not only a visual language but technical ideas - how to solder metal in a way that didn't disguise the effort involved, but allowed him to suggest a different weight and heft. (He also saw Picasso's Death's Head (c.1941), an important inspiration for Hero's Head.) The 'man' on the vehicular construction is a bag of 'animated bones', in LeRonn P. Brooks's words, scrap metal pieces piled and ordered and welded together in what could seem a grotesque metal skeleton suspended above a wheeled contraption; yet the overall effect is light, even lively.
Hunt was taught by the sculptors Nelli Bar and Egon Weiner, both refugees from Nazi-occupied Europe. They encouraged his formal experimentation as well as his belief that sculpture had something to say about the present moment. Hunt was always looking for methods and techniques that would expand his understanding of metal's sculptural properties. He began his 'construction' series on this impulse, in an attempt to evoke planes of negative space. His description of these pieces - 'abstract surrealist drawing-in-space' - is apt. They transform in appearance depending on the angle from which they're viewed, seeming to take up more or less space, to move or incite movement. And although he found his materials in junkyards, in combination the awkward and angular pieces resolve into diaphanous forms.
[image: ]'Hero's Head' (1956).




Many of Hunt's pieces are animistic and anthropomorphic. Organic Construction, Number One, an insect-like creature with hyper-extended limbs, is tricked out in gunmetal grey. Linear Sequence looks like the swirls and swoops of cursive handwriting. Coil, from the Tube series, made in copper, features a tube-like structure from which organic forms emerge. It was exhibited at MoMA in 1971; Hunt was the first black artist to be afforded a retrospective there. Most of the sculptures on display at White Cube were made in Hunt's Chicago studio. In the same year as the MoMA show, he bought a decommissioned electrical substation that once belonged to Chicago Railway Systems. The space, with its towering 45-foot-high windows, provided plenty of light and came equipped with an overhead bridge crane - essential for the larger works he would go on to make. Aside from a brief stint in New York, Hunt spent the rest of his life in Chicago. Of his more than 160 public sculptures, almost half of them are still in Illinois and a fifth are in Chicago.
In one of the final rooms at White Cube, the 11-foot-tall bronze Reaching Up (2022) stands alone, extending in two directions from its metal stem, like a dancer stretching out into an arabesque. Hunt manages to make metal into taut muscle, a poetic distortion of his material from a heavy lump of bronze to the rapture of flight and ascension. Steel Garden, from 2013, is similarly exuberant. Like many of Hunt's commissioned works, it was intended to be displayed outside - in this case at the entrance to a United States Steel Corporation site by Lake Michigan. The steelworks was itself a sort of garden, where metal was forged into all manner of products, and Hunt's work, with its tendrils and foliate forms, seems to be bursting into life. In the sunshine outside White Cube, its highly polished surface gleams silver-white and seems to ripple like water.
Hunt came of age during the postwar boom, when the factories of Detroit were thriving and Black communities were growing prosperous. Metal was the material of the age, and Hunt animated it. Now his sculptures speak not to the possibilities and contradictions of industrial expansion but to its decline, not to freedom as movement and opportunity but to the more ambiguous freedom of precarious work and displacement. Or perhaps they are a continuum, different ways of looking at our 'liquid' modernity, as Zygmunt Bauman calls it, and its characteristic 'lightness' and 'weightlessness'. Bauman wrote that we associate these terms with 'mobility and inconstancy' and yet 'we know from practice that the lighter we travel the easier and faster we move.' Hunt spoke about the importance to him of making art as a 'free person'; his works continue to show what that might look like.
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No Pork Salad
Edmund Gordon

3567 wordsIwas  a competent name-caller and a precocious smoker, but my schoolboy talents stopped short of anything that involved a ball. Catering to my eight-year-old son's tennis abilities has involved a serious learning curve. The atmosphere on the London and South-East nine and under circuit can be surprisingly intense. Pint-sized competitors gather outside the clubhouse, doing warm-up exercises and footwork drills. The moment they step on court most of them become nervous wrecks. They lie about line calls and bicker over the score; if they lose, they fall howling to the ground and beat the tarmac with their little fists. You don't have to look far to find the source of their angst. I've seen grown men and women bellowing at their weeping children for botching their ball toss or being too static at the net. It's an unattractive spectacle, but I'm mainly bewildered by how much they care. The biggest constraint on my son's prospects may be that, as a tennis parent, I don't have what it takes.
When Roger Federer was eight, his parents moved him to a new club, Old Boys Basel, which had the best juniors programme in the city. 'You could tell he had some talent,' the head coach, Madeleine Barlocher, told his biographer Christopher Clarey, 'but I had a good group with a lot of young boys with talent ... I would never have guessed he would become what he would become.' The opening chapters of The Master, Clarey's book on Federer, are full of cautious early assessments of his potential.* His junior career peaked at the 1998 Wimbledon Championships, where he won the singles and the doubles. 'So is Federer a future Wimbledon champion?' the Independent asked. 'Probably not.' Hardly any junior slam winners go on to triumph at senior level (Marin Cilic, who won the French Open boys' title in 2005, is the most recent). Federer turned pro the next day, playing the Swiss Open in Gstaad, where he was defeated in straight sets by the Argentine veteran Lucas Arnold Ker. 'It never crossed my mind that "This guy is going to be great,"' Arnold Ker said. Three years later, in 2001, Federer hit the big time: in his second appearance in the main draw at Wimbledon he beat Pete Sampras, the world number one and seven-time champion, in a thrilling fourth-round match. Even that wasn't enough to convince people he was destined for greatness. 'I knew he had talent and was going to be around for a while,' Sampras told Clarey, 'but I don't think anyone could have predicted he was going to dominate for the next twenty years and do all the things he would do. It's not like Tiger Woods or LeBron James, where since they were twelve you knew they were going to be superstars ... It's not so clear-cut in tennis. It takes time to evolve.' Federer lost his next match to Tim Henman.
'Every successful player compromises their entire childhood to make it,' the former Irish number one Conor Niland writes in The Racket, his memoir of life as a journeyman pro. 'But so does every unsuccessful player too.' Niland, like his more famous contemporaries, 'was forced to grow up with a quasi-professional career forever bleeding into my evenings, weekends and friendships. Zoo trips, beach days and playgrounds weren't going to further my game and so they weren't entertained.' In 1994, when they were both twelve, he beat Federer in straight sets at the Winter Cup, one of the big junior tournaments. But he never won any titles at that level - he attributes this partly to living in Ireland, a country with next to no tennis history or infrastructure - and instead of turning pro accepted a tennis scholarship to Berkeley, which he describes as 'a plausible each-way bet in a zero-sum world'. Four years later, in 2005, he started playing on the lowest tier of professional tennis, then known as the Futures Tour, now renamed the ITF World Tennis Tour ('the "Futures" title was an irony too far,' he writes, 'even for tennis').
By then, Federer had won six slams. Nobody doubted his calibre now. His game had always been visually pleasing - his one-handed backhand, with its arabesque follow-through, is the most balletic stroke the sport has ever seen - but in an era dominated by power baseliners, some commentators thought it insufficiently muscular. In 2003, he claimed his first Wimbledon title, losing only a single set over the entire tournament. Two years later (when Niland was playing matches on the Futures tour with 'literally nobody watching' and washing his own kit with a bar of soap to save on hotel laundry costs), Federer was one of the most famous athletes on the planet. No one seemed capable of presenting much of a challenge to him until the arrival of the teenage Rafael Nadal, with his pugnacious energy and whip-crack forehand. In June 2005, on his nineteenth birthday, Nadal beat Federer in the semi-final of the French Open, and went on to win the title.
Nadal triumphed in their next few encounters and beat Federer in three successive French Open finals between 2006 and 2008 - the only grand slam trophy Federer hadn't already won. But Federer maintained his dominance at the other three slams and overcame Nadal in the Wimbledon finals of 2006 and 2007. Like all the best rivalries, it was a clash of contrasting styles. Federer cut an aristocratic figure on court, elegant and seemingly relaxed even at the most pressurised moments; Nadal, with his bulging muscles (displayed by the sleeveless T-shirts he then wore) and dripping sweat, was a picture of stress. At the 2008 Wimbledon final, an epic five-setter often described as the greatest match of all time ('their mutual masterpiece', Clarey calls it in The Warrior), Nadal eventually came out on top. He won five of the next ten slams, with Federer taking four (the tenth was won by Juan Martin del Potro, a six-foot-five Argentinian with a spectacularly powerful forehand whose career was eventually curtailed by wrist and knee injuries - another reason it's hard to be confident about a player's long-term prospects). The only problem with the Federer-Nadal rivalry, in dramatic terms, was that they were both so courteous and well-behaved. Nadal never smashed a racket on court in his whole career; Federer only rarely. They were both occasionally shirty with umpires (Nadal tried to ban one from his matches for not being respectful enough), but most of the time kept their feelings well hidden. You might root for one over the other - I always thought Federer was a bit too suave, and relied on Nadal to take him down a peg or two - but the choice was largely a matter of aesthetics and it was hard to begrudge either of them when they won.
Enter Novak Djokovic. At the end of 2010, the elastic-limbed Serb was already a force in tennis - he'd won the Australian Open at the age of twenty in 2008 - but few would have put him in the same category as Federer and Nadal. His sudden rise to their level has been attributed (at least by him) to an increase in stamina after he cut gluten out of his diet. He won three of the four slams in 2011 - a feat he repeated in 2015, 2021 and 2023 - and at the 2016 French Open became the first player since Rod Laver in 1969 to hold all four titles simultaneously. Djokovic is given to displays of petulance: screaming at his own team, yelling at ball kids, taking frustrated swings between points - he was disqualified from the 2020 US Open for hitting a female line judge in the throat with a whacked-away ball - and blowing sarcastic kisses to the crowd when he doesn't feel sufficiently loved. During the fourth round of Wimbledon last year, he interpreted the chants from fans of his opponent Holger Rune - 'Rooooon-ah' - as boos directed at him. In the on-court interview after the match, he came out with a menacing soundbite: 'To all those who have chosen to disrespect the player - in this case, me - have a goooood night.' Djokovic has legions of diehard fans - they call themselves 'NoleFam' - who treat any supposed slight to their hero as racism against someone from a small Balkan state. It's not clear whether Djokovic agrees with them, but he does seem to resent being less popular than Federer and Nadal.
'Djokovic is the greatest tennis player in history,' Mark Hodgkinson writes in Searching for Novak. 'He's the GOAT, the greatest of all time.' Craig O'Shannessy, a strategy analyst who worked with Djokovic for three years, isn't so sure. 'For him, there are three GOATS,' Simon Cambers and Simon Graf, the authors of The Roger Federer Effect, report. Unsurprisingly, they describe Federer as 'arguably the greatest male player the world has ever seen'. Clarey doesn't offer an opinion, but in The Warrior he quotes a former Wimbledon semi-finalist, the US player John Isner, who says that Nadal is 'the greatest competitor in any sport in the history of the world'. In a field stratified by the hard evidence of rankings and results, how can value judgments be so hard to prove? There's broad consensus about the greatness of the Big Three, but since they didn't play all their matches against one another, and didn't peak at the same time, their relative greatness remains open to debate. Besides, there are various ways of measuring these things. Djokovic has won the most slams (24 to Nadal's 22 and Federer's 20) and held the number one ranking for the longest period (428 weeks in total). He also has a leading head-to-head record against the other two. But Federer has the most titles overall (103 to Djokovic's 100 and Nadal's 92) and the most at Wimbledon, the tournament widely viewed as the pinnacle of the sport (eight to Djokovic's seven and Nadal's two). Nadal clocked up the longest winning streak on a particular surface (81 consecutive matches on clay) and the most wins at a single slam (an astonishing fourteen titles at the French Open). Nadal and Djokovic have Olympic gold medals in singles; Federer only has a silver. Djokovic has taken the most prize money ($187,870,986 to date), but Federer's off-court earnings have made him the first tennis billionaire. The GOAT debate is good for the popularity - and thus the profitability - of tennis, and a colossal PR machine keeps it ticking over.
A great deal of PR effort has gone into buffing the players' personal brands. Federer and Nadal like to present themselves as straight arrows: everymen who happen to be blessed with transcendent gifts. 'I consider myself really like a regular guy with a fascinating life as a tennis player,' Federer told Clarey. 'I feel super privileged to have made one of my hobbies into my career,' Nadal told him. Yeah, right. I'm sure they're both basically decent, but there are clear signs that they're not as easy-going as they like to make out: Nadal's obsessive-compulsive tics (lining up his water bottles in a precise order by the side of the court, pulling at his shorts and then touching his hair, nose and cheeks in a set sequence before serving); Federer's peacocking entrances to Centre Court (at the 2009 championships he wore a white and gold monogrammed safari suit to every match). Professional tennis requires extraordinary psychological capacities - obsessive focus, epic self-belief - so it would be surprising if the players at the top were perfectly well adjusted. Being motivated by an insatiable desire to win, no matter the physical or emotional cost, is more like a pathology than healthy competitive spirit. It's striking that Djokovic and Andy Murray, the fourth best player of the era, survived, respectively, a Nato bombing campaign and a school shooting before they reached their teens. Tennis wasn't so much a hobby as a safe space.
Niland, who eventually graduated to the Challengers Tour and sometimes managed to qualify for main ATP Tour events, offers a few tantalising snapshots of the top players. Federer 'had more swagger and appeared less playful behind the scenes ... he was the alpha dog.' Nadal 'hit every third ball into the corner for a winner, rather than back up the middle as usual practice etiquette demanded'. You would hope that their biographies would provide fuller portraits, but Clarey seems more concerned with maintaining his subjects' aura than achieving intimacy. Nadal's wife, Mery, makes such brief and scattered appearances in The Warrior that every time she gets a mention Clarey has to remind us who she is. He doesn't seem to know how to bring his subjects to life without puncturing their bland public images. Some of the anecdotes he includes are so lame - 'Barlocher remembers searching for [Federer] when it was his turn to play and not being able to find him. It turned out that he was hiding in a tree that he had climbed' - that it's almost a relief when he goes back to listing scores and discussing training regimes. Hodgkinson pushes the attempt to make drama out of nothing even further:
Waking early, often before sunrise, Djokovic starts his day with prayer, gratitude and a couple of long, deep breaths before hugging his wife and running off to see his children. Contrast with Murray, who when discussing his morning routine with Djokovic, plainly stated what he does first: 'I go for a pee.' Murray is part of the tennis orthodoxy, in many ways a conformist ... The orthodoxy doesn't interest Djokovic.

It's unclear from Hodgkinson's account how far Djokovic takes this maverick approach. How long does he hold it in? Unlike Federer and Nadal, Djokovic has proved largely PR-proof, and Searching for Novak is full of material that shows why. Despite Hodgkinson's best efforts - phrases like 'original mind' do a lot of heavy lifting - Djokovic, as portrayed in his book, seems batshit. His anti-scientific tendencies made headlines when his refusal to take the Covid vaccine led to his exclusion from the 2022 Australian Open and deportation from Melbourne, but there's a lot more New Age flannel where that came from. He believes that our souls come preprogrammed with life-goals and that we choose for ourselves the parents best placed to help us achieve them; that it's possible to purify polluted water by talking to it and that negative feelings turn it green; and that eating in front of the TV contaminates the food, resulting in allergies. His social circle includes Semir ('Sam') Osmanagic, who suggested in a 2003 book that Hitler survived the Second World War by escaping to an underground base in Antarctica. Djokovic and Osmanagic make regular trips to the 'Valley of the Pyramids', a range of pointy hills in Bosnia that Osmanagic claims are man-made structures once used by ancient astronauts and Djokovic reckons are among 'the most energetically powerful places on the planet'. Hodgkinson's account of the reason Djokovic changed his diet in 2010 is jaw-dropping. He was approached by a 'specialist in energetic medicine' called Igor Cetojevic who suspected a gluten intolerance (having seen Djokovic struggling with endurance on TV) and tested the hypothesis using a single slice of white bread:
Cetojevic firstly pressed down on Djokovic's right arm, with the player pushing back. Next ... Cetojevic put the bread against Djokovic's stomach and again pressed down on his right arm; Djokovic sensed he was weaker. Djokovic wanted to be sure that he was definitely weaker when exposed to the bread so Cetojevic did the test again. Once more, Djokovic could feel how gluten was weakening him.

'Some have doubted the bread test,' Hodgkinson admits. It isn't easy to square any of this with his descriptions of Djokovic as an 'analytical man', a 'great thinker' and a 'big reader'. Then again, the bar is pretty low. There's a dismal YouTube video from 2009 in which top players are asked to name their favourite book. Tommy Haas (briefly world number two) opts for 'the one with Lance Armstrong'. Federer says he mainly reads magazines. Murray says he hasn't read a book since the second Harry Potter: 'I don't enjoy it.' In this company, Djokovic - who chooses Eckhart Tolle's bestselling 'guide to spiritual enlightenment', The Power of Now - might pass as an intellectual.
The extravagant praise these men inspire can be a little creepy. David Foster Wallace described watching Federer as a 'near-religious experience', but even he couldn't have anticipated the levels of idolatry in The Roger Federer Effect. The book brings together interviews with friends, fans and nodding acquaintances - from the concert violinist Anne-Sophie Mutter to the former speaker of the House of Commons John Bercow. Nobody says anything less than adulatory, though a lot of the comments involve wishful thinking ('I have always felt that he understands it's not easy for me to travel the world to watch him and manage the expenses,' one fan says) or generous marking ('Roger is pretty good at multitasking. He would sign autographs as he listened and answered questions'). The most commonplace personal details ('He likes to eat chocolate') are disclosed in solemn tones. Routine professional duties are interpreted as charitable deeds. Eric Butorac, a former doubles player and current tournament director who served alongside Federer on the ATP Player Council for six years, says that when Federer was involved in discussions about increasing the prize money at the slams, he argued that not all of the gains should flow to the winners. 'It was a selfless act,' according to Butorac:
For instance, in the 2021 US Open, first-round prize money was $75,000. If we looked back ten years ago, it was $20,000. That's an incredible jump for those players. And frankly, they're not the ones driving the business. The players like Roger are driving the business but it takes people like him to help the lower-ranked players. And Rafa and Novak have a similar mentality.

Not so selfless really: after all, the Big Three played in the first rounds too, and the spoils of ultimate victory have continued to rise - the singles winners at last year's US Open received $3.6 million, double the amount awarded in 2011.
Federer and Murray always supported equal prize money for women; Nadal and Djokovic have been less sure. As Butorac says, at least the prize money for lower-ranked players has risen: the ATP recently introduced a programme called Baseline, which gives a minimum guaranteed annual income of $300,000 to players in the top 100, $150,000 to those ranked from 101-175 and $75,000 to those ranked from 176 to 250. Tennis players still complain that with very few exceptions they're paid much less than footballers or golfers. Some of them attribute this in part to the fact that the ATP represents both players and tournaments, meaning that they're 'stuck in a rigged game', as the Professional Tennis Players Association, which Djokovic co-founded in 2021, put it in a lawsuit filed in March.
The changes  came a little late for Conor Niland. For a while he was the second-best player in the British Isles behind Murray - a phenomenal achievement by any ordinary standard - but his world ranking peaked at number 129. That meant he never gained automatic entry to the slams and had to criss-cross the world at his own expense, playing nugatory tournaments in empty conference centres and tennis academies. In 2011 he qualified for Wimbledon (serving at 4-1 up in the final set of his first-round match against the erratic Frenchman Adrian Mannarino, he choked, and lost all the remaining games; if he'd won, he would have faced Federer on Centre Court in the next round) and the US Open (where he threw in the towel in the second set of his first-round match against Djokovic, having eaten a dodgy pork salad the night before). He retired the following year, at the age of thirty, his body in tatters. His total career earnings came to $247,686. 'Spread it across seven years, tax it, and deduct the flights, the trains, the hotels, the coaching ...' There was no big farewell: 'I just stopped turning up.'
Nadal, of course, had a lengthy farewell ceremony at the French Open last month, where he was joined on court by Federer, Djokovic and Murray. What did they have going for them that Niland lacked? Much of it comes down to raw talent: natural disparities in hand-eye co-ordination, tactical intelligence, processing speed. 'Playing guys of that standard is like being lost in a hall of mirrors,' he reports. 'There were times Djokovic had the ball back in front of me as I was still coming out of my service motion.' Another factor was Niland's technique. He didn't attend a tennis academy and received little elite coaching before arriving at Berkeley. Looking back, he reckons that he 'fell behind the world's future top fifty between the ages of twelve and sixteen'. And then there's the psychological element: he comes across as too rounded a personality to win titles at the highest level. His dry wit and rueful sense of his own shortcomings are welcome on the page, but on court humourless intensity and arrogant determination tend to win out. Whatever the explanation for his limitations, Niland experienced them as rotten luck. 'Agassi hated tennis,' he writes towards the end of his book. 'I felt like maybe tennis hated me.'
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Through the Trapdoor
Steven Shapin

5258 wordsRoger Penrose  liked puzzles. In the 1950s, inspired by a catalogue of prints made by the paradoxical Dutch artist M.C. Escher, the young Penrose and his psychiatrist-geneticist father, Lionel, set out to produce drawings of 'impossible objects'. Pictorial conventions cue us to perceive two-dimensional drawings as representations of three-dimensional things, but these conventions can also be used to deceive - for example, to depict things that could not exist in three dimensions. One of these objects became known as the 'Penrose triangle'.
The Penroses were a family of puzzlers. Father and sons amused themselves by constructing polyhedra out of wood and cardboard that could be taken apart and put together in interesting ways. Everyone played chess: Lionel set puzzles and his wife, Margaret, like him a qualified physician, was a keen player; Oliver Penrose, Roger's older brother, is a physicist and a proficient amateur player; and his younger brother, Jonathan, was a grandmaster and ten times British chess champion. But there was much more to Roger's puzzling than this. People who know little else about what he did may be familiar with the Penrose triangle, which shares space with Escher's prints on the walls of student bedrooms around the world, or with Penrose tiling - tessellated polygons that can cover an infinite plane without repeating patterns. The triangles and tiles have been taken up by mathematicians interested in algorithms for generating such things, by chemists investigating crystal structure, and by psychologists concerned with the way the mind makes sense of the external world, but for Penrose they were, for the most part, a bit of fun.
The puzzles that have preoccupied Penrose, though, belong to other cultural domains, and form the stuff of his brilliant career as a theoretical physicist, mathematician and cosmologist. In institutional terms, cosmology is a discipline like any other - ornithology, say, or immunology. Its distinctiveness as an intellectual enterprise is that its concerns are fundamental, all-encompassing. Why is there something rather than nothing? How did this something come to be? What is the beginning of everything and what is its end - if, indeed, it is legitimate to speak of beginnings and ends?
In this biggest of all sciences, Penrose is one of the biggest names: fellow of the Royal Society in 1972; appointed Rouse Ball professor of mathematics at Oxford in 1973; knighted in 1994; Order of Merit in 2000; the Royal Society's Copley Medal in 2008; the Nobel Prize in Physics in 2020. Several mathematical and physical concepts bear his name: the Penrose-Hawking singularity theorems about black holes and, in general relativity, the Penrose diagram of space-time, the Penrose inequality and the Newman-Penrose formalism.
Cosmology is about everything. It subsumes all other disciplines - but only in principle. In practice, cosmology has little to contribute to our understanding of how birds lay eggs or how the human immune system recognises a coronavirus, yet cosmologists have an intellectual aura that encourages some of them to give their opinion on all sorts of things. The difference between the puzzles of cosmological science and the polyhedral puzzles of Penrose's youth was, he believed, just a matter of scale. All of them were, in theory, solvable, provided you were clever enough. Penrose reckoned that he was.
How do you write a life like that? It is presumed that artists make things while scientists discover them, the lives of the first leaving traces in what their minds produce, the second not so much, or, in the case of very technical and abstract inquiries, not at all. We tend to think that Philip Roth bears a different relationship to Portnoy's Complaint than Albert Einstein does to E=mc2. Indeed, when Einstein was asked, aged 67, to reflect on his life, his 25-page 'Autobiographical Notes' was dense with equations and he insisted that little else needed to be said: 'The essential in the being of a man of my type lies precisely in what he thinks and how he thinks, not in what he does or suffers.' A life dedicated to solving the puzzle of how the physical world works is an effective escape. It delivers the physicist from the obligations and transactions of everyday life. What possible appeal could there be in stories about the passions and interests of people like that? You not only could, but you should, write the life of the mind without writing the life.
[image: ]The Penrose triangle.




