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Downhill since 1830
  Colin Kidd, writing about Stefan Collini's history of English studies in Britain, mentions that 'Anglo-Saxon is still a compulsory element in the English curriculum at Oxford despite a campaign in  the 1990s to abolish it' (LRB, 14 August). In a short interview with Mary Bennett, principal of St Hilda's College, at the end of my first term in 1970,  I politely complained about the tedium of studying Anglo-Saxon and was politely put right: the correct expression was Old English, not Anglo-Saxon (this despite our set handbooks being Sweet's  Anglo-Saxon Primer and Sweet's Anglo-Saxon Reader). I was also informed that the purpose of the Oxford English course was to prepare the one in twenty or so future Oxford English  scholars with the comprehensive knowledge necessary for a career in teaching and research. I wonder how much has changed since those days - one of my tutors, Anne Elliott, told me that nothing of  value had been written after 1830.


Sharon Footerman

				London NW4
			

Colin Kidd notes the survival of compulsory Anglo-Saxon in the Oxford English syllabus. When I was an undergraduate at Manchester in the early 1970s, we had to study Old English, as it was called, for all three years of the honours course. This was at the insistence of the professor of English language, G.L. Brook, who had been appointed in 1945 and whose approach to the subject was exclusively philological. I once heard him complain that the publication of his edition of the Harley Lyrics had been held up for years because the publishers required some commentary on the literary value of the poems, and he couldn't think of anything to say.


Paul Dean

				Oxford
			


Kicking Back with a Shandy
  In his piece about Alan Garner, Adam Mars-Jones seems particularly interested in deducing the ages of Garner's young characters (LRB, 10 July). 'The  children's ages aren't specified, though they're old enough to be plied with cider by the Mossocks,' he says of Colin and Susan in The Weirdstone of Brisingamen. I have a friend from the  English working class, like Alan Garner, who remembers approvingly that his parents liked to give him whisky as a young boy when he got on their nerves. Mars-Jones writes that Garner scholars know  of 'a draft in which Colin and Susan are identified as "ten-year-old twins"', then remarks that 'ten certainly seems too young.' E.S. Turner's Roads to Ruin (1950) has a chapter, 'Beer for  Bairns', whose first paragraph ends with the sentence: 'So far as this writer knows (though he may well be wrong) the last instance of a two-year-old child dying of cirrhosis of the liver was in  Swansea in 1908.'
  Next Mars-Jones declares that Nicholas, one of the siblings in Elidor, 'must be the oldest since their mother singles him out for scolding'. A plausible, if non-falsifiable, statement of  Mars-Jones's opinion. In The Owl Service, 'Gwyn's mother is threatening to make him work at the Co-op if he doesn't do what she says, so he can't be less than fifteen, the school-leaving  age in 1969.' Here Mars-Jones makes the questionable assumption that Garner was familiar with British child labour laws, but though it's true that the Children and Young Persons Act 1933, as  amended, defines a 'child' in England and Wales as someone not over compulsory school age, the Act as it existed in 1969 permitted 'children' to work any job at thirteen, and before that, to take  on 'light work', which would have included 'work at the Co-op'. Here is another of Garner's seemingly infinite supply of ten-year-olds, kicking back with a shandy after a hard day's work.
  One more. 'It must have been unusual as late as 1960 for a dairy farmer like Gowther Mossock to get about in a horse and cart.' Rag-and-bone men with a horse and cart were a common enough feature  of British life into the 1980s, and horses and carts were as ubiquitous in the rural England of 1960 as drunk pre-teens.


Benjamin Letzler

				Modling, Austria
			


Thirteen Thousand Rats
  Paul Colbeck details the tribulations of the crew trying to film rats for Herzog's Nosferatu (Letters, 14 August). His story follows the established  pattern of us against them. But there are some occasions when the eternal battle has taken the form of single combat.
  In the 1930s my grandfather, a tough old pit deputy in a mining village outside Tamworth, was clearing a barn when a rat jumped up from the straw and fastened its teeth in his Adam's apple. He  tried to shake it off by swinging his body from side to side but it only sank its teeth deeper. A grim contest of wills continued for several minutes. He tried punching it, but was worried that if  he tore it free, he might pull half his throat away with it. He thought of running outside for help but couldn't face the indignity of appearing in front of his men with a rat swinging from his  neck like a pendulum. In the end he took the risk, screamed 'Bugger it,' tore it loose and flung it back on the straw.