Around the middle of the past century, a different sentiment emerged in scientific biography and autobiography. When James Watson's Double Helix appeared in 1968, it came as a shock. Its frankness about the no-holds-barred race to a Nobel Prize and the chase after young women (Watson called them 'popsies') was applauded for its revelation that scientists 'were human too' and at the same time condemned for its indiscretion. Biographers soon followed Watson's lead: we learned that Newton played dirty in his contest with Leibniz over the invention of calculus; Darwin used his stomach upsets as an excuse to avoid public controversy; Einstein was a bad husband and an absent father.
Biographers commonly have to root about in the archives for this sort of backstage material, but Patchen Barss has an enormous advantage with his subject. Penrose is still alive and active - aged 93 - and supplied the richest seam of 'personal' stuff. Barss is a Canadian journalist whose previous work includes a children's book about science and a historical study of pornography. Penrose agreed to years of interviews, and imposed no conditions on what Barss would publish. Some colleagues and relatives were dead; others were unwilling to speak; but many went on the record about their relations with him. Penrose spoke freely about his emotional life and supplied Barss with a huge cache of highly personal letters. There are, of course, 'authorised biographies' of living scientists, and there have been 'warts and all' personal reflections by Nobel-stature scientists themselves, most of which turn out to be self-celebrations, but it's hard to think of any performance quite like The Impossible Man.
Penrose's father and mother were both cold and distant; polyhedral puzzles were one of the few vehicles for father-son contact. That's one reason the puzzles were something more than fun for the young Penrose. But they were also a big part of the reason he chose to do his first degree in mathematics, a decision strongly opposed by his father, who told him that 'professional mathematicians are peculiar, unworldly people.' He was worried that his son might already be too much like that. (A lonely and socially awkward student, Penrose had hit on a tactic for breaking the ice at parties: he constructed a Perspex tetrahedron and brought it along to interest young women. Mathematics was, Barss writes, a 'sex substitute'.) Penrose's doctorate was in theoretical physics, but he maintained a life-long Platonic disposition to see the mathematical, especially the geometrical, as fundamentally real. It was through mathematics that the physical world would be made intelligible. The impossible figures illustrated the puzzling relationship between representation and reality. And the tessellated patterns were, it has been said, 'halfway between chaos and orderliness'; they showed that endless complexity might arise from the application of simple rules.
One day in 1971 Penrose was at a conference in Hoboken, New Jersey. Sitting in the car park afterwards, he wondered aloud to a colleague why he found certain new ideas in quantum mechanics unintelligible. His colleague's response stuck with Penrose: 'You resist because the universe isn't like that.' It was an epiphany, resolving, as Barss puts it, a long-standing 'inner debate' for Penrose: 'Despite its chaos and hidden secrets, the universe was just what it appeared to be.' Penrose resolved henceforth to 'try to understand the universe as it presented itself - as it was'. Despite the mind-boggling banality of this account, it captures something salient both about the way Penrose's mind works and about 20th-century theoretical physics. Questions about what was intelligible, and what it meant for something to be intelligible, were endemically contested in Penrose's scientific domain. Penrose wanted solutions to world-puzzles that made sense, that were comprehensible to the human mind, that cohered with accepted bodies of scientific knowledge. For him, intelligibility often meant thinking of physics problems in visual terms, geometry favoured over algebra, diagrams over words. In some of Penrose's work, you can get a pretty good notion of what's going on by passing over the words and attending instead to the dozens of hand-drawn diagrams.
Lots of science over the centuries has challenged common notions of the intelligible: the Earth moves; white light is compound; there are such things as atoms. But modern physics is special in this respect: not only does it confront us with a radical mismatch between the way things seem and the way things are; it stages a conflict between everyday and scientific ideas of the relationship between the knower and the known, between different views of what it is to know something. Einstein's general relativity of 1915 is a geometric theory of gravity understood as a warp in space-time caused by any object with mass. It describes the world of sensible objects - pencils and planets - very well. It is experimentally well confirmed and it is central to modern physics (though many people do find the concept of space-time impossible to grasp). Quantum mechanics, which celebrates its hundredth anniversary this year, describes the subatomic world - protons and photons. It too is experimentally confirmed but, despite the best efforts of physicists to produce a 'unified field theory', the fit between relativity and quantum mechanics remains a great unsolved puzzle. Nor are today's physicists in agreement over the proper way to characterise quantum mechanics: is it, as Sean Carroll puts it, 'supposed to represent reality, or is it just a tool we use to calculate the probability of experimental outcomes'?
Quantum mechanics radically challenged both common and scientific ways of understanding the world: electrons move from one state to another without passing through an intermediate stage; the act of observing a particle changes what is observed about it; you can know the position of a subatomic particle only as a matter of probability. And there are even more exotic things to be considered. Two particles are said to be 'entangled', or correlated, when changes in one influence the properties of the other, even if they are separated by vast distances. Or take the currently fashionable attempt to unify quantum physics and relativity in string theory: treating things such as electrons and photons mathematically as one-dimensional 'strings' whose different vibrations yield different 'particles'. String theory also requires lots of dimensions - eleven is the most common number.
Penrose has no problem visualising, and finding intelligible, the four dimensions of space-time, but many aspects of quantum physics are too much for him. 'When you accept the weirdness of quantum mechanics' in the macro world, he has said, 'you have to give up the idea of space-time as we know it from Einstein. The greatest weirdness here is that it doesn't make sense. If you follow the [mathematical] rules, you come up with something that just isn't right.' Speaking freely, and setting aside a host of qualifications, Penrose announces that 'quantum theory is wrong': 'It's not that Einstein was wrong; quantum mechanics is wrong.' Penrose especially dislikes string theory, finding it neither testable nor falsifiable, with little support apart from the satisfaction of equations. The same weirdness attaches to theories in cosmology - 'event horizons and information loss in black holes', 'multiverses', 'the future affecting the past' - though in this area too theories can be both weird and abundantly confirmed by experiment.
Penrose  is 'one of the handful of people I've met in my life I would apply the word "genius" to', one colleague has said. Some go further: Stephen Hawking may have been a genius, but 'Penrose's insights seem to stem from some superhuman life-form'; his mathematics has something 'magical' about it. From early on, Penrose knew that he was intellectually exceptional, and he understood both the rights and obligations attached to genius. One responsibility was, as Barss puts it, to 'speak truth to power', even, and especially, where intellectual power was burnished by fashion and armed by institutional authority. If scientific orthodoxy wasn't naked, exactly, it was in Penrose's view badly clothed. His scientific credentials made it possible for him to get away with provocations, and he saw it as his duty to disturb illegitimately settled belief. Who else would do it? Who else could do it?
As he aged, Penrose launched two big heterodox ideas, at some risk to his reputation: one was about cosmic beginnings and ends and the other was about consciousness. The Big Bang, which happened nearly fourteen billion years ago and was the beginning of our universe, was not, in Penrose's 'conformal cyclic cosmology' (CCC), the only beginning. You are permitted to ask what there was before the Big Bang, and Penrose answers that there was an 'aeon' before that, and one before that. And the end of our 'aeon' will be the beginning of another - a cosmological Ouroboros. 'There was something before the Big Bang,' he says, 'and that something is what we will have in our future.' There should be empirical evidence for CCC, but it hasn't yet been found. Many cosmologists are deeply sceptical; some think Penrose has completely lost the plot, and Penrose himself freely acknowledges the apparent 'craziness' of the idea. In Barss's assessment, Penrose remains so attached to CCC because the story is 'too beautiful, too elegant to be wrong' - the aesthetics coming first, the conviction of scientific truth following.
CCC may have compromised Penrose's reputation in cosmology, but his interventions from the 1980s in the great neurological and philosophical debates over consciousness have fared even worse. Tackling the puzzle of consciousness didn't involve a move from physics to neuroscience; for Penrose, consciousness is a problem in physics. Indeed, the conscious observer has always occupied an uneasily central place in quantum physics. A particle can be in many physical states at the same time: that is, until measurement takes place, when it 'collapses' into a single state. It is commonly said that the 'collapse' occurs because a conscious observer intervenes in the system. But Penrose sees this account as one of the marks of the incompleteness and inconsistency of quantum physics. Suppose it isn't consciousness that causes quantum collapse but collapse that causes consciousness. In that case, it wouldn't be a new psychology that was needed but a new physics. And this is what Penrose has been seeking to supply. Whatever the mechanism of consciousness might be, Penrose is confident that it is not computational: the brain is not a computer and no foreseeable progress in AI will convince him that 'awareness' and 'understanding' - notions central to his otherwise poorly defined idea of consciousness - are accounted for by conceiving of the brain as an algorithmic machine.
These ideas haven't gone down well with philosophers or neuroscientists. Penrose's colleagues in theoretical physics and cosmology aren't impressed either. Commenting on Penrose's The Emperor's New Mind (1989), Hawking said that it was an example of the bad things that can happen when the cobbler doesn't stick to his last: 'I get uneasy when people, especially theoretical physicists, talk about consciousness. [Penrose's] argument seemed to be that consciousness is a mystery and quantum gravity is a mystery so they must be related.' The New York Times said Penrose's 'astonishing' views would be dismissed out of hand were they trotted out by 'a thinker of lesser stature'. One distinguished biologist thought that physicists would like the book, as an instance of the way a more fundamental science could deal with puzzles left unsolved by softer sciences, but 'the people who are going to like the book best ... will probably be those who don't understand it.' And the philosopher Daniel Dennett speculated that the reason Penrose chose to address a popular audience and not his peers was that neither physicists nor neuroscientists were in a mood to be told that their sciences were built on sand.
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At the same time that Penrose was writing his first book about consciousness, Hawking was working on his hugely successful A Brief History of Time (1988). Hawking warned his colleague to go easy on the maths: 'Every equation you include in your book will halve your sales.' There was just one equation in A Brief History of Time, but Penrose couldn't resist, and all of his purportedly popular books are festooned with equations, though he invites innumerate readers to ignore them. But then non-specialists tend to be keener than the experts on weird-sounding Theories of Everything, whether about the cosmos or consciousness. Books like these promise intellectual enlightenment, but what's more often wanted from them is the dazzle of genius. A Brief History of Time has been called the 'most unread book of all time'. In 2014 a mathematician devised the 'Hawking Index' to assess how far people actually got through a book before returning it to the coffee table. A Brief History of Time - nine million copies sold - had an index of 6.6 per cent, beaten only in the original sample by Hillary Clinton's Hard Choices, Thomas Piketty's Capital in the 21st Century and David Foster Wallace's Infinite Jest, yet even in this respect Hawking's book has almost certainly outdone any of Penrose's brilliant, but bristly and bulky popularisations. (A Brief History of Time is 256 pages long and a documentary about Hawking with the same title was produced by Errol Morris in 1991; Penrose's Road to Reality: A Complete Guide to the Laws of the Universe, from 2004, weighs in at 1136 pages - and there are no current plans for a movie.)
The American podcaster Joe Rogan is a libertarian, Covid sceptic and conspiracy theorist, with 14.5 million followers on Spotify and 19.9 million on YouTube, an audience heavily skewed to excitable young men. Just before the 2024 US presidential election, Rogan put out a supine three-hour interview with Donald Trump, who delivered his usual portion of lies, idiocies and bluster. Six years earlier, one of Rogan's guests had been Penrose. The tweedily attired scientist didn't patronise and the sweatshirted interviewer was duly star-struck: 'I'm a big fan of your work.' Rogan reckoned his audience would be eager to hear that consciousness was something special, more than mechanical, maybe even mysterious - and the uptake on the internet indicated he was right. Penrose wanted a non-specialist audience. He increasingly felt that his disciplinary colleagues were glued fast to unsustainable orthodoxies: quantum theory needed urgent repair; string theory was absurd; cosmological origin accounts were wrong; computational theories of consciousness were unsustainable. Non-specialists didn't know very much, but they had open minds: with proper instruction, they could be brought to see the emperor's nakedness.
Rogan put his finger on the matter when he suggested to a bemused Penrose that non-computational theories of the brain and of consciousness were 'very susceptible to woo, right? ... People want to start talking about souls and universal consciousness.' Penrose styles himself as an agnostic, but some features of his cosmological thinking fascinated the religious and the mystically minded - endless cycles of beginnings and ends; talk about cosmological meaning. In the film A Brief History of Time, Penrose declares that 'the universe has a purpose; it's not somehow just there by chance ... There is something much deeper about it.' He finds it 'a plausible picture that after you die you could be somebody else, somebody that lived in the past, not in the future'. For Penrose, these are sentiments within science, and he seems slightly puzzled by the enthusiasm of Christians, Buddhists and the assorted 'woo'.
There were also some well-heeled patrons who were drawn to the audacity, heterodoxy and scope of Penrose's thinking. James Tagg, a tech entrepreneur, wanted to found a Penrose Institute in San Diego to pursue the consciousness theories. Penrose went along with the plan and Tagg set about fundraising. At a meeting of consciousness aficionados in 2017, Penrose was told there was someone who wanted to talk to him who might be willing to put big money into the institute. This turned out to be Jeffrey Epstein, who had for some time financed initiatives in physics as well as in mind and brain research. 'I was sitting there talking to Jeffrey Epstein and he was asking me about this institute,' Penrose told Barss. 'Now I didn't really know anything about him. He said he had these parties. He was wondering whether I'd be interested to go to New York. He could invite Woody Allen.' Penrose's colleagues told him that Epstein was a convicted sex offender; Penrose recommended to Epstein that he support a colleague of his, a female physicist, but decided to skip the party.
We  are in two minds when it comes to how genius should behave. On the one hand we want the genius to be modest, gracious, saint-like - a sort of intellectual noblesse oblige, perhaps, or a remnant of the past association of genius with the divine. Think of Darwin or Einstein. On the other hand, genius may be granted more than the usual quantum of self-regard. When you are conscious that you see further and know better, when you take on the 'awesome responsibility' of proclaiming what your genius has revealed, you can become egotistical and troublesome. Think of Galileo or Newton. Penrose is a mixture of the two modes. Humility is evident in his generosity with his time, his care for his students, his deflationary speaking manner. But there is vanity too, and he has, from time to time, insisted on getting what he feels is properly owed to him - intellectually and materially.
Penrose and Hawking are the two physicists who have done the most to shape our present-day understanding of black holes - collapsed stars of such extreme density that not even light can escape them. When, in a talk at Cambridge in 1965, Penrose laid out his theories about singularities - points at which space-time and the laws of physics do not apply - at the heart of black holes, the 23-year-old Hawking was in the audience. The two formed an instant bond, and the younger man quickly took up Penrose's ideas; the Penrose singularity theorem soon became known as the Penrose-Hawking singularity theorems. Hawking died in 2018, and now the shared credit rankles Penrose. 'I had the theorem first,' he told Barss. 'Stephen generalised it and applied it to different situations'; 'The general techniques came from me. [Hawking] developed them.' Wracked by motor neurone disease, Hawking became, in Barss's words, 'an icon of the triumph of the mind over the body'. It's impossible to imagine that Penrose envied Hawking's suffering, but he did resent the way Hawking's ethereal body contributed to his celebrity, casting colleagues into the shade.
One Penrose production that did break through was his tessellated tiling. You can now buy Penrose floor tiles and wallpaper; you can have your sofa upholstered and your duvet covered in Penrose tile fabric; and, naturally, there are Penrose tile jigsaw puzzles. In the mid-1970s, alive to such possibilities, Penrose obtained patent protection for the tiling designs, and entered into an agreement with a company called Pentaplex to commercialise them. But then one day Penrose's wife went shopping in an Oxford supermarket and brought home rolls of toilet paper embossed with what appeared to be Penrose tile designs. (Tile-embossed paper was supposed to feel softer and the sheets had less tendency to stick together on the roll.) The professor was miffed: he and Pentaplex sued Kimberly-Clark, the manufacturer of the loo rolls. 'When it comes to the population of Great Britain being invited by a multinational to wipe their bottoms on what appears to be the work of a knight of the realm without his permission,' the director of Pentaplex said, 'then a last stand must be made.' The case was eventually settled out of court and the loo paper withdrawn; four rolls of it are now lodged at the Science Museum in South Kensington to commemorate the dispute.
The Impossible Man addresses both the life and the life of the mind, and assumes that the first informs the second. One of the ways it does this is unconvincing. As a boy, Penrose was socially awkward; he puzzled over the immensity of the universe, and whether he had free will or if things just happened to him; he was drawn to mathematics as the key to reality. However, there have been many boys just like that; few have become eminent theoretical physicists, and only one became the Oxford professor of mathematics who won the Nobel Prize for his work on black holes. There's something to be said about whatever might be meant by natural gifts; and there's something to be said about family influences. But in linking the life with the life of the mind, often too little is made of the subject's passage through knowledge institutions; the meeting with other minds in particular institutional spaces; the accidents of people met, books read and conversations had; and the paths taken through landscapes of opportunity and risk. Such things may not make for a coherent story, but how reasonable is it to require that a specific life-course conform to a coherent narrative?
A more plausible story connecting the life and the life of the mind is told by Penrose himself. His dealings with colleagues were, on the whole, smooth, but his intimate relationships with women were not. As a young man, he said, 'I was terribly shy with women ... I never really got to know any woman closely.' He appreciated that there was a deliberate choice to be made between intimate relationships and a mathematical life, and it was maths that had the greater appeal: 'By pouring my life into my mathematics ... I was able to find release for those psychic energies, which would otherwise have found outlet in more normal pursuits.' So, when he met Joan Wedge, the American woman who became his first wife, he found himself 'more susceptible than I should have been'. They had three sons, and the marriage lasted twenty years, but as he told Barss, 'It was a great mistake.' Aged 26, he had never 'had a sexual relationship with anybody'; 'She kind of made a beeline for me.' Barss sums up what Penrose wanted him to understand: 'Surely she had taken calculated advantage of his naivety and tricked him into this unhappy marriage.'
Joan was depressive. Penrose thought that his razor-sharp rationality and increasingly successful career ought to make her happy, yet they didn't. In their North London home, Penrose installed a trapdoor leading from the living room to a study below; when he descended through the trapdoor, he moved from the puzzles he could not figure out to the ones he could. He learned to discount both his own misery and his wife's, Barss writes, 'as cosmologically inconsequential ... He fled deeper and deeper into that orderly mathematical world, whose beauty made his everyday life with Joan seem all the uglier.' He 'adamantly refused to let her unhappiness distract him'. Cosmological theory required his undivided attention. He did what he felt he could as husband and father, but that wasn't much; disappearing through the trapdoor was the duty he owed to his genius.
The bad marriage took its toll on the boys. Now middle-aged, they were reluctant to have anything to do with the book, but Barss did finally make contact with two of the sons. One of them, reflecting on the psychological problems that had plagued him throughout his life, thought they could be traced back to witnessing Penrose's aggressive behaviour towards Joan. Penrose thinks it possible he might have been at fault: 'I do remember an occasion when I actually picked her up and threw her on the bed. There may have been occasions when there was no other choice. I wouldn't say I was a saint. Certainly not. She was attacking me all the time - verbally I mean.' The sons seemed willing to reconcile, but Penrose wasn't interested: 'I feel my life is busy enough, and if I get involved with them, it just distracts from other things.'
The marriage to Joan ended in 1980 - she died in 2019 - but other relationships followed. His most intense involvement, seemingly unrequited but apparently the love of his life, was with Judith Daniels, a mathematics undergraduate thirteen years younger. He pursued her for years, and they exchanged hundreds of letters. Joan hadn't been educated in science, but Judith had. Penrose hoped she would be able to understand his cosmological and mathematical ideas, and seized on a conception of what their relationship could be. Judith would be his 'muse', a vital spark to his creativity. She tried to oblige, but was unsure she was competent to follow where Penrose was going. When, finally, she rejected him, Penrose was distraught, writing to her: 'It was you ... who had kindled a fire in me ... That I could interest you with what I wrote - that meant everything to me.' He then tried to replicate her role with other women: 'Without a muse', Barss writes, Penrose 'mistrusted his ability to remain creative. He yearned for ... another Judith, to inspire and appreciate him.' There were several candidates, each scientifically literate, each much younger than him. When Penrose told Ivette Fuentes - a highly talented Mexican theoretical physicist, thirty years younger - that she was his muse, she was furious: 'Don't you ever, ever talk like that about me ... I don't want to be your muse.'
Penrose married a second time when he was in his mid-fifties. Vanessa Thomas was a 21-year-old Oxford mathematics student whom Penrose was supervising and who gave up her doctoral studies when their relationship became public. They had a child, and shared a strong interest in puzzles. He saw her as a muse, too, but this particular muse was at odds with her husband about his increasing involvement with scientific heterodoxy, worried about the damage it was doing to his reputation. She thought the Rogan interview was a mistake, and said so, but Penrose didn't view criticism as appropriate in a muse: 'He no longer cared if his ideas made no sense to her,' Barss writes, 'and she all but gave up on hearing him out.' It seemed to Penrose that Vanessa thought his ideas about cyclical cosmologies and consciousness were 'crackpot', and that he was getting mixed up with dodgy people, but he was not swayed. Vanessa moved out of their house in Oxford and the marriage ended.
Everybody has a life; not everybody lives the life of the mind. A couple sets up house together: dinners get made, bills get paid and, if there are children, they get looked after. But when one of the couple is recognised as a genius, there's often a waiver available. Then it's the other person who takes the bins out and does the emotional labour, and the genius might think that time spent doing that sort of thing is time wasted. After all, it's only they who can figure out the nature of the cosmos; ordinary people can do the ordinary things. The duty of genius may be total dedication to solving scientific puzzles, but the price of genius will be paid by other people.
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Mayor of New York
Christian Lorentzen

1789 wordsCrossroads, watershed, turning or tipping point, whatever cliche falls just this side of revolution: that's the way the New York Democratic mayoral primary on 24 June will be remembered decades from now if Zohran Mamdani wins. Or it will be just another occasion when the Clintonite centrist zombies of the Democratic Party - in the surly guise of the former governor of New York State, Andrew Cuomo, a 67-year-old man with a mug of rich Corinthian leather - preserved the status quo by stomping on the pretty faces of the millennial left. In a field of more than ten candidates, Mamdani was running a distant second for months, but polls modelling the ranked-choice voting system now show him as little as two points behind Cuomo in the event of a final run-off.
During a political season of disappointment, retrenchment and finger-pointing for the centre and barnstorming against oligarchy for the left, Mamdani, a 33-year-old socialist who has represented Astoria, Queens in the state assembly since 2021, has campaigned on a simple message about affordability. Rents are too high and should be frozen for rent-stabilised tenants (about 50 per cent of units). Staple foods cost too much and the city should open its own grocery stores, keeping down the price of eggs, milk, bread, vegetables and so on. Buses should be free. The city shouldn't be a place you have to leave if you aren't rich.
Mamdani has whipped up a grassroots campaign with legions of canvassers knocking on doors. He's had fundraisers at downtown clubs hosted by writers and editors of magazines such as Jacobin, n+1 and the Drift, where attendees - whose politics were forged during Occupy Wall Street and fed by disillusionment with Obama and enthusiasm for Bernie Sanders's thwarted 2016 presidential campaign - listen to policy debates and quote Gramsci to one another. Sanders has yet to endorse Mamdani, but his apprentice Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez threw in behind him this month once he seemed a safer bet.
Mamdani knows how to talk to podcasters and influencers, unlike last autumn's Democratic presidential and vice-presidential nominees, who by the end of the campaign seemed to be trying to meme their way into the White House via TikToks about their favourite snacks and posts about their hangs with the Cheneys. Mamdani has avoided cornball gimmicks and neocon posturing. In videos he almost always appears in a suit and talks frankly about New York's jacked-up prices rather than his personal habits. The two exceptions have been an early photo in which he ate a burrito with a knife and fork on the subway after a hard day of campaigning (to each his own; I use my hands), and his stumping for the New York Knicks before their tragic defeat in the playoffs by the Indiana Pacers.
Were he to win, Mamdani would be the first Muslim mayor of New York. He's maintained a firm pro-Palestinian stance while also appearing at synagogues and consistently denouncing antisemitism, as often if not more often than he denounces Israel's genocide in Gaza or the federal detention of foreign students such as Mahmoud Khalil of Columbia, who has been held without charge for three months. During a debate organised by progressive Jewish groups Mamdani said he would have Benjamin Netanyahu or Vladimir Putin arrested if they came to New York, in compliance with international warrants for war crimes. Mamdani's overtures to Jewish organisations haven't stopped the New York Post and other entities on the right from smearing him as an antisemite. A Republican city councilwoman, Vickie Paladino, has called for Mamdani's deportation, on the grounds that he wasn't born in the US and has been a citizen only since 2018.
The incumbent mayor, Eric Adams, has declined to run in the Democratic primary and will instead be appearing on the ballot on 4 November under the lines 'End Antisemitism' and 'Safe & Affordable'. (Mamdani too could be on the ballot even if he loses the primary to Cuomo, as the candidate for the Working Families Party; if Cuomo loses the primary he might himself run on 'Fight and Deliver'.) Adams's cynical rebranding is not uncharacteristic of the former Republican and cop who squeaked out a victory in the Democratic primary of 2021 with the support of the Black middle class, Orthodox Jews and landlords. His Republican opponent in 2021, Curtis Sliwa, a radio talk-show host and founder of the Guardian Angels - a volunteer group that patrols the subway - is again the presumptive GOP nominee, and again an als0-ran. This year the Democratic primary is the crucial contest, though there could be a rematch in the autumn.
Adams was once touted as the future of the Democratic Party for being both African American and 'tough on crime' (as well as amenable to corporate interests). But his indictment last year on a wide array of corruption charges - most colourfully, or so it's alleged, accepting flights from Turkish Airlines in exchange for silence on the Armenian genocide, among other favours - rendered him a lame duck. (The Trump administration has dropped all charges against him, a move seen as a reward for his criticism of Biden's immigration policies and willingness to play ball with ICE.) Adams's downfall opened the door for Cuomo, who had been eyeing a return to politics since his resignation from the governorship in 2021 following eleven accusations of sexual harassment and in the face of impeachment. 'If I had to do it again,' he told the New York Times this month, 'I wouldn't have resigned.'
In Cuomo: Return of the Dark Prince (OR Books, PS14.99), a new edition of a critical biography first published in 2021, the reporter Ross Barkan writes: 'One way to understand Cuomo is Trump with intellect and discipline.' It's difficult to imagine Trump reading Hannah Arendt or keeping his mouth shut, but Barkan is right that Cuomo and the president have a lot in common. Both are scions of Queens dynasties. Before he entered politics in 1974 as secretary of state to Governor Hugh Carey, Cuomo's father, Mario, was briefly Fred Trump's lawyer. He lost the 1977 race for mayor to Ed Koch but was elected governor of New York from 1983 to 1994. By the time Mario Cuomo left office, his son, who had been his campaign manager and policy adviser, was serving in Clinton's administration as assistant secretary of housing and urban development.
Like Trump, Andrew Cuomo brags about getting big things done. He doesn't dwell on his time at the department of housing, where he boosted some of the dicey loans that led to the subprime mortgage crisis, as part of a policy encouraging broader home ownership over public housing or affordable rentals. As governor he can claim responsibility for the rehabilitation of LaGuardia Airport, the conversion of the old post office into the Moynihan Train Hall extension of Penn Station, and the Second Avenue subway extension on the Upper East Side, a zone whose denizens were in dire need of speedy delivery to Coney Island. There were months in 2020 when Cuomo became Trump's liberal foil and, the presidential campaign notwithstanding, primary antagonist. He was on TV every day, calmly giving the latest advice on Covid, a voice of reason at a time when the president was not the nation's most reliable narrator. Cuomo was the matinee idol of the moment, inspiring one feminist journalist to write a piece titled 'Help, I think I'm in love with Andrew Cuomo???' He received a $5 million advance for a memoir about his valour in the face of the plague. That was before the body counts came in. Cuomo's policy of moving elderly Covid patients into nursing homes proved highly lethal, and he manipulated data to cover up the deaths. Then there were the complaints of sexual harassment. Soon enough even the writing of his memoir was under investigation. Few in power were reliable narrators that season.
But Democratic donors love Cuomo, especially landlords. Fix the City, the Super PAC that supports him and which can raise and spend money without limit (so long as it doesn't co-ordinate directly with his campaign), has raised $13 million, including $1 million from the online food delivery service DoorDash and six-figure sums from various construction and real estate firms. Mamdani's Super PAC has one-fiftieth of that money. The landlords own the city, and they rent its mayors. Bill de Blasio, who accomplished three rent freezes during his eight years in office (2014-21), was an exception. Cuomo is reported to have apologised recently to real estate industry figures for tenant-friendly laws he signed during his time in Albany. The most discussed political book of the season, aside from those about Biden's senility, is Abundance (Profile, PS16.99), by the policy wonks Ezra Klein and Derek Thompson, which claims that everything would be much better if landlords and builders weren't afflicted by zoning rules and environmental regulations. Then the market would make everyone happy. In my experience, the market gouges you and landlords are bastards who'll throw you out on the street the first chance they get, but that's just me.
Though Mamdani isn't a dynast like Cuomo, he hasn't come from nowhere. His father is the political scientist (and contributor to this paper) Mahmood Mamdani, and his mother, Mira Nair, is a film director whose work includes Mississippi Masala, Monsoon Wedding and The Namesake. Mamdani, who grew up in Kampala and Cape Town and attended Bowdoin College in Maine, appeared in his mother's 2016 Disney movie Queen of Katwe, about slum dwellers in Uganda who take up chess. He also recorded hip-hop under the name Mr Cardamom before entering politics as a foreclosure prevention specialist. The emphasis of his campaign is on easing the burdens of working-class New Yorkers and alleviating suffering. Cuomo talks instead about 'quality of life'. 'We are here because we love New York and we know New York City is in trouble,' he said in a speech. 'You feel it when you walk down the street and you see the mentally ill homeless people. You feel it when you walk down into the subway and you feel the anxiety rise up in your chest. You hear it when you hear the scream of the police sirens.' The rhetoric is Trump-lite, scapegoating the poor and figuring out ways to remove or otherwise punish them. Fear-mongering about crime and filthy crackheads is particularly disgusting when crime has been declining for three decades and much of Manhattan is now indistinguishable from Disneyland. As for the centrist Boomers still running the Democratic Party and soaking up all the political money, perhaps the people are ready to treat them to a well-deserved retirement.
13 June
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Something Is Surviving
Jenny Turner

5975 words'The mycological turn' is a phrase coined 'half-jokingly' by Natalia Cecire and Samuel Solomon in an essay published last year in Critical Inquiry. It refers to 'an enthusiasm for fungi in the various registers of engineering, business, art, medicine and wellness, and popular culture': a fascination with the material properties of these strange organisms that tips into a sort of messianism, a forlorn hope that fungi may 'save the world', or at least live on 'in capitalist ruins', as Anna Lowenhaupt Tsing wrote ten years ago in The Mushroom at the End of the World. They make an appearance in Star Trek: Discovery, crossing space and time and the life-death barrier; they are nature's own revolutionary movement, subterranean, occult. They are 'nature's internet', and like the internet, will survive, emitting their signals, long after all of us are gone.
'If I weren't a person, I'd be a mushroom,' the narrator thinks in Olga Tokarczuk's House of Day, House of Night.* In Drive Your Plow over the Bones of the Dead, when nature fights back against the hunters, a murder happens at the annual Mushroom Pickers' Ball. In The Empusium, the key ingredient of Schwarmerei, the local liqueur, turns out to be Psilocybe semilanceata, the hallucinogenic liberty cap. 'Sweet and bitter all at once', it has 'a hint of moss' and of 'slightly mouldy apples', 'a flavour of ants', 'the smell of a dog's paws'. To drink it is to feel your attention sharpen, then comes 'that sense of being tangled in minutiae', 'invaded by an entire system of offshoots of time'.
A character in the stupendous Books of Jacob is writing a Life of Sabbatai Tzvi, the so-called messiah of Smyrna, who elated then horrified Jews across the early modern diaspora by announcing himself in 1665, only to convert to Islam and take a job at the Ottoman court. Out here in the real world, the standard work on him is The Mystical Messiah by Gershom Scholem, whose Major Trends in Jewish Mysticism is cited by Tokarczuk in an afterword as 'foundational' to the research she did for her enormous novel. The Sabbateans persisted long after their leader's apostasy, meeting in secret, studying the Kabbalah, practising their peculiar, sacrilegious rites: they offered hope, anticipatory escapism, in a time of plague and pogroms, when 'misery was so great it seemed ... the machinery of the world [was] breaking down.' They brought beauty and intellectual excitement to those who sought it, in the Zohar - the mysterious 'Book of Splendour' - and their other ancient, hidden works:
Every now and then, God wearies of his own luminous silence, and infinity starts to make him a little bit sick. Then, like an enormous, omnisensitive oyster, his body - so naked and delicate - feels the slightest tremble in the particles of light, scrunches up inside itself, leaving just enough space for the emergence - at once and out of nowhere - of a world.

This world, Tokarczuk tells us, 'comes quick, though at first it resembles mould, delicate and pale'. Soon enough 'it grows, and individual fibres connect, creating a powerful surrounding tissue,' then hardens, 'accompanied by ... a gloomy vibration that makes the anxious atoms quake', then turns to sand and drops of water. The earth, the turf, the mycelium, the horrible sex dolls the men make in The Empusium out of moss and twigs - all of these started out as God's droppings, and all are still connected in a great network underground. Worms push down, 'perhaps hoping to find the deeply hidden ruins of paradise'. A squirrel looks at a nut and sees 'its future, dressed in this strange form'. 'The mushroom spawn quivers, that vast, immense motherly structure transmits information to itself - where the intruders are, and in which direction they are bending their steps.'
'We do not yet have ready narratives not only for the future, but even for a concrete now,' Tokarczuk said in the lecture she gave when she was awarded the 2018 Nobel Prize. The internet, she went on, has given rise to a massive 'agora' of competing first-person narratives, limited and draining, quite unable to comprehend the 'systems of mutual connections and influences' that join 'people, plants, animals and objects' in the 'common space' she calls 'the world'. But this world is dying, what with the 'climate emergency and the political crisis', and 'we are failing to notice.' 'Everything is separate from everything else.'
'Could there be a story,' Tokarczuk wonders, 'that would go beyond the uncommunicative prison of one's own self?' Yes there can, she thinks, and it will be told by 'a new kind of narrator - a "fourth-person" one ... a mysterious, tender narrator ... a point of view, a perspective from where everything can be seen'. 'Seeing everything,' she continues, 'means recognising the ultimate fact that all things that exist are mutually connected,' which results in 'a completely different kind of responsibility for the world'.
It's easy to see why such a 'tender narrator' would be keen on mushrooms for the 'range', in Cecire and Solomon's phrase, of 'aesthetic resources' they appear to offer. They spread unnoticed, underground, over waste land and ruined spaces, networking across their hyphae, chatting to the trees. Besides which Poland is one of the most mycophilic countries in the world: lots of mushrooms in its national dishes, mushroom-picking as a national hobby, immortalised in Adam Mickiewicz's nation-building romantic epic Pan Tadeusz (1834). But the problem with the mushrooms-as-metaphor aesthetic is that it encourages 'modes of allegorical thinking that produce sites of hope ... conducive to cruel optimism' - as discussed in Lauren Berlant's book of that name, hope that traps you and leaves you stuck. Mushrooms exist, in all their weird and wonderful glory, and humans eat them, study them, draw them, stand on them, make them stand for other things. But they can't do the work necessary to save the world from the 'climate emergency and the political crisis', and it's worse than idle to imagine that they can.
Is this fallacy mycological only, or is there a bigger problem with 'sites of hope' in other spheres? In novels, for example, no matter how full of life and tenderness and connection, no matter how much their 'fourth-person' narrator can see and know and care? 'No doubt a genius will soon appear,' Tokarczuk says in her Nobel lecture, 'capable of constructing an entirely different, as yet unimaginable narrative ... all-inclusive, rooted in nature,' neither high nor lowbrow and taking 'the division into genres very lightly' - all of which sounds great, and pretty much like the novels she writes herself. Does she really think these novels have a role in 'saving the world' from the 'climate emergency and the political crisis'? Or is that just the sort of thing you say when you win the Nobel Prize?
On the one hand, Tokarczuk deplores the internet for its shrillness and solipsism. On the other, her work would not be possible without its layers and hyperlinks, the infinite opportunities it opens for research: on John Amos Comenius, for example, whose idea of 'pansophism ... a dream of information available to everyone' she discusses as a precursor to 'Wikipedia, which I admire and support'. In The Books of Jacob, the news about the mycelial origins of the world does indeed come to the reader via a 'mysterious, tender narrator', as does a vision towards the end of the novel of Tokarczuk herself, typing on her computer, 'fingers on a bright flat rectangle of light'. Imagine the world, then, as made of 'nature's internet'. What does that do to the way you think about the 'climate emergency and the political crisis'? Does it mean you don't have to think much about them at all?
The Empusium was Tokarczuk's tenth novel to be published in Poland, where it came out in 2022. It is only the sixth of her books to appear in English. Like Drive Your Plow and House of Day, House of Night, it is set in mappable locations around the Sudety mountains of Lower Silesia, where Tokarczuk has had a house since the 1990s - thus presumably the 'writer woman' in Drive Your Plow, whose house Janina Duszejko keeps an eye on over the winter, and who drives down in May ('Many people can afford to have one house in the city,' Duszejko tells us early in her story, 'and another - a sort of frivolous, childish one - in the country'). Like Drive Your Plow, The Empusium is short and fun and proudly generic in form - 'a horror', Tokarczuk called it in a recent conversation with the pop star Dua Lipa, who runs an online book club ('We use a defence mechanism not to know about what hurts us, don't we?' Tokarczuk said of the endemic cruelty behind the murder-story structure of Drive Your Plow. 'Slowly and slowly' the familiar plotline takes the reader 'closer and closer to this painful subject'). And like Drive Your Plow, The Empusium seems to be a side-project, written fast and to a deadline - Tokarczuk told Dua Lipa that Drive Your Plow only took her 'three or four months', while on a break from working on the 900-page, exceedingly research-heavy Books of Jacob. I don't think it's coincidental that The Empusium, with its echoes of Thomas Mann and The Magic Mountain, came out as The Magic Mountain hit its centenary, an anniversary marked everywhere with articles about 'Mann's many prophetic ironies' and 'nuanced discussions' and so on. No mention at all of the 'painful subject' that, as Tokarczuk sees it, powers his novel from deep within.
The Empusium is set in September 1913, in a mountain resort now called Sokolowsko and part of the Lower Silesian voivodeship of Poland, then called Gorbersdorf and part of the German Reich. In 1854, Gorbersdorf became the site of Europe's first tuberculosis sanatorium, its 570-metre altitude placing it well within 'the essential range for treating lung diseases', its air clean and rich in ozone, its height not so excessive as to strain the heart. The idea was copied by Alexander Spengler in Davos, Switzerland, which is where Thomas Mann set the tale of Hans Castorp, the 'simple-minded hero' whose three-week trip to visit his ailing cousin morphs into seven years. Tokarczuk herself has called The Empusium a 'retelling' of The Magic Mountain, which she has read 'at least six times', she told Marta Figlerowicz in an interview for the Paris Review in 2023, the third or fourth time finding it 'extremely funny'. You don't need to have read Mann's novel to enjoy the Tokarczuk, but if you do look at the way she shuffles the two of them together, it quickly becomes apparent where the hilarity - or something - lies.
'Empusium', Tokarczuk explained to Dua Lipa, is a word she invented, a cross between 'symposium' - 'the men's feast in ancient Greece, attended by all the philosophers' - and 'Empusa', a chthonic she-monster mentioned by Aristophanes in The Frogs, which is acted out by one of Tokarczuk's consumptives during a therapeutic picnic on a hill. The precise form of the Empusa is never clear, but they speak as a collective throughout the novel, and make themselves heard from the very first sentence: 'The view is obscured by clouds of steam from the locomotive ... To see everything we must look beneath them.' 'Here beneath the table there are five pairs of feet, and soon a sixth will appear.' 'We are drawn to the cracks between the floorboards.' 'We like inspecting boots.'
The novel's hero - or its Hans Castorp substitute - is a young man called Mieczyslaw Wojnicz, a student of hydroengineering and sewage systems from Lwow in Galicia, better known since the Second World War as Lviv in Ukraine. His father has sent him to the Gorbersdorf Kurhaus for treatment of his various ailments, which include a cough, a spot of phthisis on the lung, nipples and lymph nodes that are 'slightly enlarged', as well as 'apathy', 'sensitivity', 'inability to conform'. Thilo Von Hahn, a young, thin and extremely unwell art historian from Berlin, keeps looking at him, 'a touch ironic and a touch expectant, as if willing Wojnicz to guess something'.
Like The Magic Mountain, The Empusium contains a great many long and portentous conversations among a group of patients with nothing better to do than to drink in the 'strange mixture of death and light-headedness', as Mann put it in an essay from 1953, of the pre-Streptomycin mountain cure. As a young reader, Tokarczuk confessed, she'd drawn out 'diagrams' of the debates staged between the liberal, progressive Settembrini, 'on his penny-pipe of reason', and the 'luxurious and spiteful' Naphta, said to be based on the younger Georg Lukacs. Her text barely distinguishes between her Settembrini and Naphta stand-ins. Both perorate about 'female psychology', 'the female brain' and about woman representing 'a form of atavism'. She has paraphrased these bits from Augustine, Burroughs, Cato, Darwin and more than thirty other exemplars of 'the misogyny that pops like a blackhead if you press the surface of most canonical prose even slightly'. You could call it slapdash, this cutting-and-pasting-in of sages, or you can see it as strategic. Reduce them to background, and who knows what will come to the foreground instead.
In The Magic Mountain, Castorp has been an orphan since his parents 'dropped away in the brief period between his fifth and seventh birthdays'. Wojnicz's mother died only a couple of months after giving birth to him, 'enfeebled by the effort of producing a child and by some sort of inexplicable depression': 'There was something wrong with these mothers; it was as if they did a terribly dangerous job.' So he is brought up by his father, with the help of his peasant nanny, Gliceria, who pets and hugs him and cuts him the crusty heel off the bread: he remembers her fondly when the Gorbersdorf landlady brings him a wonderful breakfast of coffee and cocoa, sheep's cheese, lard, cherry jam and 'hard-boiled eggs, two, in lovely faience cups, covered with little hen-shaped hats'. By evening, however, the landlady is dead, her corpse laid out on the dining-room table in all its womanly pleats and frills. 'In Mieczyslaw Wojnicz's family world, the women had vague, short, dangerous lives, and then they died, remaining in people's memories as fleeting shapes without contour.'
Mann hinted at complications in Castorp's sexuality by giving his female crush-object, the 'listless, worm-eaten and Kirghiz-eyed' Clavdia Chauchat, a look of Hippe, the (male) schoolmate he once tremulously asked to lend him a pencil. Like the boy who gave Wojnicz a 'shiver of pleasure' when he used to rummage in his wooden pencil-box, 'touching the graphite points with a fingertip', Tokarczuk's method hints glancingly, and yet with menace, at what might lie beneath the tops of Mann's monstrosities. An Empusa figure, for example, appears only once in Mann's novel, when 'our good Hans Castorp' gets lost in a blizzard and falls into a dream of sun-kissed nymphs and goatherds that ends in a Doric temple with 'half-naked old women ... their drooping witches' breasts and tits long as fingers', dismembering a baby and eating it. Tokarczuk's update links this tedious vision with Mann's slighting mentions of Emerentia, the 'dwarf' who works in the Magic Mountain restaurant, finding a saint of the same name in the recently built and tiny Gorbersdorf Eastern Orthodox church. Tokarczuk has long been keen on little churches and local folk saints: House of Day, House of Night has a strand about Wilgefortis, a bearded woman usually depicted being crucified. Emerentia, The Empusium tells us, represents Christ's great-grandmother, sometimes seen with a tree growing from her abdomen, sometimes with Jesus, Mary and Mary's mother in a matrilineal embrace.
As the horror plot progresses, the satire is laid on thicker and thicker. The grotesque overeating, for example, that was such a feature of sanatorium cures gives us a stew made from the exploded hearts of terrified rabbits, as well as stringy white noodles that are actually strands of semen gathered from 'a certain parasite of freshwater fish'. And yet, the peripety, when it comes, is gentle. Thilo, the dying art historian, shows Wojnicz a 16th-century Flemish painting, Landscape with the Offering of Isaac by Herri met de Bles, and our hero learns to pay attention to the things you see and yet don't see, because your focus has been trained on something else:
The image converted into its essential components - spots and streaks, brush strokes and tiny flecks that grouped into vague, imprecise shapes. And once the viewer's attention was well and truly put to sleep, a new sight loomed out of the picture, the old contours arranged themselves into something completely different that had not seemed to be there before, but must have been, since now he could see it.

Out on the hillside for a final woodland walk, Wojnicz is forced to confront the mysterious presence he had been avoiding, although it has been there, quietly watching, all the time. 'Our bodies have an experimental consistency, they are occasional, dependent on tides and air pressure ... Our eyes penetrate deep inside.' At the end of his seven-year stay on the Magic Mountain, Hans Castorp returns to 'the flatland', where he is last seen under fire, staggering through mud and over the bodies of his comrades. Wojnicz is in Gorbersdorf for barely a single season. And yet it is long enough for the Empusa to show him their way to a more human sort of life.
Olga Tokarczuk  was born in the small town of Sulechow in western Poland in 1962, the older daughter of teacher parents, her father a member of the Polish United Workers' Party. She was nineteen and studying psychology in Warsaw when martial law was declared, but never liked the Catholic religiosity of the Solidarity movement: 'I identified as an anarchist and then a Maoist,' she told Figlerowicz. 'I wanted total revolution.' She was living in Walbrzych in Lower Silesia, not far from the Czech border, in 1989, married with a child, reading Jung and working as a therapist: 'I knew that the world was changing, but working with alcoholics had exposed me to such human misery that I couldn't bring myself to be optimistic.' The collapse of communism did however leave her able to travel, read freely, make her way as a writer of fiction. Her first novel, the as yet untranslated Journey of the People of the Book, was published in 1993.
The first of her novels to be widely read in English was Flights, originally published in Polish in 2007 and in English in 2017. Like House of Day, House of Night, it is a collection - a 'constellation', she calls it - of memoir, short essays, dream diary, as well as antiquarian interludes, interrupted short stories, metaphysical musings, old maps. Unlike her other translated novels, however, it isn't committed to place but to the joy of travel, seeing constant movement as a form of escape: Bieguni, its Polish title, refers to an Eastern Orthodox sect that saw endless pilgrimage as a way of absolving original sin. It was much admired, but I didn't get it. I found it bland and soft and too easy somehow, too empty of 'disagreeables', as Tom Paulin once said about the interestingly comparable Angela Carter. Instead of finding a way at least to acknowledge that travel in the 21st century for millions of people is forced, she dots her book with anecdotal extracts from a well-worn history of anatomical curiosities: Chopin's heart, pickled in cognac, plastination as practised by Gunther von Hagens, and so on. But why?
By the time Flights came out, Tokarczuk had already been working for a decade on what would become The Books of Jacob, published in Polish in 2014 and in Jennifer Croft's English translation in 2021. The figure at the heart of it, Jacob Frank, called by some 'the Jewish Luther' and by others 'the false messiah', is drawn from historical fact. Born in a muddy corner of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth in 1726, he travelled throughout the Ottoman Empire as a merchant, living among the Donmeh, a Sabbatean sect that lived outwardly as Muslims while privately continuing with their 'strange deeds' - including pork-eating - as before. Tokarczuk's Jacob is 'tall, well-built', foreign and yet familiar, fearless, with 'that inexplicable self-confidence, founded in nothing, or perhaps in the existence of some internal centre of gravity that makes the person feel like a king'. His ideas were wild and yet compelling, and carried hidden inside them 'a strange, almost inconceivable gift':
It is a question of uniting the three religions: Judaism, Islam and Christianity ... At around noon, the idea seems shameful. By the afternoon, it's up for discussion. By evening it's been assimilated, and late at night it's perfectly obvious that everything's exactly as Jacob says.
Late at night, yet another aspect of the idea, which they hadn't really taken into consideration before, occurs to them - that once they are baptised, they will cease to be Jews, at least as far as anyone can tell. They will become people - Christians. They will be able to purchase land, open shops in town ... Their heads spin with possibilities.

Tokarczuk began researching the Frankists as part of what she calls her 'private studies', 'a long and unflagging fascination with every kind of heterodoxy'. Like many alternative-minded people of her generation, she may have come across the Kabbalah first via Jung, along with astrology and mandalas and all the rest. Poland, she discovered, had its very own home-grown mystic multitude, with roots in the Zohar and branches across the Eastern Borderlands: the topic was a gift for a writer of her interests, a gift she has returned in spades. One reason for the novel's strange and enormous shape is that it mostly sticks close to the historical records of the Frankists and their times: I skimmed what I could of Tokarczuk's sources, and I was astonished to see how much research she had done. Another is that it is a family saga, basically, gathering and rising and spreading and diminishing, with a long tail that dwindles into the present day. Dozens of far-flung relatives and contacts are given paragraphs and chapters in which they are seen, mostly, from the outside, like figures on a frieze: the clever wife, the antisemitic bishop, the prophetess who looks 'sunny and bright' when 'carrying a little bowl of onion', but who goes all droopy and gloomy, 'with dishevelled hair, sloppy clothing, an absent gaze', when she makes her way to the candlelit ceremony in which she must stand half-naked while Jacob and his elders queue up to suck her breasts.
I was gloomy myself, stuck in a place and situation I could not get away from, when I started reading The Books of Jacob towards the end of last year. It cheered me up so much that I immediately read it twice more, finding new details and connections, more and more things to love in it. Stories sprout and link up with one another in markets and marriages and riots and crowd scenes, over decades and across the great Eurasian trade routes, building a world that shifts and breathes as ideas change about that world and its foundations, Jewish and Christian, mercantile and bourgeois, practical and mystical, gnostic and occult. People pop up, vanish, then reappear hundreds of pages later, only now they're in the Habsburg Empire and have changed their names. Pages are numbered backwards, 'in a nod to books written in Hebrew', which also plays with the very best thing about immensely long novels, the countdown of pages to the end times: the impending loss, the eager excitement, and then the secret thrill when you realise you've forgotten what happened at the beginning, so now you'll get to read it all again. It was like watching that boy riffling the tips of Mieczyslaw Wojnicz's pencils, shiver after shiver of the purest pleasure of the text.
Frankly, if you knew what I had to do during my period of stuckness, you would agree that I deserved all the fun I could get. But I was aware that much worse things were happening in the world beyond me, and that I was hiding from them, as has been my lifelong habit, in a book. Unless what I was doing was in some way bigger than merely reading a fun novel, if reading a fun novel could be, in itself, a useful world-historical act: if I might be, for example, the capital-R Reader of Tokarczuk's Nobel lecture, sympoietic sidekick to 'the Author' in the struggle to save 'the common world'.
In his rave review for the LRB (24 March 2022), Fredric Jameson wrote that Tokarczuk had in The Books of Jacob 'learned to do the impossible: to write the novel of the collective', a novel that, as he explained in The Antinomies of Realism (2013), demonstrated 'the incorporation of individual characters into a greater totality', which 'alone can certify the presence of History as such'. And it's true, I think, that she does do this, with her teeming characters, every one of them particular and yet seen mainly in relation to others, and the way she slips into an indirect they-voice when Jacob has his followers around him: 'They nod. They know these stories ... So this is how it is: everything is connected with everything, carefully linked.' But I'm not as sure as Jameson was what these connections amount to. Of course 'everything is connected with everything' in Jacob's stories, because connecting everything with everything is a core skill for a charismatic leader. In 1760, for example, Jacob was imprisoned for thirteen years in the monastery of Czestochowa, famous for its Black Madonna: the icon hid, he said, the Shekhinah, the Kabbalistic divine in its feminine aspect, which, like him, had to be 'raised from the ashes and allowed to save the world'. A nearby cave system links up to another, five hundred miles away, 'in the shape of the letter alef', the first letter in the Hebrew alphabet, and to the Cave of the Patriarchs, last resting place of Abraham, 'that travelled here after us from Hebron'. A messiah needs a personal mythology, and will make it from whatever bits and bobs he finds.
But a problem noted by Jameson for 'the historical novel today' is that of historicity within the novel itself, which as he says 'demands a temporal span far exceeding the biological limits of the individual human organism'. Tokarczuk clearly felt the weight of this problem too - no wonder Jameson loved her novel so much - and attempts to solve it by cantilevering the cave-shaped-like-the-alef business far beyond the frame of the narrative by giving Jacob an ancient and invented grandma called Yente, whom we see in an early chapter bridging realism and magic by swallowing an amulet that suspends her for ever on the point of death. Encumbered and embarrassed, her relatives hide her inconveniently undying body in the 'cave shaped like the alef', from which her spirit rises to hover over everything, 'always present and see[ing] all'- rivers, borders, lights, farmland, dead people, babies, clerical desks and whole metaphysical systems, 'all those bridges, hinges, gears and bolts'. In terms of technique, it's beautifully done: a folk-art omniscient narrator that both contains and is contained by the technical sophistication of the author, stitches that are also pixels, pixels placed on a computer keyboard with a loving human hand. In terms of authenticity, I guess it depends on what you think authenticity needs to be: craft, artefact, deepfake, witty museum shop souvenir tea towel, pastiche Jewish magic-realist cliche.
And it turns out to be Yente, as the novel speeds up towards the end times, who is the projected 'fourth-person' narrator, rising even further to engage in a brief tussle of infinite-regress ping-pong with her creator on page 27, after which the diegetic body of the novel stops. And it is Yente, too, who sees 'the messianic machine, how it works ... like that mill standing over the river', during one of her Chagall-like astral flights - and thus the wonderful quote with which Jameson ended his review:
The Messiah is something more than a figure and a person - it is something that flows in your blood, resides in your breath, it is the dearest and most precious human thought: that salvation exists. And that's why you have to cultivate it like the most delicate plant, blow on it, water it with tears, put it in the sun during the day, move it into a warm room in the night-time.

'The delicate seedling that must be watered, and sheltered, and sunned, and grieved, sounds like socialism,' Mark Greif wrote in a Harper's tribute to Jameson when he died last year. It sounds like socialism, but it twists and bends for ever, like a screensaver, far beyond the horizon of history, on a laptop outside time.
There really is a 'cave shaped like the alef', by the way, close to Koroliwka in the west of Ukraine, which is thought to be the historic Frank's birthplace. 'Thanks to the pansophy of the internet', Tokarczuk discovered that in the 1940s, five Jewish families hid in it for a year, surviving to emigrate to Canada, where 'they tell their story, so improbable that few believe them.' You can see why she would want to fit in this 'miracle' somewhere. It's true, it's amazing, it acknowledges in a small way the Polish Jewish lives and cultures destroyed in the Holocaust, a gesture felt, perhaps, to be especially necessary when The Books of Jacob was being finished, with the Law and Justice Party on the rise.
But isn't this the worst thing about the 'pansophy of the internet' too: there will always turn out to be a true story, and ways to link it to lots of others, and to build whatever sort of arc you want to build. Conspiracy or soteriology, it's all the same to the machine, and good things happen sometimes, but that is not the same as salvation existing, any more than the survival of that flower on your sill. 'The memory of the cave in the shape of the alef ... had been preserved,' Tokarczuk writes, when Yente's great-great-great-great-great-grand-daughter tells her relatives not to go to Barszczow to register with the Germans. 'Never trust any authority,' she also tells them. Which is surely much more to the point.
Mushrooms,  trees, turf, twigs, bushes, moss-covered stones: nature is a force in The Empusium, incoherent and disorganised, yet also personified, sort of, in the collective voice that tells the story, that sees and knows it all. It sits there, in its Lower Silesian valley, in much the way that Janina Duszejko sits in hers in Drive Your Plow. Genres enclose these novels like rings of mountains, which is to say, they bring shelter and containment, though there are always gaps and passes. Part satire, part scrapbook, part picture-postcard tribute to a beloved piece of country, both these novels work really well. The old forms impose limits on Tokarczuk's immense pansophic ambition, and from that tension emerges something new.
The Yente-in-her-cave stuff in The Books of Jacob occasions beauty and mystery, but the sprawl of the image - to infinity and beyond - becomes folksy and sentimental, and worse, weirdly 1990s, early internet even, in its utopian faith in connection as an inherent good. And yet Tokarczuk frets throughout her Nobel lecture about the consequences of this easy access to infinite information for storytelling, narrative, literature, 'the world'. She worries about internet TV series, the way they can go on for ever, if they have the ratings, dropping all consistency and catharsis, inducing 'in us a trance'. She worries about fake facts, fake news, Cambridge Analytica, 'market processes'. 'A dream fulfilled is often disappointing. It has turned out we are not capable of bearing this enormity of information.'
An essay from 2022 called 'Ognosia' extends the argument, with the word defined as 'a narratively oriented, ultrasynthetic process' that looks for order 'both in narratives themselves and in details ... the so-called ontological odds and ends'. This makes sense as an author's personal allegory of what she's doing as she's writing - 'ontological odds and ends', it seems to me, exactly describes all the rocks and trees and sex dolls in The Empusium. And yet, it's terribly Tokarczuk, somehow, to invent a new word instead of thinking a bit harder about the old words she might have used instead. Pleroma, for example - Gnostic-Jungian divine fullness. Or totality, which would have thrilled Jameson even more: history being, as Tokarczuk notes at the very end - no, really, the very very end - of The Books of Jacob, 'the unceasing attempt to understand what it is that has happened alongside all that might have happened as well or instead'.
Tokarczuk, I'm sure, is properly serious about the 'climate emergency and the political crisis' and well aware that Gnostic-Jungian mysticism doesn't cut it. But she seems too engrossed in fictional world-building to think as carefully about the conjuncture as using a word like 'totality' might entail. The 'Ognosia' essay in particular reminded me of that Barrel of Monkeys game: chaos theory swings on Lynn Margulis swings on 'sesamicity' ('the trove is wide open, overwhelming us with the wealth of services offered, of goods, types, patterns, varieties, cuts, styles, trends'); metaphor swings on metaphor swings on metaphor. 'That traditional, elaborate construction of man apart from the rest of the world is collapsing, like the collapse of a massive, rotted tree.' And yet,
the tree does not cease to exist, after all - only its status changes. From now on it will be a place of even more intense life: the germination of other plants upon it, its colonisation by fungi and saprophytes, settlement by insects and other animals. The tree itself will be reborn out of its growths, seeds, roots.

Such allegories, Cecire and Solomon write in their essay on 'Mycoaesthetics', appear to offer 'survival in the abstract': 'something is surviving,' 'the bodies of the dead are recycled,' 'there is hope' - but not for 'marginalised populations' vulnerable to 'premature death from climate change, austerity, accumulation by dispossession ... labour exploitation'. And, surely, attempting to understand 'what it is that has happened alongside all that might have happened as well or instead' involves thinking about such populations too. In the words of one of my favourite bits in The Books of Jacob: 'Suddenly it seems to him that aside from all those lofty theses ... there remains something very important, a kind of dark ground with the sticky consistency of cake batter onto which all words and ideas fall as though into tar.'
The obduracy of this 'dark ground' returns at the ending before the very end of The Books of Jacob: 'There is a buzzing sound, the grim sound of matter, and the world falls into obscurity' - the author has powered down her laptop. There follows some more Gnostic twiddling to take the edge off while we all slink away. Mieczyslaw Wojnicz ends The Empusium more modestly, with 'somewhere at the very bottom of his body ... a sort of gentle vibration, something small and happy, something exciting,' as he leaves the valley of Gorbersdorf behind. All her characters know it, though Tokarczuk herself can't quite face up to it: the work to make the world more liveable can only start once the novel has been finished. Out there, with everybody else, in the actual world.
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In Velvet-Lined Rooms
Helen Pfeifer