David Aneurin Morgan

				Salisbury, Wiltshire
			


Beside the Seaside
Josephine Quinn writes that the seaside, with its idea of the beach as a public amenity, was a British invention of the 18th century (LRB, 14 August). However, the Dutch poet and diplomat Constantijn Huygens used the word rather earlier, in 1670, in a letter to the painter Peter Lely containing a short verse in English:
Towards the Sea-side ev'rie daij
Our People followeth this new waij
See what both Love and Art can doe.
Here the new Waij doth follow you.

Opening up the seaside had been a practical project for Huygens. In 1653 he proposed the construction of a grand avenue from The Hague to the coast at Scheveningen by which citizens might discover the delights of the dunes and beach. Scheveningseweg was realised a few years later without his involvement and remains a pleasant walk. To console himself, and to set the record straight, he wrote a long verse about his 'zeestraat' which became a bestseller in The Hague and largely persuaded people he had been responsible for the whole thing.


Hugh Aldersey-Williams

				Aylsham, Norfolk
			


Won't Be Told
  Huw Lemmey's mention of the way jury nullification has affected Crown prosecutions of protesters reminds me of an occasion when jury nullification reared its beautiful head in courts martial when I  was a Marine Corps judge advocate in the late 1970s (LRB, 24 July). At that time, the juror's oath required that they follow the facts, law and their  conscience. I referred to the oath in one of my early summations on behalf of a drill instructor who stood accused of a baloney charge of abusing recruits. As soon as the word 'conscience' passed  my lips the judge interrupted me to tell the jury: 'That's what it says and that is not what you will do.' The jury acquitted my client, quite possibly because the judge told them not to.


Mike Bond

				Mercer Island, Washington
			


Satie v. Mahler
  Jonathan Coe writes that Gustav Mahler's influence, by comparison with Erik Satie's, has been 'non-existent' (LRB, 14 August). Mahler's influence, in  fact, is hard to escape. His impact on Schoenberg (whom he helped financially), Berg and Webern was incalculable. Shostakovich (who was approached to complete his Tenth Symphony) and Britten were  highly indebted, as were generations of American composers, especially Leonard Bernstein and Aaron Copland. Mahler's harmonic and gestural imprint underpins film scores from Erich Korngold to Hans  Zimmer. Heck, even Beyonce is part of it: she's his eighth cousin, four times removed.


George Cooke

				London SW11
			

  Jonathan Coe speculates about Erik Satie's 'British' sense of humour, mentioning that his mother was English and comparing him to John Steed of The Avengers. In the course of transcribing  seven of Satie's piano pieces for guitar, I gathered some details about him that pull in a different direction. Erik Alfred Leslie Satie's mother was Jane Leslie, born in London to Scottish  parents; his maternal grandmother was from Aberdeenshire and his maternal grandfather was from Banffshire. I also learned that on one of the rare occasions he was paid a decent fee, he spent it on  several identical corduroy suits.


David Russell

				Dundee
			


Try and Try Again
  Richard Seymour writes that when David Graeber left Yale in 2005, 'he had no intention of going back' to the academy (LRB, 14 August). In 2017, Graeber's  own account of what happened was published on the Public Anthropologist blog as a reflection on the 'Academic Politics of Silencing'. There he recalls that after leaving Yale he made 'well  over twenty' attempts to 'land a job' in the US. 'I failed even once to even be considered for a job. Not only did I not make any shortlists, I failed to make any longlists. Not a single university  asked me for my letters of recommendation.'
  Seymour adds that Graeber was 'lured back into teaching'. A report in the Chronicle of Higher Education from 2013 titled 'A Radical Anthropologist Finds Himself in Academic "Exile"'  corroborates Graeber's own account. He resumed his teaching career in the UK only after a sustained effort to find a job at a university in the US.