1672 wordsNo space  has elicited more lurid Orientalist fantasies than the harem, once found in elite residences across the Islamic world. In practice, most harems (haram in Persian) were unremarkable sites of domestic labour. What caught the attention of Western Europeans were the enslaved women, as well as the social mores dictating that respectable women rarely appear in public. Early travellers sometimes compared harems to nunneries (as strictly regulated, hierarchical, female-dominated spaces), but by the 19th century Westerners tended to view them as prisons or as the depraved sex palaces depicted in the paintings of Ingres. Even in the early 1990s, some scholars were still imagining the royal harems of the Mughals or Ottomans to be places of orgiastic pleasure. Since then, a pioneering group of historians - most of them women - has turned these assumptions on their head. Imperial harems were in fact regimented institutions, where sexual relations (a matter of state survival, after all) were carefully managed. At least for their most privileged inhabitants, harems were the headquarters for political and diplomatic operations of the highest order.
 Ruby Lal has made a career of bringing to light the lives of Mughal women. Her latest book is a study of Gulbadan Begum, the daughter of the founder of the Mughal Empire. During her lifetime the Mughals rose from being a Central Asian dynasty struggling to establish a foothold in South Asia to become the rulers of one of the largest and wealthiest empires in the world. Gulbadan was born in Kabul in 1523, a few years before her father, Babur, conquered large parts of the Indo-Gangetic Plain; she came of age in the reign of her half-brother Humayun, who pushed the imperial boundaries eastwards as far as Bengal; and she died in 1603, during the reign of her nephew Akbar, the most celebrated of Mughal emperors. She is also the only Mughal woman known to have written an imperial history. Conditions in the Age of Emperor Humayun was composed at Akbar's behest when she was 64. Since it foregrounds women and children, Gulbadan's history helps Lal achieve the rare feat of viewing the rise of the Mughals from a female perspective.
 Gulbadan spent much of her youth in the gardens and tents of the peripatetic Mughal court. Babur began building a capital in Agra in the late 1520s, but he and his retinue continued to spend much of their time on the road, often in pursuit of conquest. This was no rugged or simple life. Mughal encampments were palaces unto themselves, comprising pavilions, reception halls and sprawling tents subdivided into dozens of gold and velvet-lined rooms. The gardens in which these encampments were erected were equally artful, featuring splendid viewing decks overlooking terraced hills cut through by geometric waterways. Still, life with the army had its hardships. In one disastrous campaign in 1539, Emperor Humayun's wife was taken captive, and countless other women drowned attempting to flee enemy lines.
 As Gulbadan grew older, she became one of Humayun's trusted advisers. She and other 'female guardians of the empire', as Lal calls them, were especially adept in matters of conciliation. When Humayun's brother Hindal tried to usurp the Mughal throne in 1538, it was Hindal's mother, Dildar, who was sent to sue her wayward son for unity. But although Lal is reluctant to admit it, Muslim gentlewomen of South Asia weren't only peacemakers. The mother of Ibrahim Lodi, an Afghan leader whom Babur had defeated at Panipat in 1529, tried to poison Babur to avenge her son's death (the attempt failed, but Babur complained of the effects of her potion for the rest of his life).
 Women helped ensure the longevity of South Asian monarchies in more conventional ways too - above all with their wombs. Since Islamic law recognised the offspring of a free man and his female slave as legitimate heirs, many Muslim rulers relied on concubines to propagate their dynasties (this struck Western European observers as depraved, but went a long way in helping to produce royal heirs). Women also fostered stability by promoting courtly ritual. It was Gulbadan's aunt Khanzada who decided when it was time for Prince Hindal to marry, and it was she who arranged the feast to honour his wedding. On the day of the celebration, she presided over the magnificent assembly from a divan she shared with Humayun, a striking move that, in the ceremonial language of the day, put her on a par with the monarch.
 Gulbadan's roving life was eclipsed by the coming of Akbar, the son of Humayun and Hamida, who was born under an especially auspicious star and is remembered as the Mughals' great institution-builder. As Lal recounted in her first book, Domesticity and Power in the Early Mughal World (2005), Akbar was also the founder of a clearly delineated Mughal harem. Where the constant movement of earlier generations had made segregation by sex all but impossible, as the monarchy settled somewhat so too did a designated space for women and children. In consequence, Akbar 'ended up robbing his women, notably those of Gulbadan's generation, of the vagabond nature within them'.
Vagabond Princess, as the title suggests, is the story of Gulbadan's resistance to this new order. Displeased with her confinement, or so Lal speculates, she undertook the hajj in the company of eleven other royal women. Just as they are now, Mecca and Medina were inundated with visitors during the hajj season: in 1580, 200,000 people and 300,000 animals were present at the prayer at Mount Arafat, the spiritual climax of the five-day hajj ritual. But all year round, the two cities were havens for wanderers, exiles and the poor, and Gulbadan ended up staying in the Arabian Peninsula for four years.
 There are many accounts of the hajj before the modern era, most of them written by and about men. Women have always taken part, though, and Lal has managed to excavate a feminine hajj. Gulbadan and her companions travelled from Gujarat by boat and landed at the Red Sea port of Jeddah (meaning 'grandmother' in Arabic, ostensibly in reference to Eve, who is said to be buried in the city). Glimpsing the Kaaba in Mecca for the first time, the women may have recalled traditions casting the building as a bride, with its sacred and inviolable nature hidden beneath gold-embroidered cloth. Near Medina was the Garden of Women, where a well provided water said to heal seventy female ailments; inside the city, not far from the tomb of the Prophet Muhammad, was the burial place of his beloved daughter Fatima. Had the company arrived overland from Iraq, they would have travelled on the network of roads commissioned by Zubayda, the wife of the eighth-century Abbasid caliph Harun al-Rashid. It was a geography built by, around and for women, and Gulbadan and her retinue upheld the tradition of female charity, liberally distributing alms wherever they went.
 Male power triumphed in the end, however. In 1578 the Ottoman sultan Murad III, who ruled over this part of the Arabian Peninsula, learned of the travellers' almsgiving, which he viewed as a Mughal challenge to his sovereignty - itself evidence for the seriousness with which men took the activities of women. Only after multiple expulsion orders did Gulbadan and her companions finally capitulate in 1580. Scrambling to leave the peninsula, they set sail at an unpropitious time of year and were shipwrecked off the Yemeni coast. They finally returned to Mughal territory in 1582. Though they received a hero's welcome, Lal describes their return to the palace as a moment of loss, the passing of the 'vigour of life-in-movement'.
 It isn't easy to write the history of globe-trotting women of the premodern era, and narrating the life of any premodern Muslim woman is especially difficult, since women themselves rarely wrote and men thought it improper to divulge details about their female relatives. Lal includes the story of a male colleague of hers who asked incredulously whether she really had the sources to complete her PhD dissertation on the Mughal domestic sphere. She has again proven that she does.
 Yet the record leaves many silences. Gulbadan's own history - which exists in a single manuscript copy held in the British Library - ends mid-sentence, with the blinding of Humayun's brother in 1553; perhaps, Lal suggests, the account wasn't to Akbar's liking. She tries to plug the gaps by drawing on other scholarly studies. Occasionally, though, she resorts to distinctly modern putty. She views Mughal women as more peace-loving than men, more emotional and always yearning to be free. She describes Gulbadan's writing as collective rather than individual, embodied rather than cerebral, intuitive rather than objective. I'm not a Mughal historian, but I have read plenty of male accounts from the period - South-West Asian and Western European alike - that were collective, embodied and intuitive. There may well be something distinct about Gulbadan's writing but, if so, it would have been helpful to have a more precise account of just what that is.
 In a previous book, on the Mughal empress Nur Jahan, Lal writes that when she was a child her mother used to regale her and her sisters with epic tales of bygone women, telling them whenever they misbehaved that they should be more like these moral exempla. Vagabond Princess is written in the same rapturous mode, and Lal is open about the intimate connection she sought with Gulbadan. Such intimacy animates much good history. But this same intimacy keeps Lal from moving beyond her personal distaste for female 'incarceration' in the harem - or, indeed, from pausing to consider the harem from the perspective of its less exalted residents. It may be that some Mughal women resented the shift to a more settled palace life. Yet it may also be that they embraced the respectability that their aloofness now afforded them, or didn't see harem life in terms of freedom at all. Recognising such complexity might have made Gulbadan a more complicated feminist hero, but also a more believable one.
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My Hands in My Face
Tom Crewe

4838 wordsSomething  very strange has been going on. Picking up the paperback of Ocean Vuong's first novel, On Earth We're Briefly Gorgeous, which has now sold more than a million copies, you encounter blurbs the likes of which you've never seen before. 'A marvel,' Marlon James says. Daisy Johnson tells us that 'Vuong is rewriting what fiction is supposed to be' and - forgetting the medium - that 'it's a privilege to watch.' 'Thank you, Ocean Vuong,' Michael Cunningham chimes, 'for this brilliant and remarkable first novel.' Ben Lerner goes big: 'Vuong ... expands our sense of what literature can make visible, thinkable, felt across borders and generations and genres.' He must have thought this would be hard to beat. But he hadn't reckoned on Max Porter, who declares it 'a masterpiece ... a staggeringly beautiful book', and what's more, a 'huge gift to the world'.
Then you read the book and are confronted with such lines as 'a bullet without a body is a song without ears.' Or: 'The most useful thing one can do with empty hands is hold on.' Or: 'The work somehow sutured a fracture inside me.' Or: 'I drove my face into him as if into a climate, the autobiography of a season.' Or: 'The heart, like any law, stops only for the living.' It's obvious that Vuong is rewriting what fiction is supposed to be, but is it a privilege to watch?
On Earth We're Briefly Gorgeous, which was published in 2019, takes the form of a letter written by a young man, known only as Little Dog, to his mother, Rose. Little Dog's life story, which closely maps onto Vuong's, involves his coming to the US from Vietnam in 1990 aged two and growing up in deindustrialised, down-and-out, opioid-numbed Hartford, Connecticut. He is raised mainly by Rose, who has almost no English and is illiterate (so can't read the story she is being told, which is in some sense her story), and suffers from mental illness. She beats her son between occasional bursts of tenderness. Little Dog's grandmother, Lan, lives with them, and suffers from schizophrenia and night terrors. Both women have PTSD, a legacy of the Vietnam War. Rose and Little Dog are themselves a legacy of the war, since his maternal grandfather was an American soldier. Much of the book is taken up with describing the experiences of Little Dog's family in Vietnam before his birth, and the way these bleed into their lives in America, especially into the life in America that has to be led by Little Dog.
It is a hardscrabble existence: Rose works long hours in a nail salon for little money, and as a teenager Little Dog takes a job at a tobacco farm, where he falls in love with a boy called Trevor. By the end of the book Lan has died of bone cancer and Trevor of an overdose. There's no plot to speak of: the success of the book hinges on its presentation of a world, of particular forms of experience, and on its reckoning with an unasked-for but inescapable inheritance. Vuong's recurring trope of describing people and things in linguistic terms - 'the woman stands in a circle of her own piss. No, she is standing on the life-sized period of her own sentence, alive' - advertises in block capitals his ambition to reconstitute, dignify, transmute. Addressing his mother, Little Dog observes that 'I change, embellish, and preserve you at once.'
Vuong is also a poet. On Earth We're Briefly Gorgeous came out three years after his first collection, Night Sky with Exit Wounds, which won the T.S. Eliot Prize, among others. Vuong considered himself to be reworking the traditional novel in a poetic vein (in interviews he overestimates the novelty of this attempt, and tends to speak as though modernism didn't happen). What this actually means, since the form of On Earth We're Briefly Gorgeous is conventional, give or take a few line breaks, is that the book is written in an extremely elevated register. This would be fine if well handled, but what strikes you at once about Vuong's prose is its bludgeoning inexactness - not a fruitful, poetic ambivalence, but sheer clumsiness. Tenses slip: 'We didn't know everything yet ... when we grow up, we'd know how the world really works'; 'There are times, late at night, when your son would wake believing a bullet is lodged inside him.' Constructions are off: 'The milk poured with a thick white braid'; 'Some things are so gauzed behind layers of syntax and semantics'; 'Who put my hands in my face?'; 'Because I am your son, what I know of work I know equally of loss. And what I know of both I know of your hands.' Descriptions frequently make no sense: a monkey has its brain scooped out of its skull, but Vuong refers to its 'hollowed mind'; ants are 'fractals of a timeworn alphabet'; a helicopter 'dismembers' air; a field of tobacco will 'green itself to the height of a small army'; lawns are 'suicidally pristine'; 'You stared at the two holes in my face' - by which he means eyes. Images are confused: 'This is an old story, one anyone can tell. A trope in a movie you can walk away from, if it weren't already here, written down'; 'I ... saw the coiled summer air, sputtering with heat, rise over the razed fields.'
Vuong has a genius for the simile or image that baffles, that is in essence a non-sequitur, or series of non-sequiturs:
About seventy ... with mined-out blue eyes, she has the stare of someone who had gone beyond where she needed to go but kept walking anyway.
The crows floated over the field's wrinkled air ... their shadows swooping over the land like things falling from the sky.
The liquid coming down in white strings like a tablecloth in a nightmare.
Blood so red, so everywhere, it was Christmas in June.
There was something about the way he looked when lost in thought, his brow pinched under squinted eyes, giving his boyish face the harsh, hurt expression of someone watching his favourite dog being put down too soon.
I wanted the word to fall, like a screw in a guillotine.

If this wasn't enough, the book is intolerably busy with vatic, empty utterances of this sort:
Who will be lost in ourselves? A story, after all, is a kind of swallowing. To open a mouth, in speech, is to leave only the bones, which remain untold.
What if the body, at its best, is only a longing for a body?
It is no accident, Ma, that the comma resembles a foetus - that curve of continuation. We were all once inside our mothers, saying, with our entire curved and silent selves, more, more, more.
Isn't that the saddest thing in the world, Ma? A comma forced to be a period?
I know. It's not fair that the word laughter is trapped inside slaughter.
Only when I utter the word do I realise that rose is also the past tense of rise. That in calling your name I am also telling you to get up. I say it as if it is the only answer to your question - as if a name is also a sound we can be found in. Where am I? Where am I? You're Rose, Ma. You have risen.

This language is not poetic, but ridiculous, sententious, blinded by self-love and pirouetting over a chasm. Vuong trivialises his subjects by refusing to look at them directly, to describe them patiently; he seems not to trust the strength of his own material, or the perceptions of the reader. The occasional effective scene is bloated with rhetoric. After the family goes to the supermarket in search of oxtail to make bun bo hue and, failing to make themselves understood, return home with a loaf of Wonder Bread and a jar of mayonnaise, we are forced to traverse Barthes and consider that 'our mother tongue, then, is no mother at all, but an orphan.' Following a description of her physical decline, Little Dog reflects on his grandmother's illness:
I'm thinking now of Duchamp, his infamous 'sculpture'. How by turning a urinal, an object of stable and permanent utility, upside down, he radicalised its reception. By further naming it Fountain, he divested the object of its intended identity, rendering it with an unrecognisable new form.
I hate him for this.
I hate how he proved that the entire existence of a thing could be changed simply by flipping it over, revealing a new angle to its name, an act completed by nothing else but gravity, the very force that traps us on this earth.
Mostly I hate him because he was right.
Because that's what was happening to Lan. The cancer had refigured not only her features, but the trajectory of her being. Lan, turned over, would be dust the way even the word dying is nothing like the word dead. Before Lan's illness, I found this act of malleability to be beautiful, that an object or person, once upturned, becomes more than its once-singular self. This agency for evolution, which once made me proud to be the queer yellow faggot that I was and am, now betrays me.

What is obvious elsewhere is the way this prose covers and distracts from an essential crudeness of representation. The bad guys in On Earth We're Briefly Gorgeous - the racist, homophobic bullies - can't be normal people, like most racists and homophobes. A nine-year-old has 'jowls flushed and rippling' and a 'vinegar mouth', and is capable of hissing 'Say my name ... Like your Mom did last night ... Good little bitch.' A six-year-old, 'cheeks puffed red', shouts: 'Stop following me, you freak! What the heck is wrong with you?' And Little Dog gets it, even though he's six, too: 'It was not the words but his eyes, squinted as if taking aim, that made me understand.' The ten-year-olds who attack him for riding a pink bike are a 'fat wet face wedged atop a towering, meaty torso' and 'a smaller boy with the face of a weasel'. Trevor's father is another monster, 'spraying' liquor, with a cheek 'white as sliced turkey', a 'third fat roll' appearing on his neck, conveniently prompted to reveal of a relative who served in Vietnam: 'He whooped them in that jungle. He did good for us ... He burned up four of them in a ditch with gasoline.'
Little Dog's affair with Trevor is a recapitulation of the traditional teenage gay love story: gay boy and pseudo-straight boy get it on after a period of glancing and lying shoulder to shoulder in the grass. Trevor is, of course, very sexy, with a 'scar like a comma on his neck, syntax of what next what next what next'. And of course he goes great guns but remains capable of saying things like 'I don't wanna feel like a girl. Like a bitch. I can't, man. I'm sorry,' and 'You think you'll be really gay, like, forever? I mean ... I'll be good in a few years, you know.' Even when Vuong gets into more interesting territory, he can't help cancelling his effects with dodgy, dodging prose.
Then, about ten minutes in, as Trevor went faster ... something happened. A scent rose up to my head, strong and deep, like soil, but sharp with flaw. I knew right away what it was, and panicked. In the heat of it, I didn't think, didn't yet know how to prepare myself ... No one had shown us how this was to be done. No one had taught us how to be this deep - and deeply broken.

After this, Trevor shows a softer side, and takes Little Dog to the river to wash, before making a grand redemptive gesture.
I was only a few steps ahead of him before I felt his palm push hard between my shoulders, leaning me forward, my hands instinctually braced on my knees. Before I could turn around, I felt his stubble, first between my thighs, then higher. He had knelt in the shallows, knees sunk in river mud. I shook - his tongue so impossibly warm compared to the cold water, the sudden, wordless act ... I looked between my legs and saw his chin moving to work the act into what it was, what it always has been: a kind of mercy. To be clean again. To be good again. What have we become to each other if not what we've done to each other? Although this was not the first time he did this, it was the only time the act gained new, concussive power. I was devoured, it seemed, not by a person, Trevor, so much as by desire itself. To be reclaimed by that want, to be baptised by its pure need.

It's hard to believe that, in the history of literature, an episode of rimming has ever been presented in such gauzy terms, made quite so desperately sentimental. It stands for the evasions - and confusions ('concussive') - of a desperately sentimental book.
Where  could they go after 'huge gift to the world'? Only one place: Vuong's second novel, The Emperor of Gladness, has a blurb by Madonna ('beautiful writing'). It resumes Little Dog's story, beginning in 2009: Vuong has switched to a slightly unstable third-person past tense, and Little Dog is now called Hai, but we have the same geographic and social setting, the same family structure and the same backstory, though Trevor has been renamed Noah ('that's what Hai started calling him a week after he died. Because why shouldn't the dead receive new names? Weren't they transformed, after all, into a kind of otherhood?'). Vuong told his nearly 400,0000 followers on Instagram that 'my books are all reincarnations, in the Buddhist sense, of one another, each one carrying the "debris" of the prior, the way we might carry our ancestors, whether broken or whole.'
He went on:
In this case, the prompt for myself while writing this novel was this: if On Earth was a private document (a letter from a son to his mother) 'performing' as a novel, what would Little Dog's first - actual - novel look like? What parts of his life would he hide or amplify, which parts would he embellish, alter or transform? What would his attempt at a public facing work look like? In this way, The Emperor of Gladness is my second novel - but it's his first. A kind of puppetry, if you will.

I encountered this statement after reading the novel and can't say it added anything to my understanding. It could serve, perhaps, as an explanation for that slight unsteadiness of perspective: the first chapter is in the voice of a representative of Hartford County, who can be read (for what it's worth) as Little Dog, introducing the fictional town of East Gladness ('We are the blur in the windows of your trains and minivans, your Greyhounds, our faces mangled by wind and speed like castaway Munch paintings'), but other sentences in the book suffer from the same indeterminacy of tense that mars On Earth We're Briefly Gorgeous. In general, this idea of 'puppetry' serves as a justification for Vuong's own practice, since Little Dog/Hai is an avatar for himself, and he is selectively reimagining elements of his own life in precisely this way.
The plot of The Emperor of Gladness is just as slight, and unimportant, as that of On Earth We're Briefly Gorgeous. At the beginning of the book, Hai is prevented from throwing himself off a bridge by an 82-year-old woman, Grazina. She invites him to stay with her. We learn that he pretended to his mother that he was going to university in Boston, but instead checked himself into rehab; on finishing his three-week stay, he immediately and impulsively decided to attempt suicide. Grazina is Lithuanian but came to the US after the Second World War (which marked her in much the same way that the Vietnam War marked Little Dog's grandmother), and now suffers from dementia. In order to support them, Hai, who has started using opioids again, but not in a way that causes much trouble, takes a job at a fast-food joint called HomeMarket. (Vuong once lived with an elderly woman with dementia called Grazina and worked at a fast-food joint called Boston Market.) That's pretty much it, in terms of movement - and this is Vuong's intention, since he claims (again, overestimating his novelty) to be doing something radical in breaking from the Aristotelian emphasis on catharsis, representing instead the great fact of 'stasis' in American working-class life.
Once again, the success of the novel hinges on its mode of presentation, and Vuong proceeds to exhibit all the same tendencies. Once again, there are hundreds of incoherent sentences and images. The text on a wooden sign is 'rubbed to braille by wind'; seeds from a bird-feeder 'fall like applause'; a girl pours Coca-Cola into the eye socket of some roadkill, or rather 'into that infinite dark of sightless visions'; we are given a glimpse of 'moss so lush ... that, at a certain angle of thick, verdant light, it looks like algae, like the glacial flood returned overnight and made us into what we were becoming all along: biblical'; fathers watching their sons play football 'could be statues for what it means to wait for a boy to crush himself into manhood'; water churns 'like chemically softened granite'. All these appear in the first eight pages. Please take my word for the remaining 389 - though I can't help noting, for its medical interest, the moment on page 33 when Grazina's 'bones unbuckled from their stiff joints'. Once again, we have the absurd similes and images: '[he] lent his face to the overcast sky, a bowl so emptied it was hard to imagine it held anything at all, let alone entire flocks of geese'; a scream is 'like someone falling through air without ever touching ground'; a man has 'a laugh that could probably vanquish depression in an elephant'; the world is 'vignetted at its edges'; heroin users trace 'the drug's ascent with their fingers as if pointing to ruined cities on a map'; 'he was warm as a blood cell being swept through the vein of a fallen angel, finally good'; 'there's a way an old Connecticut town feels when you pass through it at night. Hollowed out, blasted yet stilled into a potent aftermath, all of it touched by an inexplicable beauty, like the outside has suddenly become one huge living room.'
Once again, there are the dreaded pronouncements, somehow even worse than before:
To remember is to fill the present with the past, which meant that the cost of remembering anything, anything at all, is life itself. We murder ourselves, he thought, by remembering. The idea made him sick.
No matter how many years the body wrecks itself on the shore of living, the mouth stays mostly the same, faithful through its empty, eternal void. Some call this hunger. Others call it loss. He knows it only as the law. Whole nations have burned from this little oval ringed with teeth.
A thousand sons must have been where he was now and turned back from their horses, wagons, rickshaws, cyclos, buses, schooners, trains, even dusty, sandalled feet. They must have offered a face reacting to their mother's shrinking form, a final enactment of separation, revealing to each other the cost this leaving imprinted on their brows.

In this novel, many more such profundities take the form of dialogue: 'Do you think a life you can't remember is still a good life?' 'Yes ... Because someone else will remember it.' Once again, the representatives of inhumanity are made inhuman, in a series of excruciatingly crass scenes. The reader's intelligence is repeatedly insulted, as when, after his first tiring shift at HomeMarket, Hai's thoughts drift 'for some reason' to his mother, and the time she came home from work so exhausted that she fell asleep, 'face-planted onto a half-eaten slice' of pizza: 'It was one of those images he could never shake loose from his mind, even though it held no meaning.'
Igroaned  my way through The Emperor of Gladness. I writhed. I felt real despair every time I forced myself to open the covers. It was one of the worst ordeals of my reading life. This is because, while it is bad in all the ways that On Earth We're Briefly Gorgeous was bad, it is also bad in new and unexpected ways. For one, it is a more traditional, peopled novel, spends much more time with its characters and has a much higher proportion of dialogue, for which Vuong has no talent. It tries, and fails, to be funny. Hai's co-workers at HomeMarket include his self-glorifying manager, a rapping wannabe-wrestler called Big Jean (BJ), with a magic recipe for cornbread and a heart of gold; his Civil War-obsessed cousin Sony; and Maureen, a conspiracy theorist with bad knees and a passion for Star Wars inherited from her dead son. Maureen gives Hai a model of R2-D2 that looks like a penis, which fact is frequently mentioned. A co-worker called Russia has a tattoo of Bugs Bunny eating a suggestive-looking carrot, excuse for further hilarity.
'Who's sick?' BJ walked out from the back, her hands dusted with cornbread mix.
'Russia's dick,' Maureen said. 'I mean, his tattoo of a rabbit giving head.'
'The fuck? Let me see?' BJ tried to lift his sleeve but Russia pulled away ...
'Okay, since we're sharing, I got something even better,' BJ said.
Hai stopped stirring the creamed spinach.
'Let me guess,' Maureen said ... 'you got a Prince Albert.'
'How the hell am I supposed to get that, Maur? No, man. Do I look like a penis ring person to you?'
'I thought a Prince Albert was a type of tattoo!'

These are cartoon characters, immensely wearying to spend time with: the scene where they set off together for Vermont to find a diamond that may have been lost in the ashes of Sony's father (don't ask) is spectacularly embarrassing. The depiction of Grazina is no better. She is given lines such as 'words cast spells ... That's why it's called spelling.' Vuong's depiction of Hai and Grazina's domestic life in her mouldering, chaotic house has the quality of a children's book: new discoveries are always being made, in a corner, or a drawer, or through a secret door leading down into the cellar, as when Hai comes home and Grazina clears a path for him towards a shrouded bookcase:
Hai worked through the dust, one arm over his mouth, and peeled back the sheet. As spores swirled through the cone of light, he saw the books, all of them paper gold. Rows and rows of the perennial classics ... 'Holy shit,' he said, breathless. 'How did you do this?'
'I didn't do squat,' she said. 'I told you. My husband was one of those nerds. He read everything. He read so much his eyes dried up in his head. It made him blind, these damn books ... He used to read me from that Vonnegut book you've been reading,' she added in a fallen voice. 'We were in Dresden at the same time, that little Billy Pilgrim and me. What a sham, all of it.'
This must be why her husband was obsessed with translating the book into their native tongue, he thought. It was an American novel that told their story, if only in brief, apocalyptic glimpses.

The Emperor of Gladness appears to have been edited from space, with the result that it is inordinately long and almost entirely filler. Just one of Grazina's episodes of dementia-induced delusion, during which Hai presents himself as 'Sergeant Pepper' leading her out of a wartime scene, lasts for nine life-sapping pages. A recollection of Hai, Sony and family visiting Stonewall Jackson's house in Virginia - introduced solely to highlight Southern historical amnesia and to offer the scene of Hai's grandmother pissing in one of Jackson's pots and wiping herself with one of Jackson's furnishings - lasts for eight pages. We are subjected to several lengthy conversations with the conspiracy theorist, Maureen.
Vuong wants to show us American darkness - decay, neglect, drug dependence - and the forces that create it, as well as the other, brighter lives that are sustained by it (there is an epigraph from Hamlet, one of the sources of the book's title: 'Your worm is your only emperor ... We fat all creatures else to fat us, and we fat ourselves for maggots'). In the book's one nearly effective scene, before it too dissolves into sentimentality and lame humour, Hai and some of his colleagues take a job killing 'emperor hogs' at a supposedly organic farm. It proves a gothic, heavy-metal-soundtracked horror show ('A spray of blood flew over them. Russia looked about wildly, then fixed a ghastly stare at Hai, his mouth half-open, the pig's blood inside it and dripping down his chin') that will ultimately furnish the table of a fundraiser for the politician and former wrestling promoter Linda McMahon, then running for Senate and now a member of Trump's cabinet. But Vuong resists pessimism as much as he claims to resist catharsis. He wants to show that bonds between unlikely people are made in situations of labour ('Can camaraderie ... be enough to make you want to put your mouth to a kid with a busted face, to find him somehow more complete ... Yes, Hai realised now - it was'). He wants to show the way two people rendered marginal - by youth and circumstance, or illness and old age - can form a loving family unit. He wants, ultimately, to show the beauty in the darkness of American life, to examine what he calls 'kindness without hope'.
'What I saw working in fast food,' he told the New York Times,
was that people are kind even when they know it won't matter. Where does that come from? I watched co-workers get together and dig each other out of blizzards. They could just dig themselves out and leave, go home sooner, hug their families, but they all stayed, and they dug each other out. What is kindness exhibited knowing there is no pay-off?

Vuong has repeated the same observation in other interviews. Something he insists on in this context, while declaring that it is out of fashion (another dubious proposition), is the literary value of his own 'sincerity' and 'earnestness'. But the presumption that someone's first impulse would be to leave their co-worker's car stuck in a blizzard is that of a cynic ('Writing became a medium for me to try to understand what goodness is,' he has said. 'I've been in dicey situations in my life where I realised early on, I just don't have it'). This explains his strained attempt to communicate to the waiting world his discovery that people can be nice. V.S. Pritchett called sincerity 'that quality which cannot be obtained by taking thought'. But Vuong's sincerity is self-conscious and willed - he is constantly stoking it by shovelling on more and more words. It is why, despite his close identification with his characters and their class situation, he turns them into parodies (and their enemies into grotesques). He doesn't imaginatively enter these lives, but stands outside them, waving for our attention so he can tell us what they mean.
Defending himself against the (generally indulgent) criticisms that have so far been made of his prose, Vuong has attributed his style - he claims, blasphemously, that it is a '19th-century' style - to his sincerity, expressed as an opposition to 'dogmatic values about clean lines, minimalism, restraint, control, rigour'. On the podcast Talk Easy, he suggested that these qualities 'are the privileges of the wealthy', whose sanitised, smoothed way of life 'denies the corporeal reality of the body'. By contrast,
my mother would serve a black and brown community at the nail salon. And you look at the nails, these women are so proud and sincere and earnest about their beauty. The nails would be extravagant, the church outfits, the hats, overblown sequins ... And that is my model for the sentence. I don't see that as too much. I see that as power, extravagance, and possibility.

An extravagant sentence can certainly be a thing of beauty; style is often by its very nature excess. But no writer can expect to be taken at their own self-estimation, and this emperor is wearing no clothes.
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'Bang! I was out'
Dani Garavelli on the case for drug consumption rooms

3868 wordsOn  a sunny afternoon last month Ryan arrived at the Thistle, a one-storey pebbledash building in the east end of Glasgow.* The Thistle is the UK's first Safer Drug Consumption Facility (SDCF). Ryan is a regular there. He wasn't its first customer - three men raced one another to the door on 13 January - but he comes often enough to have claimed injecting booth eight in what looks like a chorus-line dressing room, with bright lights and tilted mirrors so the nurses can supervise users without intruding on their privacy. That morning, the begging trade had been sluggish. It had taken a while for Ryan to make enough to pay his dealer. Now, at last, he was sitting in the Thistle, antsy yet affable, going through the familiar pre-injection registration ritual.
 The Thistle is based in a health centre in the Calton, an area known for the Barras flea market and the Barrowland Ballroom, once a famous dance hall and now a popular music venue. I had been told that in its first four months, the Thistle oversaw 2010 injections and prevented thirty overdoses. 'Do you know how many times you've used here, Ryan?' Arthur Jarvis, a social worker, asked. 'Two hundred and sixty-two'. Ryan made a whistling sound. 'That's mad, isn't it?' he said, before reciting the centre's rules: 'Don't sell drugs, don't share drugs and only bring with you what you intend to consume.'
 For a long time, heroin was the drug used by most of Glasgow's four or five hundred street injectors, but cocaine use has rocketed in the last few years. In the Thistle, more than 60 per cent of injections are of cocaine. Some people mix the two to create 'snowballs'; Ryan alternates between them. In 2023, there was a 30 per cent increase in the number of people requiring hospital treatment for cocaine use in Glasgow, though heroin is still responsible for more deaths. A heroin overdose can be reversed by naloxone, which is held at the Thistle. It's a highly effective antidote, if someone is there to administer it.
 The most powerful argument for SDCFs is this ability to prevent fatal overdoses, something particularly important in Scotland, which has the highest rate of drug deaths per capita in Europe (1172 in 2023). In the UK, where drugs are a criminal justice issue and governed by the Misuse of Drugs Act 1971, such centres are controversial. It took ten years to get this one off the ground. But there are some two hundred SDCFs in other countries, including Canada, Germany, Norway, the Netherlands and Australia. Different countries have different models: standalone facilities, hospital-based facilities, housing-based facilities and mobile facilities. Some are more medicalised than others. Studies suggest that as well as preventing deaths they also lower transmission rates of HIV, reduce ambulance callouts and A&E visits, and shift drug consumption off the streets. Deaths at SDCFs are very rare; I could only find evidence of one, in Ontario last October.
 A few weeks after the Thistle opened, a batch of so-called 'green heroin', which contains nitazenes (synthetic opioids as powerful as fentanyl), arrived in the Central Belt, and the nurses had to deal with two or three overdoses a day. The green heroin was so potent that people injecting outside the centre were dying with the needle still in their arm. Ryan overdosed on green heroin at the Thistle. 'I pushed the first half of the syringe in, and I started to feel a bit woo,' he told me. 'As soon as I pushed the second half in: bang! I was out.'
 Many professionals who engage with drug users in Glasgow - police officers, paramedics, outreach workers - now carry naloxone. It rids a person's system of all opioids: not just the heroin that resulted in the overdose, but any methadone they may have taken. This means that the user often wakes up 'rattling' and angry at the people who helped them. At the centre, the first response to a heroin overdose is to administer oxygen. Often this is enough to bring people round, but if it isn't, and naloxone is required, a nurse will administer small doses incrementally, to make the impact less dramatic.
 Ryan, who is in his twenties and lives in a homeless hostel, isn't ready to stop taking drugs: 'Being sober is worse; I spend my whole time crying.' He was obviously affected by the nurses' care; I suspect that he hadn't seen much kindness. 'One of them stayed with me for four and a half hours,' he told me. 'I said: "Go take your break," but he never left my side. He washed my feet because I had blisters.' This wasn't Ryan's first brush with death. 'Twice my heart has stopped,' he said. The first time, he injected in a forest and woke up on a hospital ward. He doesn't know who found him. The second time, he overdosed in his room at the hostel and had to be shocked back to life.
 After his most recent overdose, Ryan was referred to the Enhanced Drug Treatment Service (EDTS), next to the Thistle, where those identified as being at high risk of death are prescribed diamorphine, self-administered under supervision. The diamorphine leaves him 'gouching' - drowsy and lethargic - which makes it harder to beg. 'People see me asleep and they think: "He's a smackhead," which is true.' But his use of the EDTS means he is using the Thistle less, mostly for cocaine. 'Who knows what would have happened to me if I'd overdosed in the forest or the hostel again,' he said. 'There's only so many times you can be lucky, sweetheart.'
 For some critics, providing a safe space to inject seems too much like enabling or endorsing drug taking. But for those working in the field, treating addiction as a public health issue is an obvious response. A Glasgow SDCF was first mooted in 2015 during an outbreak of HIV in the city (the largest in the UK for thirty years). Soon, the SNP government, which had cut funding to Alcohol and Drug Partnerships and admitted to having 'taken [its] eye off the ball', seized on the idea as a way of tackling the drugs emergency (or to be seen to be tackling it). MSPs from the party travelled to other countries to observe the impact of safe injection sites and the Scottish government tried to persuade the Home Office to allow local authorities to run pilots.
 The stasis that followed was the result of Westminster intransigence and a lack of courage (plus an exercise in grievance politics) on the part of the SNP and its then lord advocate, James Wolffe. Wolffe refused to issue a statement confirming that it would not be in the public interest to prosecute people who injected at an SDCF. Frustrated by the situation, an activist called Peter Krykant set up an unsanctioned drugs consumption van on a Glasgow street in 2020, and in September 2023, the new lord advocate, Dorothy Bain, agreed to waive prosecutions for a three-year pilot run by the Glasgow Health and Social Care Partnership - what became the Thistle. Krykant's sudden death earlier this month was widely mourned. 'His tireless work to deliver safe consumption rooms,' the first minister, John Swinney, said, 'leaves an important legacy which will be remembered.'
 By the time the Thistle opened this year, the tide seemed to be changing in many countries, with abstinence-based schemes on the rise and SDCFs branded as 'state-sponsored pushers'. In Canada, nine of Ontario's drug consumption rooms have been turned into homelessness and addiction recovery hubs, while in British Columbia, a three-year experiment to decriminalise the use of hard drugs ended early after concern about public disorder. In Scotland, the SDCF was described as a betrayal of those with an addiction and critics argued that the money - PS2.3 million a year - would be better spent providing inpatient rehab places. Such places are culpably scarce. Three days before the Thistle opened, Annemarie Ward, the head of a charity called FavorUK (Faces and Voices of Recovery) and a former addict, wrote in one of many X posts about the centre that 'by focusing on consumption rather than recovery, these rooms communicate a devastating message: "We don't believe you can get better." That is not kindness - it is surrender.'
 Reform, trying to boost its fortunes in Scotland in the run-up to next year's Holyrood election, realised that the SDCF was an effective wedge issue. Within weeks, the party's most prominent Scottish member, Thomas Kerr, who until January led Glasgow City Council's Conservative group, had claimed that the Thistle was responsible for drug-related paraphernalia found in the car park opposite the centre, while Niall Fraser, of the right-wing Scottish Family Party, who once threatened to 'brick up' a sexual health clinic, claimed that Thistle nurses were handing out heroin and helping users to inject it. Every day I see social media posts and news stories accusing the centre of destroying the local area.
Afew weeks ago 
, I walked around some of the injecting sites in the Calton with a Thistle harm reduction worker called Jim. At each site, one of the centre's leaflets fluttered on a fence or lamppost. Some of the places we visited were close to the railway line, others opposite smart new houses or near student flats. In one, we found an empty tent. In another, dozens of used syringes had been plunged into a tree trunk. None of this is new. The area has had a drug problem for a long time. Jim hasn't used in more than ten years; when he did this is where he injected and bought his drugs. The Barrowlands is the area's best-known landmark, but the local dealer's house comes a close second. Everyone can point it out: an unremarkable property on an unremarkable street. A quick look at the Daily Record archives throws up a surname and a story about the imprisonment in 2016 of a man who is said to have made PS42,000 a month supplying local addicts. Officers carrying out a surveillance operation recorded more than two thousand visits to the house in fifteen days.
 Jim stopped under a Peppa Pig billboard to point out a spot that was much used during the HIV outbreak. All the people who injected there are dead, he told me. Except him. Was he more careful? 'Maybe,' he replied. 'And luckier, too.' Jim thinks that if there has been an increase in dirty needles it's a result of the upsurge in the use of cocaine. Heroin users inject two or three times a day, cocaine users up to a dozen. Cocaine users are also likely to be active at night when the SDCF is shut.
 Although there is no evidence to suggest that the centre has brought about an increase in crime, or a new problem with discarded needles, the Thistle has been blamed at a series of public meetings fronted by outsiders, but with local residents in the audience. At one of them, Colin McGowan, who owns a football stadium in Hamilton and runs a charity called Blameless that helps 'children and families affected by alcoholism and addiction', produced a tub of fifty used needles, which he claimed had been collected in one minute from some nearby wasteland. Some residents held up a banner telling John Swinney it was time to act. 'If [the Thistle] is a blueprint for a national rollout,' McGowan said, 'then Calton is not just fighting for itself: it's fighting for the whole country.' Thomas Kerr of Reform was there too, talking again about needles 'lying in the streets'.
 Councils and charities across the UK still hope that the Thistle will provide a template for tackling drug deaths, a buffer against nitazenes and some protection against fentanyl, which is fifty times stronger than heroin. The hour-long tours held every other Thursday before the centre opens in the morning are booked up until October. The 31 people who work at the Thistle - including nurses, social workers, health support workers and harm reduction workers like Jim - try to focus on their jobs. Some believe the Thistle's success should be measured by the number of clients who go on to use other services - one reason for placing it in a health centre that also offers a complex needs service, EDTS and Housing First office. Some of those who use the service have been tested for HIV and hepatitis; others have secured a tenancy.
 'There are those who divide recovery and harm reduction as though they are two separate things, whereas, for me, they go hand in hand,' Jim said. On our walk, we bumped into a man whose recovery he had supported. I had met the same man myself in 2022 while working on a different story. Back then, he was still taking the opioid substitute buprenorphine; now, Jim told me, he isn't using and has a full-time job. 'If someone comes through the doors of the Thistle and says: "I have had enough now," I will go out of my way to help that person to get well,' Jim said. 'But often that's not the case because people need to get to where they need to get to.'
 Most drug users have to be coaxed into the Thistle, and treated carefully so that they come to trust the workers. They are allowed to register under a false name, and staff can't pass on their details to other services without their consent. Every effort has been made to create a homely environment, despite the obvious constraints. There are no screens, the staff don't wear uniforms and there is a lounge to sit in after injecting, with free tea and coffee. The centre also has a shower, a laundry and a supply of donated clothes, shoes and sanitary products. Visitors can use all these facilities without injecting.
 'Everyone who comes in here has a story of neglect from childhood, just decades of PTSD,' Paul, a nurse at the Thistle, told me. 'Their experiences are beyond what you and I will ever know.' 'You have to imagine what it would be like for a sex abuse survivor to come round [from an overdose] and find half a dozen men looming over them,' a social worker added. 'And to consider why someone threatened with a suppository might shout: "Get the fuck away from me."' A former paramedic, Paul finds it 'difficult to accept the fact you can't do everything you would with someone who does not have such a chaotic life. If a 70-year-old granny was suffering from infected wounds, you would phone an ambulance, and off she'd go to hospital. That is not always possible here.' Staff are also hampered by the wider lack of resources. If someone is sleeping rough, they will do their best to find them a bed for the night, but Glasgow is one of thirteen Scottish local authorities to have declared a housing emergency. Sometimes there is a bed, sometimes not.
 One thing the Thistle can do is to help people inject more safely. A nurse held an infrared device called an AccuVein over my right arm until a criss-cross of green lines appeared like the back of a sycamore leaf. 'If people can see the veins in their arms, they are less likely to inject into their groin,' she told me, where they would be at more risk of infection or hitting an artery. Two days after our first encounter, Ryan agreed to let me accompany him into the injecting room. It felt voyeuristic, but it did correct some of my misconceptions. I had imagined users would enter, inject quickly and leave, but Ryan was in the booth for around fifteen minutes, and many people take longer. He had split his cocaine into two doses. The first syringe slipped in easily, but the second was more difficult. Every few minutes, a nurse handed him a fresh needle in case the original had bent or been blunted. The Thistle has finer needles than those you can get in the nearby pharmacy. Ryan's arm was bleeding, and from time to time, he got up to wipe it. Eventually, the second syringe found its target. Ryan's wounds weren't serious, but if left untreated infection and abscesses can result, even amputation - addicts tend to have poor circulation. Once you know that, you begin to notice the number of youngish people in the Calton using wheelchairs and crutches.
 After they start to trust the nurses, service users become more willing to have their wounds treated. The first time I met Mark, his hand was red and throbbing and the size of a melon. He had missed the vein while injecting cocaine one morning before the Thistle opened. 'When I came in the next day, I asked one of the nurses to look at it and she said: "Get yourself up to the hospital." They kept me in over the weekend because I needed to be put on an antibiotic drip. I know it still looks awful, but it's better than it was.' Some users don't want to go to hospital because they have had bad experiences and are scared of being kept somewhere they will not be able to inject, so nurses at the Thistle are being trained to dispense antibiotics.
 Mark told me a bit about his life. He moved to Scotland twenty years ago after getting divorced. He met a woman in a soup kitchen in Hamilton and they were together for seven years until she was murdered in 2020. 'I have lost a lot of loved ones in my lifetime,' he said. 'My stillborn daughter with my ex, my mum and dad, my 95-year-old gran and then, last year, my younger sister. That's why I started using cocaine.' He wants to stop. 'I'm hoping to go to a recovery cafe on Wednesday nights,' he said. 'I've already met an addiction nurse and she said she'd try to help me stop.'
 While I was at the Thistle everyone was talking about a man who had overdosed in the grounds of a local church that had been converted into a music venue. A friend of the man phoned the centre and two of the nurses ran to help. It took both of them and a paramedic to haul him out of the enclosed, roofless space at the side of the building where the men had gone to inject. They gave him naloxone and he survived. The man had never used the Thistle and his friend had only used the shower room. Why were they injecting in a dank, dark space when a clean room was just a few hundred metres away?
 A possible explanation is that the Thistle has to comply with the lord advocate's guidelines and so has tight rules, some of which seem perverse. Take the AccuVein device. Nurses are allowed to hold it over a user's arm before they inject so they can mark the spot they want to hit but they are not allowed to hold the device while the person is actually injecting. They are allowed to hand out needles, but not tourniquets - some people use their own belts. People who come to the centre together are not allowed to inject each other and must split their drugs before they enter. Although smoking heroin or cocaine is safer than injecting it, it is banned at the Thistle because smoking is banned in all NHS buildings.
 The Thistle has funding for three years and its performance will be evaluated by Public Health Scotland and Glasgow Caledonian University. The Scottish Affairs Committee at Westminster has also launched an inquiry, which will consider potential statutory or policy changes that might be needed for the facility to carry on beyond the pilot phase. There are no other pilots underway in the UK (though a Medically Supervised Injecting Centre opened in Dublin in December). Although there is nothing to prevent other proposals - in England, such centres could operate with a memorandum of understanding from the appropriate chief constable - it seems likely that the cities which have expressed an interest, including Dundee, Cardiff, Edinburgh and Bristol, will wait for the Thistle evaluation.
 Megan Jones, a director at Cranstoun, a charity that has developed a less formal model, believes it makes sense to try out a range of SDCFs in Scotland, where the political will exists. 'It's amazing they got the Thistle over the line,' she told me. 'My concern is - because it is expensive, or because it gets caught up in the polarisation - the verdict might turn out to be: "Yes, it made an impact, but we are not going to continue."'
 In the meantime, the Thistle is expanding its services. There are now weekly clinics for blood-borne viruses - such as HIV or hepatitis B - and sexual health. The health centre has applied for a licence from the Home Office to set up a drug-checking pilot: this would ensure drugs weren't stronger than expected or cut with something dangerous. The Scottish government is being pushed to make an exemption to the smoking ban. Yet the talk on the streets and in the newspapers is not of lives saved, but of local nurseries using metal detectors to sift dirty needles from sandpits and a neighbourhood that has allegedly become 'a warzone'. Glasgow City Council, whose efforts to clear up the injection sites have been, at best, piecemeal, hasn't helped matters. It recently installed two new needle bins - one at the car park opposite the centre and another at a disused school - with two more to follow, and cleaned up the wasteland McGowan complained about. A spokesman told me that the council is also cutting back the undergrowth that provides shelter for users at a number of vacant sites. When I asked why this hadn't been done sooner and why some of the worst spots remain untouched, he fell back on old excuses: that the council relies on residents to report concerns and that a lack of clarity over land ownership means it's difficult to work out who should pay for the clean-up.
 It is easier to blame the Thistle than local dealers, a criminal justice system that has failed to halt their lucrative trade or landowners who have left injection sites to fester. The Thistle staff are doing their best to counter the vested interests that want the centre to fail. Twice a day, outreach workers pound the pavements, like Mormons spreading the Good Word, and local residents are encouraged to come and see the service for themselves. But attendance is tailing off. The figures for May are expected to be significantly down on April, and some workers at the SDCF worry there is a reluctance among injectors to be associated with a service that is never out of the headlines. It's too early to tell whether the centre will succeed, but it shouldn't be allowed to become a casualty of the culture wars.
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Poem
A Rewilding
Paul Farley

106 wordsMasonic creature. Maker. Water encircled
survivor of hat crazes. Crib fabricator.
Chiseller. Tooth enamel's hardest expression
on any branch of the mammal clade. Stash house
builder. Stickler. Worker in wands and twigs,
in waterproof slick fur. Dammer of the catchment
under winter constellations that burn and flicker
when dark and frost resume the Northern hemisphere.
Your ice creche. Your infinity pool of the woods.
Your gnawing that forks panic through the sap.
Your assault on the vertical. Busybody at rest
locked in your latticework, the birch tar scent
of Shalimar locked in you - how could any forest
forget such a creature? You need no introduction.
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Where could I emote?
Bee Wilson

5481 wordsWhen  he was nineteen or so, Al Pacino was taking acting lessons at the Herbert Berghof Studio on Sixth Avenue in New York while earning a living (just about) as a cleaner, busboy and removals man. At night, he sometimes took to the streets to declaim Shakespeare soliloquies, freed by the thought that he needed no one's permission to play 'Prospero, Falstaff, Shylock or Macbeth' in the dark of the city:
If the hour was late and you heard the sound of someone in your alleyway with a bombastic voice shouting iambic pentameter into the night, that was probably me, training myself on the great Shakespeare soliloquies ... I'd do it by the factories, at the edges of town, where no one was around. Where else was I going to go? Where could I emote?

Using Shakespeare to emote has been one of the constants of Pacino's life and may well have been more important to him than cinema. Marlon Brando (his co-star in The Godfather) apparently once said that he would make the ideal Shylock. 'How Marlon saw that in me, I'll never know,' Pacino notes in his memoir, Sonny Boy, skilfully co-written with the culture reporter Dave Itzkoff (the title refers to the nickname his mother gave him).
Brando was right, judging by the 2004 movie version of The Merchant of Venice, directed by Michael Radford. The film itself is a pedestrian and pretty adaptation that can't quite decide where it stands on the antisemitism of the main characters, but Pacino is an excellent Shylock, emphasising the character's furious dignity in the face of prejudice. 'Hath not a Jew eyes?' takes on an added power when the eyes are Pacino's giant brown hooded eyes, so intensely expressive at times and so terrifyingly deadened at others. When the film came out, Frank Kermode wrote in the LRB (6 January 2005) that 'to give Pacino his due, he plays [Shylock] as a human being, increasingly vicious as his wrongs accumulate, totally lacking the sentiment of mercy, but always true to his culture and its eloquent exponent.' Pacino reprised the role in 2010, in what sounds like a much more interesting production, staged in Central Park and directed by Daniel Sullivan. Pacino says he had developed what he brought to the character: 'Night after night, I'd show up, go on that stage, and say: tonight, I will play this role, and I will play it without knowing what I will do next.'
Pacino says his love of Shakespeare came from an acting teacher called Charlie Laughton whom he first met in a bar (not to be confused with the British actor Charles Laughton). Pacino writes that he 'knew' straightaway that Laughton, who worked at the Herbert Berghof Studio, was destined to be his teacher. Laughton, who was described as a 'sensory' acting coach, became a father figure to Pacino (he was about ten years older) and remained a mentor until his death in 2013. Long after he became a star, Pacino would ask Laughton's advice about scripts and parts. He decided not to take the role of Han Solo in Star Wars partly because Laughton couldn't see anything in the script. Because the teenage Pacino had no money, the studio let him go to classes for free, in exchange for cleaning the hallways and dance studios. Laughton 'possessed a literary brilliance', Pacino writes, and introduced him to many writers, such as William Carlos Williams. This was the late 1950s, and Pacino says he would often go to an automat with a book and make a single cup of coffee last for hours. Laughton also encouraged him in his Shakespearean ambitions: Pacino's audition piece was 'O, what a rogue and peasant slave am I!'
Alfredo James Pacino was a lonely child, and to keep himself company he used to act out scenes from films he'd seen with his mother. As a five-year-old, his 'routine' was to impersonate Ray Milland as an alcoholic in the 1945 noir The Lost Weekend. He was particularly taken with the scene where Milland has come off the drink and ransacks his apartment, desperately searching for the bottles he hid somewhere when he was drunk. Pacino's relatives would ask for his Milland act and find it uproariously funny to see a small child perform the scene with such intensity. 'What are they laughing at?' Pacino remembers wondering. 'This man is fighting for his life.'
Pacino had seen The Lost Weekend because his mother took him to the cinema with her from the age of three or four. She was a beautiful and depressive woman who had split from Pacino's father before he was two. An extremely handsome man whose nickname was 'Ty' because he looked like Tyrone Power, his father was only eighteen when Alfredo was born; his mother was in her early twenties. She made ends meet with factory jobs and other low-paid work, and going to the cinema with her son was one of her few pleasures. When she could afford it, she took him to see Broadway plays. 'She didn't know that she was supplying me with a future.' His mother's parents - with whom they shared a tiny top-floor apartment in a six-storey tenement in the South Bronx - came from Sicily. It was only after he was cast in The Godfather that he learned the extraordinary coincidence that his grandfather, Vincenzo Giovanni Gerardi, came from the town of Corleone.
When he was six, there was a 'commotion' outside the tenement. His mother was being taken away by an ambulance, having attempted suicide. Pacino was 22 when she died of an overdose, choking on the regurgitation of her own pills, 'like Tennessee Williams'. He resists calling it a suicide, observing that in contrast to her attempt fifteen years earlier, she left no note. He says the cause of her death was 'poverty'. Pacino is haunted by the thought that 'therapy, moderation, security - these things could have helped her.' He wishes he had been able to reassure her that he was 'going to succeed and was going to take care of her'. He says he was certain of this even when he was 'down and out, sleeping in hallways and on floors of theatres'.
Despite his 'zombielike' period of mourning after her death, Pacino credits his mother with saving his life (along with Chekhov and Shakespeare). He had a wild set of friends: Bruce, Petey and Cliffy were into stealing cars and doing drugs and climbing on the rooftops of the tenements of the South Bronx. They called him Sonny or Pistachio, because he liked pistachio ice cream. Cliffy was the leader 'and even at thirteen never without a copy of Dostoevsky in his back pocket'. But where the others differed from Pacino was that his 'mother paid attention to where I was in a way that my friends' families didn't'. The other three all died young of heroin overdoses. 'Sonny doesn't need drugs,' Cliffy would say, 'he's high on himself!'
Despite her love of cinema, his mother tried to protect him from an acting career, saying it wasn't for poor people. Pacino squandered his first big chance. One of his friends from Laughton's acting classes was a half-Spanish boy from Ohio called Ramon Estevez - or Martin Sheen (Laughton must have been doing something right). Pacino remembers that Marty did a monologue from The Iceman Cometh that 'blew the roof off'. Before long, Sheen had moved into Pacino's South Bronx apartment so that they could split the rent. They both worked cleaning toilets at the Living Theater in Greenwich Village, one of the original venues for off-Broadway productions. The shows - which the pair would watch from the back of the orchestra pit after they had finished cleaning - were the kind 'that made you go home afterward and lock yourself in your room and just cry for two days, staring at the ceiling', Pacino says. A few years later, in the early 1960s, Sheen was 'on his way', as Pacino puts it, with a string of parts off-Broadway, while Pacino, grieving for his mother, was not in a good place, personally or professionally. One day, wearing a long 'dusty thrift-store coat' and shoes with holes in them, he met Sheen on the subway. Sheen was starring in The Wicked Cooks, a Gunter Grass play, at the Orpheum on Second Avenue: he had come a long way from cleaning toilets. He asked whether Pacino would do him the 'honour' of being his understudy. Pacino agreed to do it for the money, but when Sheen came down with laryngitis, giving Pacino the opportunity to go on in his place, Pacino couldn't do it because he hadn't learned the words. He had been 'hiding out in some corner of the theatre, sitting alone and reading Spinoza'. The director fired him on the spot; it was only then he discovered that Sheen had been paying him out of his own pocket.
As this story illustrates, Pacino comes across as possessing a curious mixture of ambition and lack of it; of swagger and self-effacement. He seems to have believed fiercely in his own art, but he was far more interested in the work of acting itself than in climbing the ladder and says he never had any interest in having a career. Probably the most important relationship in his professional life was with a manager-producer called Marty Bregman who supplied the worldly ambition Pacino lacked. Bregman was alerted to Pacino's work after Faye Dunaway - then a huge star, fresh off Bonnie and Clyde - went to see him in The Indian Wants the Bronx in which he appeared with John Cazale, who would play Fredo in The Godfather. The first performances of The Indian Wants the Bronx were in a venue so tiny that the audience had to walk across the stage to reach the exit. But then it moved to a venue off Broadway, which is where Dunaway saw it. Pacino and Cazale both won Obie awards (Tony awards for off-Broadway). Bregman - a hotshot who took meetings with a gun in his pocket - told Pacino he was taking him on because he'd made the mistake of letting Dustin Hoffman pass him by. From the moment Bregman was representing Pacino, he was on a different path.
'I'm not gonna make you a star, you are a star,' was one of Bregman's mantras. It was Bregman who set him up with his first major screen role, in The Panic in Needle Park, with a screenplay written by Joan Didion and John Gregory Dunne, in which Pacino played a sweet-faced but criminal young heroin addict called Bobby opposite Kitty Winn (a soft-voiced screen presence who won best actress at Cannes and quit the film business soon afterwards). Bregman was right: Pacino is already a star in The Panic in Needle Park, as touching and soulful in the quieter love scenes with Winn as he is brash and bouncy while stealing and dealing dope or playing street games. In the film's happier moments, he is cool and scruffy and very New York; and he performs having a heroin overdose with such bleak realism that I forgot he was acting. The Panic in Needle Park won him the part of Michael Corleone, despite Paramount's jitteriness about casting an unknown. The studio, which was also reluctant to cast Robert Duvall and Brando, wanted many actors more than they wanted Pacino. 'They wanted Jack Nicholson. They wanted Robert Redford. They wanted Warren Beatty or Ryan O'Neal.' Imagine The Godfather with Robert Redford as Michael! But Francis Ford Coppola had wanted Pacino from the start and was finally able to persuade the studio execs after they saw eight minutes of footage from The Panic in Needle Park. Pacino had to fly to California to do a screen test, which he didn't want to do, but Bregman bullied him onto the plane and gave him a pint of whiskey to drink on the flight. Before the screen test, Coppola took him to get a 1940s haircut - the one he has in the opening scene, when he arrives at his sister's wedding in army uniform as the family outsider, trying to explain some of its strange ways to his girlfriend, Kay (played by Diane Keaton in that first screen test, as in the film). It is a sign of how much hype there was about the movie version of The Godfather before it was even made - because of the wild success of Mario Puzo's book - that the barber who gave him the haircut started shaking when he realised what it was for. Pacino later found out that the man had suffered a heart attack.
One  of the many things that makes Sonny Boy a cut above the average Hollywood memoir is the sense it gives of just how much of a shock The Godfather's impact was in 1972 - to Pacino, as much as anyone else. In some ways, he seems to have spent the last fifty years trying to get back to the bohemian person he was before he became a film star. For a while, in those pre-Godfather years, he thought his calling might be composition: he made up tunes on a rented piano. He says he tried to compose like Beethoven but his music always came out like Satie. When he had finished work on The Godfather, he was still so short of cash he was supported by his then girlfriend, the actress Jill Clayburgh (one of a string of short-term partners, almost all of them actors, including Keaton and Penelope Ann Miller, his co-star in Carlito's Way, and Marthe Keller, his co-star in Bobby Deerfield; he has never married). As soon as The Godfather was released, 'everything changed.' He realised things were different when a middle-aged woman came up to him and kissed his hand and called him 'Godfather'. 'I was shy about it, and the world wouldn't let me be shy.' Shrinking from the eternal glare of publicity, he was extremely sensitive to his work being panned. 'It seemed like every time I brought something to the public, to the commercial world, I was scrutinised and put down for it.' By contrast, any time he was performing Shakespeare, he felt at home.
Knowing that the question Pacino was asking himself as an actor, from a young age, was 'where could I emote?' casts some light on the central mystery of his film acting: how can he be so very subtle at times and so very unsubtle at others? After watching a lot of Pacino films back-to-back, I emerged puzzled that an actor who can rein himself in when playing some parts can allow himself to be so over the top in others. As Michael Corleone, Pacino delivers an introspective study in compressed anger. Through those vast brown eyes you feel as if you are watching Michael's tumultuous inner transformation, culminating in the murder of his brother Fredo, played by Cazale. (Incidentally, Pacino described Cazale, who died of lung cancer aged 42, as the 'sweetest man ever'.) Pacino's aim by the end of Part II was, he says, to show someone 'so withdrawn that he's practically mummified'. His vast brown eyes become deader and deader, in shocking contrast to the boyish and smiling soldier who flirtatiously asks Keaton whether she likes her lasagne in the opening scene.
As with Macbeth, you can endlessly change your mind about whether Michael Corleone is a sociopath all along, or whether he is made evil by circumstance. Pacino argues that the character only fully becomes himself after his father is shot. In the thrilling scene when he goes to the hospital to stand watch over Vito, he is 'still not quite Michael', Pacino says; he only starts to recognise his own authority when he sees that the hand of Enzo the baker, the only person there to help him, is shaking whereas his own hand is still. In the first week and a half of filming Pacino deliberately did almost nothing with the character, trying to indicate that he wasn't yet the terrifying person he would become by the end. But this downplayed acting made the execs at Paramount question whether he was right for the part. Coppola took him to one side to warn him that he was 'not cutting it' and moved forward the filming of the scene in which Michael kills two of his father's enemies in a restaurant to reassure the studio that Pacino had what it took.
Compare and contrast with Pacino's performance as a suicidal blind war vet in Scent of a Woman (1992). No one can ever have worried that he was downplaying things here. This was the schlockbuster for which, after numerous nominations, he finally won an Oscar for dancing a tango and shouting 'Hooooo-ah!' at every opportunity, a mannerism he stole from a military officer who taught him how a blind person would take apart and put together a gun. He asked the crew to treat him as if he couldn't see, refused to look at anyone on set and at one point fell over into a bush, scratching his cornea and temporarily suffering real blindness. Pacino says he modelled his idea of the way a blind person would act on what happened when he asked his three-year-old daughter to pretend she was blind. He describes her contribution to his performance as 'genius', although he does admit that he sometimes went 'overboard' in the role, that he was 'too big for it at times'.
Even so, his performance in Scent of a Woman is probably less crazy than the one he gives in Heat, Michael Mann's stylish but over-long policier. Lieutenant Colonel Frank Slade, his character in Scent of a Woman, is clearly intended by the script to be 'just nuts', as Pacino puts it. If you can swallow your embarrassment, there is much to enjoy in the way he turns up every dial to max and then turns it up a little bit more, assisted by Chris O'Donnell as a surprisingly effective straight guy. To me, Heat is a stranger case. Pacino puts in a bizarrely strident and overblown performance as the cop to Robert de Niro's robber. De Niro is nuanced and understated whereas Pacino is preposterously pop-eyed, bellowing and unhinged. When I first saw Heat, I assumed that Pacino just hadn't noticed that he was acting in a totally different register from De Niro, but if his memoir can be trusted, the opposite is true. During rehearsals, Pacino recognised that 'Bob' - someone who became a very 'dear friend' - was 'giving a performance that was more contained and low-key ... It was beautiful. I knew that I would go in the other direction.' Pacino's one regret is that Mann removed a scene in which his police lieutenant was shown 'taking a hit of coke', which he claims would have explained his character's behaviour: 'without that explanation, I can see how it made aspects of my performance seem extravagant.'
There's a widely held view that Pacino's film career splits down the middle between the years when his acting style was restrained and the later years when he got too shouty and big. But the evidence doesn't bear this out. In some of his best early films - such as Serpico, Dog Day Afternoon and Panic in Needle Park, all of which are perfect vehicles for his strangeness and charisma - he flits between modes, from almost catatonic stillness and introversion to wild bombast and back again. What I hadn't appreciated before reading Sonny Boy was that - for the most part - when Pacino is histrionic, it is deliberate. He presents himself as choosing how much to emote depending on the role and the production. 'You have to get to know someone else within yourself. And I guess there are a lot of me's in me,' is the way he summarises his approach in Sonny Boy.
In Dog Day Afternoon (1975), he plays a real-life criminal, Sonny Wortzik, who makes a botched attempt to rob the First Brooklyn Savings Bank, in order to pay for his boyfriend's sex-change operation. The robbery goes wrong from the start and ends up as a circus, with the police and a large crowd surrounding the bank as Sonny - along with his dimwitted sidekick, Sal, played once more by Cazale - tries and fails to keep control of the situation. Pacino brings a quiet tenderness and desperation to the role. When speaking on the phone, first to his boyfriend, played by Chris Sarandon, and then to his wife, played by Susan Peretz, he seems like a vulnerable teenager on the verge of a breakdown who can't say his 'R's. But for much of the movie, he is in full emoting mode, notably in the scene in which he walks out of the bank, baiting the police and getting the crowd to cheer for him by shouting 'Attica!' (a reference to a New York prison riot a few years earlier) with an intensity so extreme it becomes comic as well as dramatic.
If Pacino had played every role the way he played Michael Corleone we would have missed much of what makes him so thrilling to watch - his weird fearlessness. In a 2018 interview in the Village Voice, he compared himself to a tenor who needs to push himself to hit the high notes. 'Even if they are wrong. So sometimes they're way off. There's a couple of roles that, you know, the needle screeched on the record.' Yet when the needle doesn't screech, no one shouts with as much impact as Pacino. In ... And Justice for All (1979), a mostly forgettable legal drama, Pacino delivers such a rousing courtroom speech in the climactic scene that it 'became part of the culture in a way that the movie itself did not. To this day, people still say "You're out of order! The whole trial's out of order!" without knowing that this is where it came from.' It's quite something to watch. Pacino uses every inch of his small frame to dominate the courtroom with his righteous fury, jabbing his fingers in the air and kicking his legs like a tantrumming child in a three-piece grey suit as he is led from the courtroom by the cops.
There was a phase in his later career when he did films for the pay cheque and the emoting lost its purpose. He says he always hoped his performance could elevate a mediocre film to a good one, but concedes that he didn't always succeed. Sonny Boy is funny and self-aware on the craziness of the money that comes with being a film star. What was most remarkable about Pacino playing Shylock in Central Park for nothing was that he was broke at the time, having allowed his spending to spiral out of control, thanks in part to a dodgy accountant. 'I had fifty million dollars, and then I had nothing.' At one stage, he was spending $400,000 a year on landscaping for a house he wasn't actually living in. A low point was Jack and Jill, a 2011 Adam Sandler comedy in which Pacino appears as himself in a Dunkin' Donuts commercial, doing a rap dance and song that references some of his most iconic scenes, from 'Attica' to 'I know it was you.' Ever one to give other actors their due, he reports that Sandler is 'a hell of a guy'.
At heart, Pacino is a 'theatre guy' who enjoys spending months finding 'the character within myself' and loves being with other actors and responding to what they are doing as well as to the demands of the text. Part of the reason Pacino loved Cazale so much was because he was even more thorough: he 'would question every line, every word choice'. The happiest phase of Pacino's professional life, according to Sonny Boy, was not the time he spent making The Godfather or The Godfather Part II but the four years he spent on Looking for Richard, a 1996 passion project about Shakespeare that he financed himself. If you haven't seen it - and you should - Looking for Richard is a hybrid movie assembled with the help of Frederic Kimball, an actor and writer who was a buddy from Pacino's days on stage in Boston in the 1970s. Kimball's IMDB entry (he died in 2008) was as sparse as Pacino's is full. The film juxtaposes scenes from Richard III - the title role played with scary intensity by Pacino - with rehearsal sessions and documentary sections discussing the meaning of Shakespeare in modern America, with talking heads ranging from Vanessa Redgrave to Stanley Wells and Barbara Everett. It's an odd mixture, but somehow it works, both as a legible rendition of the play and as a portrait of the craft of translating Shakespeare for modern audiences.
Looking for Richard took Pacino years to finish because he had to squeeze in the filming alongside the roles he was being paid for. After long days acting in Heat opposite De Niro, he would sit by the pool of his rental house in LA going over 'the construction of the scenes' in his mind. The extended period it took to shoot Looking for Richard meant that Pacino's appearance keeps changing, from clean-shaven with long, dishevelled hair to the shorter hair and beard he needed for his role as a Nuyorican criminal trying to go straight in Carlito's Way. But the film 'invigorated' him, Pacino writes. It required some 'fine dancing' to bring all the elements together: 'the wheeling and dealing of casting actors' who dropped in and out, including Winona Ryder as Lady Anne and Kevin Spacey as the Duke of Buckingham. Michael Mann loaned him some of the Heat crew. Pacino's highlights reel would show him playing numerous characters who felt a terrifying disconnect - from Tony Montana to Bobby in The Panic in Needle Park - but the Pacino in Looking for Richard, joking and debating with his fellow actors, seems a friendlier and more collaborative character.
Pacino's  primary mission in the film was to bring Shakespeare to the American masses and to demonstrate that once you 'tune up' your ear, as he puts it in the film, these are 'not fancy words'. There are vox pops with random people on the streets of New York, including an amiable and chatty man who tells Kimball and Pacino that he likes Shakespeare even though he's never seen any because it's not on TV. One young person tells him that Hamlet 'sucked' while another tells him that Shakespeare is 'boring'. 'As Americans, what is it ... that thing? That gets between us and Shakespeare?' Pacino asks at one point. He has an array of actors elucidate the question, including Kenneth Branagh (who suggests that Shakespeare may be taught in a dull way in schools), John Gielgud (who fears that the reason may be that Americans don't go to 'picture galleries' as much as the English), Derek Jacobi (who thinks that Americans have been made to feel self-conscious and inferior when it comes to Shakespeare) and James Earl Jones who, contrary to Pacino's thesis, says that he first encountered Shakespeare in the fields of Michigan when his uncle, a 'black northern guy', suddenly started narrating Mark Antony's funeral oration from Julius Caesar.
Why did Looking for Richard mean so much to Pacino? As he writes, he wanted to 'exorcise' the criticism levelled at him when he played Richard III on Broadway in the 1970s. One reviewer then wrote that 'Pacino sets Shakespeare back fifty years in this country.' The hurt of this remark lingered. 'I wondered why they didn't say a hundred years.' But Looking for Richard didn't get big audiences; Pacino says 'it was in the marketing where it all fell apart' and still feels so angry with the responsible studio exec that he won't name him ('If he reads this book, he'll know who he was'). Many years later, at a party of movie types and celebrities in LA, Pacino was upset to discover that no one had heard of Looking for Richard.
Here's a film I wrote, directed and starred in, with a cast of great British artists and American actors who filled the screen with their gifts. The Directors Guild of America gave me a Best Director Award for Looking for Richard, and the New York Times named it one of the top ten films of the year. But here at this party, not a soul knew about it.

Some film actors get critical acclaim; others sell a lot of tickets; a rare few have a charisma so indelible that it survives any number of flops and missteps. Pacino has all this and more, and yet he describes the disappointment of Looking for Richard's reception as something 'life-affecting', which 'completely overshadows all your past success'. That's quite a statement for someone whose successes at that point included The Godfather trilogy and his two great 1970s films for the director Sidney Lumet - Serpico and Dog Day Afternoon - in which at the peak of his grandiloquence and liquid-eyed handsomeness, he is on screen for almost every shot and never less than electrifying to watch. (His beanies and bucket hats in Serpico are memorably weird - google 'Al Pacino hats Serpico'.)
There were also his two ultraviolent gangster movies for Brian de Palma: Carlito's Way (in which he is excellent as Carlito Brigante) and Scarface, the 'biggest film I ever did' in money terms. For me, his depiction of the brutal Tony Montana is one of the roles where the needle screeches a little too much, not least in the blood-soaked final scene when Montana is alone in his mansion with nothing but a machine gun, an overdone Cuban accent and a giant pile of drugs for company. He says in the memoir that he could live on the residuals of Scarface for life, adding: 'I mean, I could, if I lived like a normal person.' He has also appeared opposite some great actresses, including Ellen Barkin in Sea of Love (1989), a serial killer whodunnit that grossed more than $100 million worldwide, and Michelle Pfeiffer in the schmaltzy but affecting Frankie and Johnny (1991). I wish that Pfeiffer (who was also his co-star in Scarface) had made more films with Pacino. His only other rom-com, Author! Author!, was hampered by an uneven and misogynistic script and a hammy performance by Dyan Cannon as his romantic interest. But Pfeiffer's cool scepticism is the perfect foil for his posturing, offsetting his needle-screeching moments, even if we have to suspend belief to accept her as a plain and downtrodden waitress. As Johnny, a short order cook, Pacino in bouncy bombastic mode says that his head is 'as full of quarrels as an egg is full of meat', quoting Romeo and Juliet, and she simply raises an elegant eyebrow.
Critical success, adoration and money did not compensate for Looking for Richard's failure. As a Pacino fan (who isn't a fan of his Michael Corleone?), I feel guilty admitting that I didn't see the movie. I was put off by the poster in which Pacino in a back-to-front baseball cap stands in a New York street next to a billboard showing him as Richard. Without knowing the first thing about it, I imagined the film was a vanity project to capitalise on his screen success. I had it the wrong way round.
After all the girlfriends and the houses and the unwanted glare of both success and failure, Pacino seems still to be remarkably in touch with the version of himself who learned how to deliver Shakespeare in New York. At one point, a friend tells him that he is like 'an off-off-Broadway movie star'. He says he never learned to express himself in the businesslike world of film. One of his regrets is that he never managed to make a film about Edmund Kean, 'the legendary British actor of the early 1800s'. The exec to whom he pitched it looked at him as if he were a 'leper'. But in Sonny Boy, he says he has a new idea that makes him feel the 'fire' inside him is still burning: 'What I want to do is make a film adaptation of King Lear. I have a producer. I have a director. I have a screenwriter, and a script that we've been refining for a year. To play the lead, I have me. That should be enough.'
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At the Pompidou
'Paris Noir'
Adam Shatz

1359 wordsIn  1940, James Baldwin visited the painter Beauford Delaney at his studio on Greene Street. Baldwin was fifteen and a high school student; the meeting had been arranged by a friend. 'Beauford was the first living, walking proof, for me, that a Black man could be an artist,' Baldwin wrote later. In Delaney, a gay black artist from Knoxville, 23 years his senior and living downtown, rather than in Harlem, Baldwin saw a possible future for himself. They became close friends; Baldwin would go on to sit for half a dozen portraits.
A decade after their first meeting, Baldwin wrote to Delaney, who was suffering from depression and alcoholism, urging him to move to Paris, as Baldwin had done a few years earlier. Delaney arrived in 1953, on a plane ticket bought by a wealthy friend. Two years later, he moved to a flat in Clamart, a suburb outside Paris, the city where he remained until his death in 1979.
Delaney's demons followed him to Paris; nonetheless, he experienced an unprecedented sense of freedom in his new home. Best known as a portraitist, he began to make fully abstract paintings and injected his figurative paintings with delirious colour. Baldwin spent the autumn of 1955 with Delaney in Clamart, where he noted the influence of the place on Delaney's style: 'That life, that light, that miracle, are what I began to see in Beauford's paintings.'
That 'light, that miracle' is on glorious display in Delaney's portrait of the contralto Marian Anderson at Paris Noir, an exhibition at the Pompidou featuring the work of black artists living in Paris after the Second World War (until 30 June). In this enormous canvas, 162.4 by 130.3 cm, Anderson stands facing the viewer: a statuesque figure, eyes wide open, red lips sealed. Her hands are clasped in front of her, as though she were just about to open her mouth and sing. The backdrop, a radiant yellow that colours her dress and shawl, is grazed by streaks of orange, green and blue. It is sparsely sketched, save for the lower right-hand corner, where a thicket of marks appears just below the small, faintly drawn figure of a pianist. The richness of the impasto, the range of colour, seem to evoke the luminosity of Anderson's voice.
[image: ]Delaney's portrait of Marian Anderson (1965)
(c) Estate of Beauford Delaney; Courtesy Michael Rosenfeld Gallery.




The painting was made in 1965, when Anderson was 68 years old. The first black singer to perform at the Metropolitan Opera House, she was also a committed activist, celebrated for her involvement in the civil rights struggle. In 1939, the racist Daughters of the American Revolution had prevented her from singing to an integrated audience at Constitution Hall in Washington DC. Thanks to Eleanor Roosevelt, she performed instead for an audience of 75,000 on the steps of the Lincoln Memorial. Two years before she sat for Delaney, she sang at the 1963 March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom.
Portrayed face on, in the style of a Byzantine icon, Anderson is an imposing presence. But the background is equally striking, a colour field painting reminiscent of Delaney's untitled 1962 abstraction, swirling with yellow paint, also on display at the Pompidou. Baldwin said that he first 'learned about light from Beauford Delaney, the light contained in every thing, in every surface, in every face', and the subject of Marian Anderson is light as much as Anderson herself - yellow light in particular. According to Delaney, yellow was the colour of 'transcendence and hope'.
Delaney wasn't the only black artist of his generation who felt liberated by Paris. Baldwin noted that Richard Wright considered it a 'city of refuge'. Even Baldwin, who developed a much more jaundiced view of France, admitted that he could never bring himself to hate the French, because they had left him alone. As Paris Noir underscores, the city served as both sanctuary and training ground for some of America's most important post-war black visual artists, including Ed Clark, Sam Gilliam, Bob Thompson, Romare Bearden and Barbara Chase-Riboud - artists whose auction sales remained quite modest, until the George Floyd protests led previously indifferent collectors to 'discover' black modernism. Paris wasn't without racism, of course. Chester Himes and his white girlfriend were kicked out of their hotel after white American guests complained about the presence of an interracial couple. But, as the novelist William Gardner Smith explains in a television interview exhibited in one of the first rooms of Paris Noir, 'for us black people there is less racism in France.'
Gardner Smith was referring to black Americans like himself. As he knew, Algerians in Paris confronted intense racism and police violence (the subject of his 1963 novel The Stone Face, which wasn't translated into French until 2021). The Paris Noir of African Americans, who were seen as Americans first, and only after as blacks, had little in common with the Paris Noir of Africans and West Indians, who had left France's colonial empire to work and study in the metropole. When the Guadeloupean writer Maryse Conde visited Paris as a teenager, she found it 'a sunless city, a prison of dry stones and a maze of metros and buses where people remarked on my person with a complete lack of consideration: "Isn't she adorable, the little Negro girl?"' To the French, 'I was a surprise. The exception in a race whom the whites obstinately considered repulsive and barbarous.'
The African and Caribbean artists in Paris Noir took advantage of the city's art schools, making work that fused the languages of European modernism with their ancestral traditions. But, unlike their American counterparts, they couldn't avoid their oppressors. As Baldwin wrote in 'Encounter on the Seine: Black Meets Brown', the 'bitterness' of the African in Paris was 'unlike that of his American kinsman', because 'the African Negro's status, conspicuous and subtly inconvenient, is that of a colonial; and he leads here the intangibly precarious life of someone abruptly and recently uprooted.' It was precisely that shared sense of uprootedness that inspired the Francophone movement of black consciousness known as Negritude. Negritude is usually understood as a poetic movement, but Paris Noir makes the case for its impact on artists such as the Cote d'Ivoirian Aboudramane Doumbouya, whose sculpture The Fetish Priest's Fort (1993), a totem-like object made of cardboard, wood, earth, hair and animal horn, is among the most striking pieces in the exhibition.
The work of American artists in Paris Noir seems, at first, quite distant from Doumbouya's seance with the ancestors, or the work of Haitian artists such as Luce Turnier, whose extraordinary collage Cabane de Chantier (1970) suggests a graphic analogue of Gordon Matta-Clark's Anarchitecture, or the Martinican Henri Guedon, represented here by K.K.K. (1979-83), an Art Brut painting of a naked black woman cornered by men in white hoods. In Ed Clark's pink-and-blue abstractions and Delaney's delicately homoerotic portraits of friends and lovers there is a sense of composure, of art made in conditions of relative freedom; the 'struggle' invoked by Thompson in the title of his 1963 painting is the battle for civil rights in the US, not one unfolding in France.
The great scope of Paris Noir makes it an exhilarating exhibition. But can these artworks really be considered expressions of a single Paris Noir, comprising, as the curators claim, a 'counter-culture of modernity'? The arguments behind the show seem tinged with nostalgia for an era in which Paris was the home of radical styles of will. And yet they remind us that living and making work in Paris forced a great number of artists in the second half of the 20th century to reflect on what it meant to be black, and what it meant to be modern, at a time when the white art establishment treated black modernism as an oxymoron, or ignored it altogether. They may not have inhabited the same Paris Noir, but they shared a sense that their work had an inescapably public dimension. The woman depicted in Delaney's Marian Anderson knows that her every move is politically consequential. Her lips may be closed, her hands clasped in anticipation, but she's getting ready to raise her voice.
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Why waste time hot airing?
Francesca Wade

3418 wordsIn  her twenties, Belle da Costa Greene was one of the best-paid women in New York City. As J.P. Morgan's personal librarian, she criss-crossed the Atlantic in pursuit of rare manuscripts to add to his collection, outbidding and outsmarting rivals wherever she went. During the last decades of the 19th century, Morgan had overseen an enormous transfer of wealth from Europe to the US, and considered it his duty to ensure that cultural capital followed. He collected voraciously, taking advantage of tariff exemptions on books to buy up entire libraries en bloc: Gutenberg Bibles, Shakespeare folios, illuminated manuscripts in jewelled bindings. Greene was a trainee librarian at Princeton University when Morgan hired her to dust and pack his books in preparation for their move to a sumptuous new building, constructed by the architect Charles McKim, on 36th Street and Madison Avenue. Within a few years, Greene was all but in charge, not only of the library but of all Morgan's acquisitions for it. 'Miss Belle Greene can spend more money in an afternoon than any other young woman of 26,' the New York Times reported in 1912, after her winning bid for a Caxton Morte d'Arthur caught the attention of the press. She 'picks up a musty tome as gracefully as a butterfly alights on a dusty leaf'. Greene made good use of her handsome salary. 'Just because I am a librarian,' she reportedly said, 'doesn't mean I have to dress like one.'
Over four decades, Greene added tens of thousands of items to Morgan's collection. Many of her prize acquisitions were recently displayed in Belle da Costa Greene: A Librarian's Legacy, an exhibition devoted to her life and career at the Morgan Library and Museum. (It coincided with the library's centenary as a public institution - a transformation Greene oversaw after Morgan's death.) Some of the objects are breathtaking: the magnificently illustrated 13th-century Crusader Bible, which belonged to both Louis IX and Abbas the Great; the 15th-century Gospel Book made for an Ethiopian princess, which Greene coveted for a decade before the owner agreed to part with it; the printer's proof of Eugenie Grandet, its typed text surrounded by tiny handwritten revisions spilling over onto extra scraps of paper appended to the margins. For a largely self-taught young woman of that period, such a career was remarkable. As the exhibition's curators note in the catalogue, it would have been near impossible for a Black woman. But Greene - whose ancestors, on both sides, included African Americans enslaved a few generations earlier - moved through the world as white.
Greene's background was not widely known until Jean Strouse's 1999 biography of Morgan, which revealed Greene's birth name (Belle Marion Greener), her date of birth (1879 - she lopped a few years off her age) and identified her father as Richard T. Greener, a prominent civil rights activist who was also the first Black student to receive a bachelor's degree from Harvard. (His waterlogged diploma, discovered in an attic in 2009, was displayed at the exhibition.) Heidi Ardizzone's biography of Greene, An Illuminated Life (2007), filled out the portrait: a turbulent home, her parents bitterly divided over the question of how to live as a Black family in a country where racism was enshrined in law. Belle was four years old when the Supreme Court overturned the Civil Rights Act of 1875, which had prohibited racial discrimination; she was sixteen in 1896 when Plessy v. Ferguson legitimated the segregation policies that were already common in the South, policed by the 'one drop' rule. By this point, Richard and Genevieve Greener had moved with their five children from Georgetown, Washington to New York, where Richard had taken - and then left - a job as secretary of an association raising funds to build a monument to Ulysses S. Grant. In Washington, he had been part of a large community of Black activists. But in New York, he found himself working alongside predominantly white colleagues, and was criticised in the Black press for having abandoned the causes he professed, on paper, to espouse. As he attempted to win back his reputation (at the 1895 Conference of Coloured Men in Detroit, he proclaimed 'the opening of a militant period of our race in this country'), his marriage faltered. There were money troubles - Belle dropped out of school to help support the family - and at some point Genevieve took matters into her own hands. Exactly what happened before Richard Greener's sudden departure on a consular appointment to Vladivostok in 1898 is unknown. But by 1900, Genevieve had dropped the final 'r' of her surname and taken on a new middle name, Van Vliet (evoking the old Dutch names of New York's white upper classes), while Belle and her brother, who had darker complexions than their siblings, took on the additional surname da Costa, gesturing at a fictional Portuguese heritage. Within a few years, the family was listed on the census as white; for good measure, Genevieve marked her marital status as 'widow'.
The Morgan exhibition included a letter from the philanthropist Grace Hoadley Dodge, who had met Greene while she was working at a teacher training college and been impressed by her. Writing to the founder of the Northfield Seminary for Young Ladies, Dodge emphasised the 'sad history' of Greene's family: her mother, she claimed, was 'white with good ancestry', and had left her husband, a man 'with Spanish Cuban & Negro blood', after 'terrible experiences'. She was eager to make her clever daughter 'a true noble woman'. Perhaps this is the story Genevieve devised as she set about creating a more advantageous life for her children. Greene never commented on her race, and the curators contextualised the sparse records of her family history with various contemporaneous materials exploring the phenomenon of passing. Harry Willson Watrous's 1913 painting The Drop Sinister depicts worried parents contemplating their blonde, blue-eyed daughter; in the Crisis magazine, W.E.B. Du Bois described it as an indictment of a society which will 'slam the door of opportunity in her face' as soon as the child's ancestry is discovered. The alternative, for thousands of light-skinned Black Americans in the early 20th century, was to 'fade into the great white multitude', as an editorial in Opportunity magazine put it. 'It's such a frightfully easy thing to do,' a character in Nella Larsen's Passing tells a sceptical friend. 'If one's the type, all that's needed is a little nerve.' Greene's passing is framed here as a 'survival strategy'. As the Morgan's director, Colin B. Bailey, puts it in the catalogue, 'the systemic racism ... in the fabric of the United States put Greene in an impossible position.' The show foregrounded, without expecting to resolve, the tension between celebrating Greene as a pioneering Black librarian and acknowledging that her success depended on her denying that identity.
After leaving Northfield, her studies funded by Dodge, she took part in a summer librarianship programme at Amherst College, before continuing her training at Princeton, where she met Morgan's nephew, a fellow librarian. From the start, Greene had high ambitions for the collection she referred to, privately, as 'her' library. Her aim, she told Morgan, was 'to make the library pre-eminent ... I hope to be able to say some day that there is neither rival nor equal.' A 1911 cartoon in World magazine showed her in a flamboyant feathered hat, striding towards an auctioneer and declaring: 'Fifty thousand dollars for that book!' By this point, she was screening items for potential purchase, opening Morgan's mail (except when the handwriting 'looks blonde'), organising his diary and developing her own relationships with dealers. When he needed to think over a problem, Morgan would sit in her office playing solitaire. After six years on the job, she could brag to a correspondent that 'J.P. is so well trained now that he rarely ever buys a book or manuscript without consulting me.'
[image: ] Greene at the Morgan Library (c.1948-50).




At the exhibition, faded photographs and a few personal items offered a fleeting glimpse into Greene's life - these and the books she once handled, presented in spotlit glass cases. But luckily we have Greene's private letters, which reveal another secret life she was careful to keep hidden. In January 1909 she was introduced to the art historian Bernard Berenson. By April he had sent her sixteen volumes of The Thousand and One Nights and she was marvelling at the 'invasion which you have made of my life and heart'. Greene destroyed Berenson's side of the correspondence before her death, to his chagrin, but the six hundred letters she sent to him in Italy survive in the archive at I Tatti (then his home, now the Harvard Centre for Italian Renaissance Studies) and have been digitised. They are full of library gossip, anecdotes, stock tips, wry character assassinations and romantic longing, and offer insights into Greene's character, from her love of flirting to her scepticism about feminism to her hunger for knowledge in all its forms.
Responding to Berenson's demand for a diary-like ledger of her daily activities, Greene promised that her letters would instead reveal 'what is behind the curtain of my mind'. In Becoming Belle da Costa Greene, a study of the letters (which prints several of the juiciest in full), Deborah Parker suggests that in the letters to Berenson we come closest to an expression of her private life, though she was still careful to let him know that her confessions might be cloaked in a protective veneer: 'My real life I live to myself - and within myself.' She wrote to him from her desk at the library (with Morgan sometimes perched impatiently on a corner), from the apartment she shared with her mother, from Long Island house parties and overseas trips. It was clear from the start that this relationship would be conducted almost entirely in the imagination. Berenson was married (though both partners prized their freedom) and Greene was tied to her work at the library. Despite continually lamenting their separation, they both showed a certain ambivalence when it came to meeting in person: reunions were postponed at short notice, transatlantic trips delayed month after month until years had gone by. Instead, Greene becomes a kind of Manhattan Scheherazade, telling stories of nights with Sarah Bernhardt and dinners with her band of 'octogenarian lovers', fancy-dress balls and encounters with modern art at Alfred Stieglitz's 291 gallery, continually deferring the intimacy she liked to imagine in detail.
Their meetings - a handful, over the course of a forty-year correspondence - were intense and formative. In the autumn of 1910 they travelled through France, Germany and Italy, until the trip was abruptly cut short; her letters strongly imply that she had an abortion. Later Greene acknowledged that the relationship worked best on the page. 'I, at least, am frank enough to admit that I would not cast aside my material life for you, and as I know you feel the same, why waste time hot airing about it?' She also described her frustrations with Morgan, who was deeply possessive of his librarian. She was the only one capable of 'handling and humouring him', she told Berenson.
Some of the most candid moments in her letters - in which her usual tone is one of casual irony - contain trenchant expressions of disdain for the class dynamics which rendered her a 'poverina' among the 'predatory rich', welcomed into their midst as long as she remained 'continually entertaining and at their disposal'. Greene was the chief breadwinner for her family, supporting her mother and siblings; she knew that Morgan had named her in his will and that her inheritance was contingent on his goodwill. Morgan was happy to exploit his power over Greene when it suited him: he would pointedly summon her back from weekends away to sit with him while he killed time before a dinner engagement. He threatened to fire her if she dared get married and - to her and Berenson's shared frustration - would regularly refuse permission for her to travel abroad (she had to manage the library for the six months a year he was away, he reasoned, and during the other six months he needed her with him). Despite her loyalty to Morgan, the letters reveal a lingering discontent over her lack of freedom, chained to her desk while rich friends 'run over' to Europe every year, only to 'take its wonders either indifferently or as a matter of course & remember nothing of what they have seen'. She refused to be celebrated as a pioneering professional woman and told Berenson - with only a degree of flippancy - that she felt career women should be considered 'examples of miserable failures in life'. Without her job, she argued, she might have achieved 'the only real & worthy vocation ... marriage and a dozen children'. 'Query,' she added, 'was it the kindness or the Revenge of the Gods?'
No one reading her letters could doubt the pleasure Greene took in her work, however. Parker argues that she defined herself not through her racial identity but through 'the things she loved'. She bought for the thrill of beauty and the desire to share it. After seeing an exhibition of Islamic art in Munich with Berenson, she purchased an album of Persian and Mughal paintings and calligraphy, despite Morgan having expressed no interest in the subject. When his son Jack took over the collection after Morgan's death in March 1913, she wrote to Berenson of her irritation that Jack 'can't endure' Persian art ('when I had just gotten my Mr Morgan awakened to it') and her shock that he 'has not the slightest objection to fakes & forgeries as long as the picture is pleasing'. Yet she made sure that her tastes would continue to shape the institution. Since Jack needed to sell part of the collection to cover inheritance tax, she set to scheming. First, she persuaded him to disperse the rest of his father's collection - Chinese porcelains, Fragonard's 'Progress of Love' panels, 18th-century French furniture - and keep the library intact; next, she ousted the dealers he had appointed to oversee the sale and managed the operation herself. In the end she netted him a profit of $3 million, but her real mission was personal. 'I have definitely succeeded in tying Jack M. up to the Library,' she told Berenson. 'He is perfectly mad about it.'
Greene  stayed on at the library for the rest of her career, working with Jack to transform his father's collection into a public institution. In 1924, it was handed over to a board of trustees and officially became the Morgan Library and Museum; Greene was its first director. Parker notes a new, brisk authority to her letters after Morgan's death, when she realised scholars and collectors now sought her advice and collaboration: 'It is a sort of "equality" note,' she wrote to Berenson, 'as if I were now to be recognised for myself and no longer as an adjunct.' Her letters are increasingly filled with her professional accomplishments: the construction of a new reading room and exhibition space; the progress of a thirty-year project, in collaboration with the Vatican, to restore a set of Coptic manuscripts discovered in a ruined monastery near Cairo; her efforts to identify a series of illuminated manuscripts as the work of a single modern painter she called the Spanish Forger. She opened the library to high-school visitors and was an early promoter of the use of photostat technology to create copies of materials for researchers who couldn't visit in person. (When she bought the Morte d'Arthur in 1911, she told Berenson: 'I don't think J.P. has any right to buy a thing like that and lock it up here when it is so important to scholars.')
Despite an 'epidemic of gents' asking for her hand, Greene never married. 'As far as interest goes,' she told a newspaper, 'I have found nothing thus far to equal my position as librarian of the Morgan Library.' It's possible there was more to it than that. In 1925, a wealthy white man called Leonard Rhinelander applied to have his marriage to Alice Jones annulled, claiming that his wife had not disclosed her mixed-race ancestry. After a high-profile trial, the jury ruled that no deception had taken place (the characters in Passing discuss the case), but not before Jones's appearance and family history had been scrutinised by the press. One section of the exhibition, expanded in Philip Palmer's catalogue essay, was given over to an account of Greene's nephew Bobbie. The son of her sister Teddy, he became Greene's legal ward in 1921, at the age of five. He went on to enlist in the US Army Air Corps; in 1943, Greene was told he had been killed in action, but military records indicate he died by suicide. He had received a letter from his fiancee ending their relationship after discovering his ancestry, out of fear that living as an interracial couple would limit social opportunities for herself and future children. Among the barbs was a hateful comment about Bobbie's aunt, citing nasty rumours circulating about her racial background.
Greene didn't discuss race explicitly in her letters to Berenson, though she once told him - without elaborating - that she had decided not to go to a conference abroad because 'I am so damned black that it is impossible for me to go anywhere ... without being identified.' She made occasional disparaging references to her 'Southern blood', her 'dusky' colouring, her jealousy of blonde women; she also enjoyed hinting at 'former incarnations' as an Egyptian, Persian, Arab or Abyssinian princess, as though raising the question of her ambiguous appearance in order to quell it. She doesn't mention any Black friends, though, like many white bohemians, she drank in Harlem's speakeasies as a voyeur. While she was engaged in various political causes (she was interested in the 'white slave' question and joined the Society of Sanitary and Moral Prophylaxis, a reform group concerned with STDs among sex workers), she never displayed interest in racial politics. The catalogue, like the exhibition, ends with the work of some of Greene's contemporaries: pioneering Black librarians including Catherine Latimer and Arturo Schomburg, who set out to steward collections that would document Black histories and address the erasure of Black culture from the record. Librarianship, Rhonda Evans points out in her catalogue essay, was (and remains) a deeply political career in America: before the Civil War, enslaved people in southern states were forbidden from learning to read and at the turn of the 20th century more than half of America's Black population was illiterate. Greene's collecting instincts, shaped by her education and association with Morgan, drew her to Europe: the extraordinary library she created was the product of the privileged life she had obtained by distancing herself from the ancestry and culture that Schomburg and Latimer sought to honour. In the exhibition, the curators left it to viewers to draw the contrasts and to decide how to balance all Greene did with all she didn't do.
Several of the catalogue essays argue that we should not judge Greene's 'disassociation from a Black racial identity' as a failure on her part. Julia S. Charles-Linen makes the case that her passing was not a deception but a strategic performance - an act of resistance, a 'deliberate and concerted effort to subvert the unjust race laws that restrict Black freedom'. Her passing certainly enabled her ascension into New York society; her freedom of movement in white spaces was a sort of victory over a society in which racism almost invariably won out over talent and endeavour. 'I prize my present freedom above everything,' Greene told Berenson. Only she could assess the pain of all she had left behind to win it, the toll of maintaining her self-image in the face of constant scrutiny. Did she reflect, at the end of her career, on the irony that the personal freedom she achieved didn't extend to opening doors for future generations of Black librarians? The year before she retired, she made an anomalous purchase for the library: an 1881 letter by Frederick Douglass, discussing government appointments in President-Elect Garfield's administration. 'All that they have a right to ask of General Garfield,' Douglass wrote, 'is that they shall not be discriminated against on account of race or colour.'
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Ranting Cassandras
Jonathan Meades

2677 wordsThere are 
, of course, the huddled masses, nameless, deprived of family, possessions, hope, dignity, wrapped in ragged blankets of despair, worn and punished for their very existence. And then there are the onymous wealthy or celebrated or connected, who have the means to act on their prognosis. Billy Wilder's apothegm that 'the optimists died in the gas chambers, the pessimists have pools in Beverly Hills' is all the more bitter given that the optimists included three members of his immediate family who failed to get out.
That failure - the word is impertinent - was repeated many million times while the lucky few lived lives mostly unsullied by the typhus, tuberculosis, dysentery, barbed wire, starvation and murder recorded by the Neue Sachlichkeit painter Felix Nussbaum in the terrible last months of his life. 'Lucky' is relative: flight often ended in an unsympathetic bureaucratic cul de sac, in detention and possible deportation. German Jews were decanted into camps also populated by interned Nazis. The screws couldn't distinguish one group from the other. And even when escape was successful, the place where the desperate alighted was hardly Cockaigne. It was more likely the Isle of Man, whose low-rent hotels and boarding houses fulfilled their drear destiny as improvised internment camps for the fortunate among the wretched.
One way to survive was through internal exile. Thirty years after the war, Christian Schad, so forgotten that he had no reputation to blemish, would exhume himself to become a sucker for Oriental religions and an octogenarian flower child. Schad's minutely rendered subjects were freaks, transsexuals, cripples, deviants, whores, priests of the night: the sodales of the whip and the fascinum. It might be assumed that in Nazi eyes he was the most obviously 'degenerate' of painters. But his degeneracy was not of the type that was hunted down by the NSDAP's warrior aesthetes and taste police. Indeed such was their ethical inversion that they would not have acknowledged his delinquency, which coloured his behaviour rather than his art.
This glacial painter, whose work is as much about his strident gaze as it is about his teratological subjects, shunned solidarity with fellows such as Nussbaum, joined the NSDAP in an act of uncritical self-betrayal, quit painting (to become a brewery executive) and was content for his old work to be exhibited in several editions of the Great German Art Exhibition, the state's corrective to the celebrated and better attended Degenerate Art Exhibition.
But no painters, however dishonourable, appear to have behaved with the sheer bloody-minded effrontery and amorality routinely exhibited by architects in peace and war, especially war. Mies van der Rohe was so keen to deal with the Nazis that he was prepared to alter his designs to their will. It got him nowhere. Le Corbusier even opened an office in Vichy, another town of press-ganged hotels. His risible ploy failed to gain him any commissions. Walter Gropius proceeded more cautiously. Like Mies, he had been the director of the Bauhaus. Bemol! It was further noted by the NSDAP that among his works was a monument to those who had died in 1920 resisting the failed Kapp Putsch against the Weimar government. The monument was jaggedly expressionistic, stylistically atypical of Gropius's usually understated oeuvre. The design was, however, irrelevant: it was the thought that counted. The anti-proto-fascist sentiment was self-inculpating. Another black mark, although Gropius was, perplexingly, invited to submit plans in a competition to rebuild the Reichsbank. Rejected. The racial state of Germany was as opposed to modernism as it was to Jewry.
Less than a year after the Machtergreifung, Gropius, although diligently mute about the new Nazi regime, was resigned to receiving no further commissions in Germany. Fearing what was to come, he fled via Italy to Britain, where he accepted an offer from Dorothy Elmhirst and her husband, Leonard, to work on their Bauhaus-ish project at Dartington, not altogether enthusiastically described by Owen Hatherley as 'that exceptionally British establishment thing, a progressive private school'. It was rather more than that. Gropius was amazed by the display of wealth and opulence: 'A vast park ... trees I have never seen ... sixty motorcars.' He demonstrated the traditional architectural appetite for toying with biting the hand that feeds: 'The wife is an American and has an enormous fortune.' Unhappily, it didn't feed. The Swiss American architect William Lescaze had already been appointed to design the dance school, the model farm, the weaving mill etc. Gropius was thrown the pre-gnawed bones. After working with Maxwell Fry to design one of a pair of complementary and now celebrated houses in Chelsea (the other was by Erich Mendelsohn and Serge Chermayeff), Gropius quit Britain for the US, disappointed by the lack of recognition and central heating, by the food, the reserve, the puritanical self-denial, the subfusc, the scorched smell of dodgy electricity.
This was the ubiquitous damp shivery backdrop against which these ruptured lives tried to remake themselves or hoped to be allowed to continue. Thousands sought refuge in a country without music, save German music: Halle, Bruch etc. It seemed backwards, isolated and provincial. London was no exception. But it was intermittently friendly, cautiously hospitable, seldom life-threatening. Its xenophobia was generally occluded. The overtness of antisemitism was determined by class: gentlemen had their sly codes, other ranks chortled rhyming slang. A rabble was roused by, among others, the MI5 operative Joseph Ball, who moonlighted as the editor of Truth and coined the non-adhesive epithet 'refu-spy'. The reliably squalid Daily Mail was, of course, active in this area. A correspondent, signed only 'Brigadier, Eastbourne', recommended that enemy aliens should wear armbands stating their country of origin.
During the 1930s and into the war years, the Mail's readers regarded refugees, in Hatherley's neat formulation, as 'a series of ranting Cassandras dropped in English suburbia, warning of imminent catastrophes that were impossible to believe in - carpet-bombing, concentration camps, genocide - until they happened'. Many of the Cassandras were artists, so doubly untrustworthy. This was a two-pronged attack. According to the lawyer, painter and energetic connector Fred Uhlman, 'psychoanalysts were overrunning the country.' If only the incursion had been filmed. This genial hyperbole conflated 'Finchleystrasse' and 'JW3' with the whole of Britain. When he first arrived in London, three years before the outbreak of war, Uhlman knew so little about the country that, as Hatherley writes, he expected to find 'a happy isle of lotus eaters', a 'backwater' that had 'somehow sat out the 20th century'.
Hatherley's despondent verdict is apt if the criteria for admission to the 20th century are the promotion of architectural modernism and a cadre of workers steeped in Marx. There was little of the former, while the English proletariat's indifference to ideology baffled European socialists - as did what Hatherley calls its 'relative irrationality'. This overlooks the Workers' Educational Association, the Unity Theatre and the countless institutes, libraries and galleries funded by philanthropists at a time when that word signified something other than narcissistic wealth boasting to narcissistic wealth.
The imperilled brought with them multitudinous kinds of suffering. The absence of the mechanism and conditions that might sanction self-determination caused widespread helplessness: changing one's name became the first of several desperate devices to fit in, to assimilate, to go unnoticed. The biographies of this book's personae - sculptors, metal forgers, typographers, designers, carvers etc - are often well-researched lists of enforced trajectories and places, which too may own several names. By the time the longed-for destination, deemed safe, is reached it has been conquered. The streets now honour the victor's generals and nephews. Boundaries are obliterated with a pompously heraldic rubber stamp; they are reinforced by itchy-fingered sentries. Former monoglots make pidgins from lex's off-cuts. The soil beneath their feet changes. The self inhabits a distorting mirror.
The social disparities of Berlin or Vienna or Prague were as pronounced as England's, but those polyglot cities possessed hierarchies of a different shape from that of London, wishfully characterised as 'a rain-slicked Gotham of sex, dreams and threat'. For Bill Brandt, England was a nation of 'dreamers in a surreal landscape', a nation he struggled to be part of. He spoke with an unidentifiable accent and bent both language and nation to his will, constructing tableaux vivants which 'purists' - i.e. the primly artless - call cheating. No more or less than any other art, photographs are inventions. They are not windows through which we see the world. Representation is no more involved than it is in cinematic or prose fictions. They ought not to record; they should create their own actuality. Brandt changed the way the English look at the English. He was cosmopolitan. His disciple, Tony Ray-Jones, wasn't. He allowed his once provincial eye to be led by Brandt. Ray-Jones may have shared his subjects with Donald McGill or Ken Russell but his compositions of simultaneous actions by competing players are stolen from a different world.
They are translations. Here is a material example of the 'alienation' that possesses multiple meanings from Brecht onwards so that Hatherley was bound to use it as his title: these parallel lives cross or collide without acknowledgment, without realisation of each other's proximity let alone existence until that existence becomes a belligerent cause to prosecute or defend, one way or the other (origin forgotten). Both groups suffer alienation. The long-since-installed and the supposedly threatened and threatening novice-fugitive are bound in mutual suspicion, confrontation, provocation and 180deg misunderstanding. Hatherley concludes his introduction to this grand panorama thus: 'The aliens made us all a little bit alien too.'
The  incomers had a lot to get used to: the way the other uses a knife and fork (availability of scran in DP camps permitting); the profoundly white pastry rumoured to be the rendered sub-cutaneous fat of nuns or, perhaps, equine plasma; the so-called English sense of humour; the absence of architectural history from university curricula; the punishing joylessness of besuited Sundays, still available in Stornoway.
The sheer volume of dullness and the ubiquity of lack weighed on the English and their by no means entirely welcome guests. It would have been a rash cardinal who bet his crimson biretta on, say, a revival of sacred architecture within a couple of decades, but then he would not have bet on attempted extinction causing that revival unless he had had the practical good sense to endure Mein Kampf and so discover what was coming. And after what came - after apocalypse - there would be redemption, shame, anger that God could have let this happen and a renewal of faith that would include pardoning God for his gross lapse and expressing that forgiveness literally, physically, by placing the celebrant among, rather than in front of, the congregation so that it might be closer to the host that had been magically rendered tangible, subject to sight and touch and scent.
The sculptor Naomi Blake was born Zisel Dum at Mukachevo, then in Czechoslovakia. The city was annexed by Horthy's Hungary. The Jews were deported. She survived Auschwitz and the death march. She left Europe for Mandate Palestine, where she began to sculpt while recovering after being shot by a British soldier. Later, in England, she made often anthropomorphic sculptures for new churches. One of Hatherley's achievements - and this is far from the first time he has succeeded in this - is to turn the fragmented skeleton of research into undeservedly unheralded artists and their patrons of three-quarters of a century ago into smooth sweeping prose. Blake was one of several refugee artists who were commissioned by the higher clergy of an Anglican Church bent on ecumenicism and renewal, and appreciative of art's balm, whether or not healing was the maker's intention.
These decent humane clerics were sympathetic to an oneiric architecture that shifted from dream to diurnal reality when it was sanctioned by Vatican II. Refugees had brought with them not only their plight but their conceits of that plight's relief through architecture for architecture's sake, an architecture of abstraction that broke with ecclesiastical norms. The example of theatre in the round anticipated the sacred in a reversal of many centuries' practice. The cool, deserted, puttyish interiors of Pieter Saenredam were one sort of cynosure. Icons and bondieuserie were obviously reckoned vulgar and excised. Minimalist 'good taste' and the inverse snobbery which discloses wealth through its negative are ultimately founded in iconoclasm.
A further aspiration was the rejection of orthogonal geometry and of symmetry, which are authoritarian properties no matter what idiom or polity incorporates them: the cathedrals of Strasbourg and Sens, Beauvais and Troyes are doucer than they would be if whole. They carry the germ of ruination and, hence, of the picturesque, a deathless mode which the cravenly francophile English intelligentsia savoured. Herbert Read was an exception. In the eyes of the battalions of Bells, Frys, Grants, Garnetts and other assorted mediocrities art was French and had something to do with having to go to Dieppe and Boulogne-sur-Mer to find splodgy French subjects and drink rough French wine with real French people.
It didn't have much to do with the invigorating sexual sadism and vertiginous brutality and severed intestines on the ceiling that were Europe's norms if one believed Beckmann, Grosz, Dix. They were the children of Bosch and Bouts, the pejorist prophets of bodies piled high. Of course it may be that they were simply wishful and that the Berlin and Vienna of echangisme, of old Etonians buggering rents like 'maxi my friend from the mariahilfer strasse' (the parody is Osbert Lancaster's), of flagellation, every body a chunk of merchandise, Hirschfeld's Institute for Sexual Science, transvestism and Beardsley-come-to-life was an invention and the claim that 25 per cent of Berliners frequented sex clubs a libidinous exaggeration. Whatever the actuality, the supreme painters of the age would, with the exception of Schad, soon be quashed by the Nazi terror and, after its defeat, by the fatuous CIA-promoted disparagement of representational painting because it was contaminated by that terror.
Abstraction does not lend itself to satire. The once savage collagist John Heartfield, lost without his galere of targets, became well-mannered. Few were able to bring with them so much as a fraction of their past work. And the ethos, the society and the gallery of subjects peculiar to that society dispersed, vanished into exile, turned to ash. All they had was what was in their heads.
Even those who enjoyed solid reputations in the countries and languages they had abandoned found that such reputations did not count for much in their new 'home'. Finding appropriate employment, any employment, was a problem. Would Lolita have existed had Nabokov obtained the position he sought at Leeds University? A resounding no!
Oskar Kokoschka painted portraits in a studio in Mayfair, which doesn't suggest penury. He was an exception. 'He became one of the foremost German Expressionists,' without, as Hatherley puzzlingly puts it, 'belonging to any school'. The implication is that Expressionism was polyvalent. Kokoschka himself stated baldly: 'My paintings ... contained no promise of an idyllic peace.' He became peripatetic. He saw promise in Kathe Strenitz, the future poet of rusting girder bridges who had been delivered by Kindertransport to a farm in Hampshire, where, undernourished, she slept on a floor. He got her a place at the Regent Street Polytechnic.
Hatherley accuses Britain of doing 'much less than it could have done'. What it, and its immigrants, did do was to create a dependence between art schools and the more laughably self-regarding end of pop music, youth fashions, cultish 'movements' and an accompanying taxonomy, all of which alienate anyone bereft of the hairdo of the moment. Hatherley has a neat aptitude for finding links across the decades: Berlin and Vienna in the 1920s were very approximately recreated in the clubs of London and Manchester half a century later. The link here is tenuous: these were clubs with no greater political purpose or social cause other than that of getting off your face and sharing sweat in latex.
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Sinnermen
Niela Orr

2937 wordsRyan Coogler's  horror movie Sinners is (so far) the pop cultural sensation of the second Trump administration. Elijah and Elias Moore, aka Smoke and Stack, twin brothers played by an alternately caddish and cantankerous Michael B. Jordan, return home to Clarksdale in the Mississippi Delta in 1932. Smoke and Stack aren't content to take on a sharecropper's plot, but want to be entrepreneurial New Negroes. The twins have been away - fighting in the First World War, pimping in Little Rock, working as enforcers for Al Capone in Chicago - and have come back to Clarksdale to escape the racism in the north for the 'devil we know'. They decide to open a juke joint, and buy a derelict mill from the town's closeted KKK leader, Hogwood (David Maldonado). The twins enlist their cousin Sammie (Miles Caton), a sharecropper and precociously talented preacher's boy who sings and plays the blues, and assemble a crew of old friends and lovers to do up the place, which they call Club Juke.
Stack and Sammie chug along Depression roads, scything through the cotton, proselytising to potential collaborators and customers about their little corner of freedom. The Southern topography and the sharecroppers' moments of surreptitious pleasure - secret meetings under the cover of vegetation, bawdy jokes beneath the blistering sun - bring to mind the way LeRoi Jones (who became Amiri Baraka) describes Billie Holiday's voice in Black Music. It morphed, he writes, from a singer's instrument to a woman's to 'a Black landscape of need and, perhaps, suffocated desire': 'Sometimes you are afraid to listen to this lady.'
The cousins scoop up a harmonica player called Delta Slim (a riotous Delroy Lindo). As the trio motor through Clarksdale, he recognises some men on a chain gang and tries to lift their spirits. 'Hold your heads!' he shouts, before an overseer blasts warning shots at them. As they drive away, Slim recalls being locked up with a musician friend, and the way the jailers exploited their talent, getting them to play at a high-society house party. White people love Black music, he says, but not Black people. Or, in the words of the late, great critic Greg Tate, they want everything but the burden. He tells them about his musician friend, who was travelling by train with all of his savings and was robbed by a group of Klansmen for the money he made performing at the shindig. The thieves made up a story about murder and rape, and the mob lynched the man on the spot, 'right there in the railroad station'. Slim trails off, his speech giving way to humming, then singing, then to something deeper still, an existential funk, which is managed by a little improvised drumming on the car door and some inchoate murmuring that can be shaped into song later on. A little remembering and a little forgetting. The moment is a distillation of the mysterious process of converting hardwon experience into music. On the 1920 census, taken when he was somewhere between twelve and fifteen (the records are inconsistent), my great-grandfather is listed as a labourer and prison inmate in Bledsoe County, Tennessee. Watching that scene, I couldn't help but imagine him on a chain gang, snatching the blues during the blistering work of picking crops.
When the joint opens, the brothers quibble over money - a large number of the club's patrons pay with wooden tokens from the plantation. Sammie's talents make him a target for Remmick (Jack O'Connell), a vampire, and his newly undead associates, a Klan couple whose racism Remmick uses for his own purposes (like so many politicians and industrialists before and since). Remmick was turned centuries before, in Ireland, by a rapacious, colonising vampire and hopes that Sammie's playing, which can raise the spirits of the dead, can bring his lost community back to him. After one of the vampires' victims is invited into Club Juke, the customers are picked off one by one and join Remmick's troupe, which tries to lure the living outside with its music.
When Stack (the impish, charming twin) gets bitten, Smoke cradles him, trying to staunch the wound, but it's too late. 'Best thing about me was him,' he says. In another doubling, the scene recalls one from Coogler and Jordan's first collaboration, Fruitvale Station (2013), about the police murder of Oscar Grant in Oakland on New Year's Day 2009. Grant is handcuffed and protesting to a white transit cop called Johannes Mehserle, who ultimately shoots him in the chest (Mehserle said he thought his gun was a taser). 'You shot me, bruh. I got a daughter,' Grant says, as blood fills his mouth. 'Get up bruh,' Grant's friend yells, before being carted off to a paddywagon. ('The myth of blues is dragged from people,' Jones writes in Black Music.)
Coogler filmed the scene at the BART station where Grant died. 'I've died like, maybe five times in television and film,' Jordan told an interviewer when the movie came out. 'I think Fruitvale Station's gonna be the last one for a while. I gotta give my mom a break. I'm tired of her seeing me die all the time. It's not natural.' In a strange way, the death in Sinners is a tender re-enactment of the earlier scene, as Jordan embraces a dying version of himself that will live on for ever on film. Annie (Wunmi Mosaku), a hoodoo worker and Smoke's estranged partner, says that the spirits of the undead are 'stuck in the body', not living, but not able to join the ancestors, either. The silver screen could be seen as a kind of purgatory, too.
Towards the end of the film, the idea emerges that the twins and those at the juke joint were doomed to die one way or another - killed by the vampires or by the Klan, who plan to attack at dawn. Remmick, sounding a lot like the cult leader Jim Jones, most of whose followers were beleaguered Black people, tells Smoke, Annie and the rest that they're not going to be able to live freely anyway, so why not join the undead? On the one hand, the argument that you're damned if you do, damned if you don't, lowers the narrative stakes. On the other, it suggests that, since there may be nowhere for Black people to be free, it's better to focus on the here and now, the bardo of the present, or, in the words of the poet Claude McKay, to embrace futility with fervour by 'dying, but fighting back'. 'Before the sun went down,' one character says, 'I think that was the best day of my life.'
The movie was conceived and filmed before Trump's re-election, but part of its premise - that the club, a sign of progress in a deeply violent place, can only exist for a limited time before giving way to ideological reclamation and chaos - is a reflection of the situation America finds itself in now, deep into the post-Obama whitelash. The juke joint is one of Black America's enduring cultural totems, found everywhere from Alice Walker's novel The Color Purple to Ernie Barnes's painting The Sugar Shack, which featured prominently in the sitcom Good Times as well as on the cover of Marvin Gaye's album I Want You. 'Musically speaking,' Zora Neale Hurston writes in 'Characteristics of Negro Expression' (1934), 'the Jook is the most important place in America. For in its smelly, shoddy confines has been born the secular music known as blues, and on blues has been founded jazz.' Club Juke stands for every Black cultural space facing censure and potential erasure. Trump has accused the National Museum of African American History and Culture of promoting 'divisive, race-centred ideology', and last month called for 'unpatriotic' musicians like Beyonce to be investigated for appearing at Kamala Harris's campaign events.
With legal, social and political norms shifting sickeningly quickly, some of the most prominent Black American entertainers are being confronted by a conundrum of the sort that faced Club Juke: if you can't beat 'em, do you join 'em? Should you stay inside or venture out, attracted by the siren song of money and power? Sinners worries about how easily people can be swayed by that alluring call.
In January, Snoop Dogg, Rick Ross, Soulja Boy and Nelly were listed as performers at events celebrating Donald Trump's second inauguration. The announcement followed a wave of Black entertainers including Waka Flocka and the SlutWalk founder, reality TV star and social media influencer Amber Rose publicly stating that they backed Trump. Before Trump's first inauguration, Snoop had castigated Black people who considered appearing as 'Uncle Toms' and in March 2017 he released a clown-themed music video in which he mock assassinated a Trump-like figure (a deportation-happy president called 'Ronald Klump'). But in January 2021, the outgoing president pardoned one of Snoop's associates, and last year the rapper told the Sunday Times that he has 'nothing but love and respect' for Trump. Accused of being a hypocrite and a sellout, Snoop took to social media, as if trying to convince listeners he hadn't been turned: 'Get your life right,' he said. 'Stop worrying about mine. I'm cool, I'm together. I'm still a Black man, still 100 per cent Black.' In an interview last month, he claimed that he had used his appearance at the Crypto Ball, one of the events celebrating the inauguration, to empower Black communities and 'teach financial literacy and crypto'. 'Even if I would have done it for [Trump], and hung out with him, and took a picture with him, can't none of you motherfuckers tell me what I can and can't do,' he told The Breakfast Club radio show:
I'm not a politician. I don't represent the Republican Party, I don't represent the Democratic Party. I represent the motherfuckin' gangsta party! ... The things that I do in real life should matter to you more, not what I do when I'm deejaying or making music ... What is he like as a real person? When you walk up on Snoop Dogg, what is his energy, what is his aura?

Ye, formerly known as Kanye West, has for the better part of a decade been in thrall to hateful notions of 'free-thinking', manifesting as an embrace of MAGA ideology, antiblack racism, antisemitism and Nazism. He claims his estrangement from his former friend and collaborator Jay-Z is a result of the latter's disgust at the MAGA hat that he took to wearing when he visited the White House during Trump's first term. ('This hat, it gives me power in a way,' Ye told Trump in October 2018. 'You made a Superman cape for me.') On the cover of his new album, Cuck, he uses a photo of a Klan couple, and in interviews for the album he has been wearing an all-black Klan robe. Last month he released a song called 'Heil Hitler' on Elon Musk's X platform, preceded by a barrage of racist posts. This is the same man who, in 2005, at a telethon for Hurricane Katrina relief, ignored the teleprompter script to say: 'George Bush doesn't care about Black people.'
Nelly says he accepted the invitation to perform because he respects the office of the presidency. At the post-inauguration Liberty Ball, he came on stage to the strains of 'Hail to the Chief', flanked by dancers dressed as secret service agents in trenchcoats, dark sunglasses and red, white and blue USA hats. A biographical introduction ended with the country's rags-to-riches promise writ small: 'He has entertained our troops all around the world. Only in America can you come from the streets of St Louis to the White House. There's nothing more American than Nelly.' The orchestral instrumentation yielded to a trap remix, and then a medley of hits, including his gold single from 2000, 'Country Grammar (Hot Shit)'. Nelly sounded a little hoarse, but it was possible to suspend disbelief until he arrived at the line: 'Let me in now, let me in now/Bill Gates, Donald Trump, let me in now.' He repeated it for emphasis. I thought about how much had changed in the past 25 years. All the while, the secret service dancers were doing something with their hands that looked a bit like knocking, conjuring the image of the federal agents who have arrived on so many doorsteps during ICE raids.
This is no time to retreat into nostalgia, but for the past month or so I've been doing just that. It may be true that these men have always prized their own interests above all else, but it's still comforting to return to the past, before we knew this. 'Country Grammar', for example, is a great song. It's a St Louis lullaby, a nouveau riche folk song that borrows the melody from 'Down Down Baby (Roller Coaster)', a children's clapping game, turning it into the prelude for a potential drive-by: 'I'm going down down baby, your street in a Range Rover/Street sweeper baby, cocked, ready to let it go.' It's a sweet hook, but the intimation of violence curdles the chorus. In the opening seconds of the video, Nelly stands under St Louis's Gateway Arch, the low angle making him look larger than life. He gestures to the camera as if he's knocking at a door. The clip takes us to two separate jukes: a nightclub and a block party. 'My grammar be's ebonics, gin-tonic and chronic,' he raps, embroidering his lyrics with St Louis-isms, doing 'wonders to the English language', as Hurston put it. The video is a mini-tour of the city's Black haunts and places of affirmation and decoration, including a tyre shop, a barbershop, a hair salon and a store selling beauty supplies.
In the middle verse, Nelly raps:
Say hi, to my niggas left in the slammer
From St Louis to Memphis, from Texas back up to Indiana
Chi-town, KC, Motown to Alabama
LA, New York Yankee niggas to Hotlanta
Louisiana, all my niggas with country grammar
Smoking blunts in Savannah, blow 30 mil like I'm Hammer.

It starts off like a shoutout to incarcerated friends, but he draws it out, and out, naming more and more places, and it becomes clear that he's sketching a map, with boundaries wide enough to include hundreds of thousands of Black men. They are not just in jail but have been 'left' there, as if abandoned by the side of the road. It's as affectionate a dedication as Delta Slim makes to his comrades in Sinners. There's cartography and there's drawing lines: Nelly makes it clear that he stands with all the folks captured in the video. But then he swerves:
From broke to having brokers, my price range is Rover,
now I'm knockin like Jehovah, yellin
'Let me in now, let me in now
Bill Gates, Donald Trump let me in now.'
Spend now, I got money to lend my friends now,
we in now.

In 2000, it sounded as if he was asking to be let into the billionaires' club. But now you could be forgiven for thinking he wants access to something more mysterious (the MC Hammer line is a reminder that money can be won and lost). It seems like Nelly wants to be where there's real power. Who would have thought, 25 years ago, that would be the Trump White House?
Critics like Nijla Mu'min and Wesley Morris persuasively read Sinners as a way of thinking about historical erasure, the vampirism of certain white cultural and political entities, and the watchfulness of groundbreaking Black artists. But the film also invites another reading, as an argument for resisting the music of money and power. Sinners also offers an after-image of double-mindedness: you can be Smoke (money-minded) or you can be Stack (community-oriented), but you have to be able to work out when you're stuck between the two or conflating them. How can you resist wanting to have it both ways, to be Black, and strident, and 'all out', in Snoop's words, but also at the Crypto Ball? How do you stay 'together' (Snoop again)? As much as Snoop might want us to, it's hard, as a fan, to separate the man from the music. What if the twins, in this real-world case, are the more cowardly version of each of us and the one who stands up?
'Sinnerman', the final track on Nina Simone's 1965 album Pastel Blues, which has been sampled by countless hip-hop producers, including Ye, does not appear in Sinners or on its soundtrack, despite the echo in the title. The song, a rendition of an old Spiritual, may be too obvious a choice. Inspired by the revival meetings organised by Simone's mother, Mary Kate Irvin, a Methodist preacher, 'Sinnerman' is a work song about the arduous labour of freeing the soul. In his biography of Simone, Alan Light writes that the song is an 'example of her ability to adapt a traditional lyric into an allegory about justice and civil rights'. It's the story of someone looking for somewhere to hide on Judgment Day, the piano rhythm keeping time with his wildly scampering feet: 'Oh Sinnerman, where you gonna run to?' The song's repeated chant of 'power' is wrenching. Sometimes you are afraid to listen to this lady.
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Fox-Tosser
Martyn Rady

2393 wordsIn early 18th-century  Christian Europe, only Peter the Great ruled a larger territory than Augustus the Strong. As Elector Frederick Augustus I of Saxony in 1694 and King Augustus II of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth from 1697, he reigned from the German heartland on the Elbe and the cities of Dresden and Leipzig deep into what is now Belarus and Ukraine. Augustus's subjects included not only Germans, Poles and Ukrainians but also Tatars, Jews and people who had fled religious and racial persecution: Unitarians, Mennonites, Armenians and Gypsies.
 The gossipy contemporary accounts of Augustus's reign by the Prussian courtier Karl Ludwig von Pollnitz and Frederick the Great's sister Wilhelmine of Bayreuth are highly inaccurate. It would be tempting to repeat the salacious stories told about him, but Tim Blanning has instead produced an authoritative account of his reign and a measured reckoning of what Augustus called his 'intrigues' and 'adventures'. It turns out that he did not father 354 bastards, as historians continue to report, but eight, which puts him well behind Louis XIV and Charles II. A conversation reported by Pollnitz, which Blanning doesn't mention, also suggests that towards the end of his reign Augustus's tally of mistresses was a modest ten. Numbers aside, there was a general atmosphere of moral abandon at the Dresden court. The young Frederick of Prussia experienced it at first hand and counted himself lucky to have escaped with his virtue intact.
 For Blanning, much of this libertinism can be attributed to Augustus's 'priapic' and 'incorrigibly promiscuous' disposition. But, as he also points out, by the 18th century royal mistresses had in many places become an integral part of court spectacle. In line with the new fashion, Augustus paraded his mistresses in processions; he rewarded them with enormous jewels and other gifts and held lavish celebrations in their honour. The luckier among them received palaces and titles; the less fortunate, a husband ready to turn a blind eye to his wife's dalliances and embrace a baby named Augustus as his own.
 Augustan display was prodigious. The court calendar was crowded with tournaments, balls, ballets and operas, though much of the year was dedicated to hunting and to what Blanning calls 'baiting animals in the theatre of cruelty'. The two activities overlapped. Although Augustus was an accomplished marksman who delighted in shooting at his subjects' hats, the hunts organised for his pleasure needed no skill whatsoever. The animals were rounded up before the ruler and his guests, who blasted away at them, unable to miss. On other occasions a stag would be hunted down by a pack of hounds until it collapsed from exhaustion, whereupon it was easily dispatched. Sometimes even the semblance of hunting was abandoned, and hundreds of animals were driven by dogs over a clifftop.
 What did require expertise and precision was the game of fox-tossing (Fuchsprellen). This was usually played in a courtyard, where lengths of carpet were held by the players. Each time a fox walked onto one of the carpets, the players flicked it upwards; the prize went to the highest toss. Beavers or badgers might be tossed, for a change, but wild cats were found unsuitable since they often sank their claws into both the carpet and the players. Augustus was a master of the sport, able to flick the carpet while holding it between only his forefinger and thumb. Blanning describes him as 'an incorrigible show-off, always drawing attention to himself'. Some of the stories told of him, such as his decapitating a bull with a single slash of a knife, are the invention of his first biographers. Even so, he liked to impress visitors by breaking horseshoes with his bare hands and rolling up silver plates into tubes: hence 'Augustus the Strong'.
 When it came to political and military matters, however, Augustus's appetite for self-advertisement had predictably unhappy consequences. Only three years after succeeding his brother as elector of Saxony in 1694, he bid for and won the crown of the Commonwealth of Poland and Lithuania. For the rest of his life, he would struggle to keep hold of it. Contemporaries and historians alike have been bewildered by the decision to surrender the ease of Saxony for the hurly-burly of Polish and Lithuanian politics. Blanning suggests that Augustus may have been swayed by an old prophecy about a Saxon prince who would become king of Poland and recapture Constantinople from the Turks, before welcoming the Second Coming and the Last Judgment. But such prognostications were just part of princely display, to be publicised but not acted on. It seems more likely that Augustus was motivated by simple vanity: he wanted to control both Saxony and the Commonwealth. As he told his principal negotiator for the crown, 'my greatest ambition is glory and I will strive for it until the end of my days.'
 Politically, Poland and Saxony were worlds apart. Saxony was a typical 'mixed polity', where a powerful ruler faced an equally powerful Landtag, or parliament. Their disagreements were generally peaceable and mostly concerned protocol and who should sit where on public occasions. Early in his reign, Augustus tilted power relations in his favour by excluding all but his own appointees from the central organs of government. But he continued to summon parliaments, roughly every six years, and to attend to the petitions and complaints of his subjects. Unlike in most of Central Europe, noblemen and not state officials still controlled the Saxon countryside. In the Commonwealth, by contrast, the parliament (or Sejm) had hobbled the monarch. The Sejm was the instrument of the ordinary noblemen, who were known collectively as the szlachta (from the German Geschlechter, meaning 'families' or 'lineages'). Fearing that the monarch might use his residual powers against them, the nobles had deprived him of the power to raise taxes, control the army and even to appoint ambassadors, which effectively made it impossible to have a foreign policy.
 Having restricted the monarch, however, the Sejm proved incapable of wielding power. Its procedures were never less than shambolic. Notoriously, a single nobleman could veto all the legislation approved in a session, usually by shouting out 'I don't allow it!' From 1652 until the end of the Commonwealth in 1795, two-thirds of the Sejm's meetings were broken up either by a deputy's veto or by filibustering, when a group of deputies took it in turn to give day-long speeches to block the passage of legislation.
 On top of this, the szlachta were responsible for picking the monarch. As Elector of Saxony, Augustus was one of the nine electors who chose the Holy Roman Emperor. But in the Commonwealth of Poland and Lithuania, every nobleman was an elector, and an 'election Sejm' might be attended by tens of thousands of them. Inevitably, much negotiation preceded the grand event. Augustus's own machinations included converting to Catholicism, although, as the British ambassador in Dresden noted at the time, his dedication to religion 'was never very great'. Ahead of the vote he also made a welter of minor concessions: he promised to hold lavish banquets, and not to appoint foreign advisers or mint money without the Sejm's consent. And he bribed anyone he could, even pawning the Saxon crown to the Jesuits of Vienna in order to raise funds. Despite all his efforts, the vote was split between Augustus and the Prince de Conti, the candidate supported by Louis XIV. Augustus, however, could call on a three-thousand-strong Saxon cavalry, vastly outnumbering Conti's three hundred soldiers.
 Despite his taste for extracurricular activities, Augustus took ruling seriously. He composed in 1697 an aide-memoire that listed various reforms, ranging from building a fleet and establishing a diplomatic service to imposing a consumption tax. But before he could act on these plans, he received a visit in August 1698 from Peter the Great, who was returning home from his 'Grand Embassy' to the Netherlands and Great Britain. Over three days the two men consumed twelve kegs of Hungarian wine and unspecified quantities of champagne and other alcohol. It was then, it seems, that they agreed to join forces against Sweden in the Great Northern War of 1700-21.
 Almost half of Blanning's biography is dedicated to the war. In places, Augustus disappears almost entirely from the narrative as the focus shifts to Peter and his Swedish adversary, Charles XII. This is perhaps as it should be. Peter and Charles were the primary actors in the war. Both could deploy more than a hundred thousand troops, whereas Augustus could barely field twenty thousand. Both also had navies, while Augustus could only call on a small fleet of privateers, recruited to plunder Swedish ships. Next to these monarchs, Augustus became, in Blanning's words, 'the grist between two millstones'.
 Augustus's aim was to seize Livonia (modern-day Latvia and southern Estonia), which had become a Swedish dominion in 1629. But his attempt to smuggle troops into the Livonian capital of Riga in 1700 went awry when Swedish customs officers discovered them hidden in wagons, packed 'like herrings in a barrel'. Over the next few years the fighting spread to Poland and Lithuania, where Charles XII captured Vilnius, Warsaw and Cracow, and in 1704 placed his own candidate on the Commonwealth's throne. Two years later, his troops moved into Saxony and, meeting little resistance, occupied it. It was only Peter the Great's victory over the Swedish forces at Poltava in 1709 that restored Augustus to power.
From then on,  Augustus remained dependent on Russian support. When, instead of paying his Saxon troops, he allowed them to forage freely in the Polish countryside, prompting a wave of popular protest that led to civil war in 1715, it was Peter the Great who rescued him. Pretending only to act as a 'mediator', Peter banged heads together, and a settlement, the Treaty of Warsaw, was agreed in November 1716. On 1 February 1717, while Russian troops patrolled outside, the Sejm approved the treaty in just a few hours. The 'silent Sejm', so called because only a handful of deputies were allowed to speak, was a monument to Peter the Great's cynicism. Posturing as the defender of the szlachta's liberty, he had endorsed an agreement that left the Commonwealth's constitution intact and cut its army to fewer than twenty thousand troops. Peter wanted a weak Poland that would neither challenge Russia's growing power in Northern Europe nor resist the movement of Russian troops across its lands. The fate of the Commonwealth was to be, in the verdict of the Polish historian Piotr Wandycz, 'a wayside inn open for unwanted and non-paying guests'.
 Augustus gained nothing from the treaties that concluded the Great Northern War in 1721 and Livonia was swept up into Russia's burgeoning empire. Over the next five years Russia, Sweden, Prussia and Austria committed themselves to preserving the constitution of Poland and Lithuania, since it was in their interests to use the szlachta to block any changes that might serve to strengthen the Commonwealth. Half a century later, Russia, Prussia and Austria would carve up Poland and Lithuania between them. From the Commonwealth's enfeeblement to its partition was only a short step.
 It's an open question whether Augustus seriously intended to reform the Commonwealth's institutions, strengthening the power of the monarch and executive at the expense of the Sejm and the quarrelsome szlachta, and even transforming the personal union between Poland and Saxony into a real one. Blanning thinks not, and ventures that he was more interested in building a hereditary monarchy. In this he just about succeeded, since in the war that followed Augustus's death in 1733 it was his son Augustus III of Poland and Lithuania who eventually prevailed, with help from a Russian army. When Augustus III died in 1763, having spent just three years in Poland, Catherine the Great installed King Stanislaw II, her former lover, on the throne. He would be the Commonwealth's last king.
 The final part of Blanning's biography consists of two chapters on Augustus's building projects and collections. His 'greatest single creation', the Zwinger palace, was constructed between 1710 and 1728 next to Dresden's city wall. Originally the glacis or free-fire zone beyond the wall (hence the name), the Zwinger became the site of one of Central Europe's grandest baroque monuments. Arcaded galleries, pavilions and 450 statues overlooked a performance area where tournaments, firework displays and festive processions celebrated Augustus's triumphs and munificence. Beside the Zwinger, he built a new opera house, one of the largest of its time, and refashioned the old palace with the latest Baroque trappings.
 The Zwinger and its complex of buildings next to the Elbe were intended to showcase Augustus's collections of clocks and scientific instruments, jewellery, exotic animals, paintings and chinoiserie - standard fare for 18th-century rulers. But his porcelain collection was unique. The first hard-paste porcelain in Europe was produced in Saxon Meissen from 1710, and by 1727 Augustus owned no fewer than 20,000 Meissen pieces and 21,000 items of East Asian provenance. By the end of his life, porcelain seems to have taken the place once occupied by mistresses. 'Don't you know,' he told one of his ministers, 'that those who have caught the craze for oranges or porcelain can never have enough of one or the other and always want to have more?' His last words, after a prolonged drinking session in 1733, were reputedly: 'My whole life has been an unceasing sin. God have mercy on me.' Yet his political failure was not entirely of his own making. Like many before and since, he had hoped to make his mark in Poland, but it proved too ambitious an enterprise. In the end, his political survival depended on Russian muskets, setting the stage for the rise of Russian, and then Soviet, power in Central Europe.
 I noticed only one mistake in Blanning's otherwise thrilling and thorough account. In seeking to locate the treasures loaded by Augustus's father onto his mistress, Magdalena Sibylla von Neitschutz, the Dresden magistrates tortured her mother. Blanning refers to the use of thumb-screws as torture of the 'first degree', but depending on which manual of instruction one consults, it is actually the third or fourth. The first degree was to be threatened by the torturer; the second to be shown the instruments. Confession usually came at that point.
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Diary
Gulf Contracts
Peter Talbot

3171 wordsThe week  before I went to the Middle East, the company held a Global Town Hall. 'Town Hall' is the faux-folksy term used by modern multinationals for meetings at which senior management transmit information to the workforce. The presentation is delivered to a small live audience and simultaneously broadcast to thousands of others. They are heavily stage-managed affairs, and nearly all, like this one, involve four middle-aged, white, male executives up on a platform, balancing precariously on bar stools. The men were wearing open-necked shirts and too-tight blue suits, and it was evident that their desperate 5 a.m. Peloton sessions were failing to hold back the paunches acquired by entertaining clients. Senior company leaders sat in the front row looking as comfortable as apparatchiks at a show trial. The cameras cut to them from time to time, so they had to ensure that their smiles remained in place for sixty long minutes. A group of ambitious young professionals sat in the row behind them. These were the members of the 'high-potential programme', picked out soon after joining the company and expected to toe the party line at all times.
The execs on stage could count on these two groups to ask prearranged questions, laugh at anything that resembled humour and make sure that the 'Mood Elevator' stayed at the very top of the building throughout. But sitting behind these stalwarts were the less welcome types of employee who tend to turn up to Town Halls. One group was made up of members of the awkward squad, employees serving their notice period or nearing retirement who had unresolved beefs with the company. The other was made up of employees who have studied the company's material on 'purpose and values' and its well-publicised stance on human rights, modern slavery and LGBTQI+ issues, and wanted to hear what the company had to say about them.
Even after Trump's interventions on Equality, Diversity and Inclusion, statements of purpose and values and declarations of allyship remain very important in the corporate world. Every big company spends a great deal of money drafting and promoting these exhortations to ethical perfection. The mining giant Anglo American states: 'We believe in humanity and therefore show care and respect for all people.' BP comes up with the old chestnut 'Be kind,' while BAE's mission is 'to provide a vital advantage to help our customers protect what really matters'. These don't sound much like the products of comms departments situated at the heart of corporate behemoths with a duty to keep City analysts happy and to return maximum financial rewards to their shareholders.
The Town Hall progressed as planned. There was a PowerPoint presentation full of KPIs and a smattering of corporate banter. There were a few questions from the front two rows, slow full tosses that were smashed out of the ground. The execs relaxed and smiled at one another like a decrepit boy band. Then someone from way back in the room put up her hand.
'Who are you?' a particularly jovial and particularly ruthless exec from the platform asked, smiling.
'I am _______ and I'm a representative of the ED&I network.'
The exec nodded, sensing a chance to mention that he had recently become an Equality, Diversity and Inclusion Ally, for anyone who missed this news on his latest Leadership Blog. 'Go ahead!'
'How can you justify working with regimes in the Middle East whose suppression of human rights and whose use of modern slavery is so atrocious? How can you reconcile our values with what actually happens in these countries?' The questioner had articulated the ugly tension that exists between the company as devout adherent of the current holy grails of the liberal West and its other role, as a machine that must constantly fill its coffers with cash no matter what. The company, along with all of its peers, is busy burying its snout in the trough of massive contracts currently on offer in Saudi Arabia, UAE, Qatar and Kuwait. In aerospace, engineering, technology, construction, health and defence, the rush is on to grab as many fat contracts as possible. Companies from these sectors, and others, are jumping into bed with regimes that operate outside the rule of law and with disregard for human rights and labour conditions. My company is conducting expensive charm offensives on sheikhs and emirs and committing to deliver vast projects to deadlines it knows it cannot meet.
Happily, the exec is well practised in managing the contradictions that lie at the heart of the modern corporation. He is fully aware that it is necessary to be complicit in the illiberalism of the Middle East in order to keep the company in the black. At the same time, he seems able to believe and can convincingly recite the mantra that the company will never compromise its purpose, will never knowingly participate in projects in which workers are mistreated, will never betray its gay employees for the sake of a contract.
'No, no, no,' he said in an aggressively friendly manner. 'We would never compromise our values. The best way we can effect change is by participating in projects in these countries. We must be an example.' The others on the podium rallied round.
'We can only use our influence if we are present in the region.'
'We must be sensitive to other cultures' ways of working.'
'We will never compromise our beliefs.'
'Honestly speaking, it's slavery.' A few days after the Town Hall I was sitting across the desk from the company's country manager for [a Gulf state]. The office had white walls and a dark wood cabinet containing a few heavy glass awards for projects completed and hours of accident-free work achieved. 'Once you sign a contract, you are theirs,' he said. He was describing the fraught relationship between Gulf clients and Western contractors. The country manager, a Muslim not from the Gulf, is the product of a renowned European school and a number of the best European universities. I had come to speak to him and others in the region after an increase in the number of calls to the company's allegation-reporting hotline, which anyone can use, anonymously. The first allegation concerned the country manager himself: a complaint of favouritism had been made against him. According to the report, he would appoint only his fellow nationals to senior positions. The reporter claimed that the country manager and his team acted like a mafia. I raised the matter with him cautiously. He laughed.
'You know who the biggest mafia is in this company? The British and the Americans. Look at how many of the really top jobs are held by them.' He was right, of course. To disprove the anonymous allegation, he showed me the evidence of a full and fair recruitment process for each of the positions. 'What can I do? If they are the only suitable ones to apply, they are the ones that are going to get the jobs. No one asks the CEO why he has appointed yet another American to his team.'
The country manager reflected on how much had changed since he first began working in the region. 'You know in Saudi, MBS has liberalised in a number of areas, not just the economy. Women can drive, walk around, work. They are even thinking about allowing alcohol - in the land of the Prophet!' He threw up his hands in mock horror. 'But then again, have the fundamentals really changed?' Mohammed bin Salman's liberal reign, it will be recalled, began with the murder and dismemberment of Jamal Khashoggi and the arrest and incarceration of hundreds of senior Saudis in the Riyadh Ritz-Carlton without any due process.
In the Gulf, the concentration of business in the hands of those who also hold absolute political power causes severe hardship, especially for migrant workers, predominantly from India, Pakistan, Bangladesh, Indonesia and the Philippines - although countries in sub-Saharan Africa are now becoming useful sources of even cheaper labour. For all the talk of digitalisation and innovation, of working smarter and of sustainable solutions, these unskilled workers are the real engine of this rapid development. During the World Cup in Qatar the terrible conditions under which workers had built the football stadiums were widely publicised; the same conditions persist throughout the region as new mega-projects are delivered at breakneck speed. In the remote desert areas that have been marked for transformation into sustainable pleasure domes so wonderful that, when complete, the pain of their creation will be considered an irrelevance, migrant labourers are working without even the most basic health and safety protections or concern for their welfare. Incidents that would result in criminal convictions for companies and their leaders if they occurred in the US or Europe are merely talked about around the evening fires at the vast camps to which the migrant employees get bused at the end of a back-breaking day of work in the heat.
After  an hour or so driving through the desert, we saw a large mosque set back from the road. 'There used to be a village here,' the driver told me. 'It was demolished when the land was taken for the Project. They offer people double the price of their home to move. If you refuse first time, they offer you triple the price. If you refuse again, they force you out - physically - with no compensation at all.' We were heading to one of the outlying accommodation camps for the Project. The driver was tired and short-tempered: he had collected me from the airport very early in the morning and, without asking, had driven me straight to Camp Number One, just a few minutes away. Camp Number One is for winners: VIPs and senior execs. It has leisure facilities, food outlets and neat rows of high-spec offices and housing. It is at the centre of a web of camps built to house the thousands of workers on the Project. The number of the camp to which you are allocated is a very visible indicator of how important you are. After a long argument at Camp Number One's pleasant reception, it was established that I had been billeted in Camp 23. So the driver was now taking me to a distant satellite camp which, he disdainfully told me, was not even finished.
We turned down a dirt road and, as we came closer to the area by the mosque, I saw a patchwork of concrete rectangles dotted around it - the foundations of demolished houses and shops that are the only remaining evidence that a sizeable community used to live here. After a few bumpy minutes we reached Camp 23. There were no receptionists with clipboards and bottled water here. An unshaven guard in ill-fitting desert camouflage and beret lifted the barrier and we were in.
The camp was indeed still being built. There were no permanent structures. In the middle were two large mess tents, one for officers (A and B classification) and one for other ranks (C and D). The As and the Bs are almost all white professionals and the Cs and Ds are entirely Black and Brown manual labourers. The quality of one's food and accommodation is determined by whether an A, B, C or D is printed on your pass. Category As (me included) get a spacious multi-room cabin to themselves, with en suite bathroom, satellite TV and kitchen. Mine looked out onto a small square full of plants and benches and was a few moments' stroll from the mess tent. Category D accommodation is not even inside the secure perimeter of the camp. The Ds live in poor-quality multi-occupancy units stacked one on top of one another in the desert, with rickety external stairs to the upper storeys. They have to queue at a gate to be admitted to the mess hall at an allocated time and to return to their side of the fence when they've eaten.
The next day I was taken to a viewing point to look at a vast trench being dug in the sand. The wind was roaring. A continuous line of lorries was driving in from the horizon. Each truck went to the lip of the abyss, where it was filled with sand before driving off into the desert to dump its load and then returning to join the back of the queue and start the process all over again. The lorries came from across the Middle East and beyond. The Project has acted like a magnet for hauliers from many countries and the lorries come in all shapes and sizes, in all states of roadworthiness. The sand has to be moved from the hole and dumped. Where? Who knows. Who cares. The Project must be finished.
I then travelled to another office in another sprawling city. My driver explained the devastatingly unpredictable approach to urban expansion in this country. If a sheikh wills it, a derelict quarter of the city will become the focus of intense development, with no regard for planning considerations. Previously vibrant neighbourhoods are hollowed out as resources and facilities are transferred to the favoured new place. Companies like mine participate in this arbitrary construction cycle, and after completing the public works part of the project will sometimes build fancy villas for the men who awarded the contracts. All the work is appropriately contracted and paid for, but it adds to the sense of intense personalisation that is such a feature of doing business in the Gulf.
I had been asked to speak to one of our employees about an incident that had recently occurred in one of these luxury homes. The employee was the caretaker for the property of an important person and lived here alone, sending money back to his family in Punjab. One day, towards the end of his shift, an internal door handle broke and the owner told him to fix it immediately. The caretaker rang round all the usual suppliers but they didn't have the right handle - it was an expensive European type and would take a few days to arrive. When he passed on the bad news, the owner was so angry that he took the man hostage. He made it clear that the employee would remain captive until the problem was fixed. The caretaker eventually raised the alarm and his line manager negotiated his release.
When I reported the incident at corporate headquarters, I was told that everyone understands the risks of working in the Gulf. There was no way we were going to upset an important client over such a trivial incident. At least the caretaker was physically unharmed. While working for another company, I had been present when a furious business owner slapped his Indian bookkeeper so hard that the man fell off his chair (he had messed up an accounting task). For fear of upsetting the man and being responsible for losing business in that country, my colleagues and I did nothing.
This arbitrary, personalised power can also be exercised in a different direction. I was told about a client of another company who was so happy with the job done by a team of workers that he wired them each a bonus worth five times their annual salary. A happy story, but the incident underlines the asymmetrical nature of labour relations in the area, where those without standing are subject to unpredictable extremes of behaviour.
On the last day of my trip, I spoke to an administrator for the office in _______. He had given years of exemplary service to the company and lived here with his family, sending his son to a decent school. This is a highly unusual level of domestic stability in a region where migrant workers can be fired at will and not having a job means that your visa is immediately revoked. Among his duties, the administrator was responsible for awarding low-level maintenance jobs. It was alleged that he had used a personal contact to do some office redecoration and been rewarded with a kickback. The amount involved was the equivalent of a few hundred pounds. Nevertheless, rules are rules, and the company takes such allegations very seriously. An investigation was carried out and it concluded that he had indeed taken a kickback.
When I met him, he explained that the company he had asked to do the work was not a specialist decorating company but a general store. 'I told the investigators that in the Gulf all little firms do lots of jobs,' he said. 'It doesn't matter what they are called, they will do a little job like this.' He knew the owner well, as he knew everyone in the community here. The man owed him some money, and the supposed kickback was in fact simply repayment of the outstanding sum. But his explanation hadn't persuaded the investigators, and he was immediately dismissed for gross misconduct. He would now have to leave the country. What he was really worried about was his son, who was a couple of terms away from taking the final school exams which would allow him to go to university here. 'I cannot change the finding. But in light of my record with the company, can they wait for my son to finish high school before firing me?' he asked me. When I got back to corporate headquarters, I spoke to the right people about the possibility of this small request for mercy being granted and the answer was clear. No.
Afew days  later, the senior executive who had fielded the question at the Town Hall was chairing a meeting about the progress of the company's projects in the Middle East. The meeting was running late as we turned to Item Four on the agenda: health and safety. 'Anything on the list?' he asked. There was. The manager responsible for health and safety told us about a death at a construction site in the desert unconnected with our company. A truck had run over a labourer from another company who had recently started on the site. The owner of the site had not provided any shelter from the sun for the workforce, so the labourer, who had received no safety training, decided to eat his lunch in the shade of a stationary truck. The truck driver came back from his own lunch break, climbed into the cab and drove off, squashing the man flat. Our health, safety and environment manager told us that the company which employed the labourer had decided not to record the incident as a work-related death, since strictly speaking the man wasn't working at the time he was killed. There was some talk about how incidents like this could be avoided in the future. Then the senior executive looked at his watch. 'I know that this is a death and everything, but we have to keep going through the agenda.' We moved on to the next item.
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