David Wengrow

				University College London
			


Who's there?
Barbara Everett, discussing Horatio's prayer that flights of angels sing Hamlet to his rest, reminds us that in addition to its usual meanings, 'rest' is also a musical term (LRB, 24 July). There is still further significance to the word. Horatio's reference to angels recalls Hamlet's exclamation when he sees the Ghost, 'Angels and ministers of grace defend us.' It also recalls the Absolution in the Catholic burial service: 'Jubeas eam a sanctis Angelis suscipi et ad patriam paradisi perduci' ('Bid your holy angels welcome and lead him [the soul of the deceased] to paradise'). Both were anathema to the Reformers. 'To bestow peace and grace,' Luther wrote in his Commentary on Galatians, 'lies in the province of God, who alone can create these blessings. The angels cannot.' And the word 'rest' (as a grace yet to be granted) is carefully avoided in the Service for the Burial of the Dead in the Prayer Book as implying the existence of Purgatory - anathema to the Reformers but a given (from time to time) in the mind of Hamlet.
But then everything in this play is from time to time. Moments before he prays for the repose of Hamlet's soul, Horatio tries to take poison, declaring himself 'more an antique Roman than a Dane', more a pagan than a Christian of any persuasion. And the dying Hamlet, also like an antique Roman, is more concerned about his postmortem reputation on earth than his destiny in the undiscovered country.


William Myers

				Leicester
			


Portago's Legacy
  Thomas Jones gives an account of the death of Alfonso de Portago while racing in the Mille Miglia of 1957 (LRB, 14 August). I was a teenager at the time.  About a year later, I was out walking with my girlfriend (now my wife) in my local village in North Yorkshire when we were caught in the rain. We sheltered in the eaves of a large garage, whose  owner invited us to step inside. This was Keith Schellenberg, the Olympic bobsleigher and driver of Bentleys across deserts. Inside the garage was a beautiful racing car. Schellenberg explained  that it belonged to Portago and he was charged with keeping it in good order until Portago's son came of age.


David Smith

				Stokesley, North Yorkshire
			






This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.lrb.co.uk/the-paper/v47/n16/letters
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Beaverosity
Seamus Perry

4894 wordsRichard Ellmann's  biography of James Joyce was first published in 1959 to an almost unanimously enthusiastic reception. Ellmann's editor at the New York office of Oxford University Press told him it was 'the most ecstatic reaction I have seen to any book I have known anything about'. William Empson welcomed 'a grand biography'; Cyril Connolly, though naturally disappointed not to find himself mentioned, nevertheless recognised something 'truly masterly'; and Frank Kermode wrote that Ellmann's account would 'fix Joyce's image for a generation', a judgment that, as Zachary Leader rightly comments, was if anything an underestimate. Leader, himself the distinguished biographer of Kingsley Amis and Saul Bellow, has written an unusual and engaging book, half an account of Ellmann's life leading up to the Joyce biography, and half a detailed history of the book's composition and its subsequent place within Joycean scholarship. His admiration for the achievement is palpable and he describes the way Ellmann went about his task with the sympathetic warmth of a fellow labourer; but he is alert, as well, to some of the criticisms that have been made of the enterprise and gives them a fair hearing, so that the overall effect is a sort of primer in the possibilities and quandaries of literary biography. To write the biography of a biography already suggests a certain disciplinary self-consciousness. Ellmann emerges, Leader implies, as exemplary, the biographer's biographer.
One of the excellences that Empson singled out was the happy chance of timing: the book 'must be the last of its kind about Joyce', he wrote, 'because Mr Ellmann, as well as summarising all previous reports, has interviewed a number of witnesses who are now dead'. The number of witnesses was in fact immense: Leader calculates that 330 people from thirteen countries are acknowledged somewhere or other in the biography and thanked for (as Ellmann says) having 'made it possible for me to assemble this record of Joyce's life'. He was evidently a disarming interviewer and managed to win round several crucial but initially unwilling participants, such as Sylvia Beach, the first publisher of Ulysses, and J.F. Byrne, Joyce's best friend at university. A good deal of Ellmann's research methodology was old-style charm. 'He let them talk,' one observer recalled. 'He showed himself grateful for what they told him; now and then with a quiet question he would elicit some particular point of information, and in leaving would express his thanks again. He left them smiling and thinking, what a nice young man!' He would write graceful follow-up letters: 'It was very pleasant meeting you both and your charming daughter, and it is nice to know that Joyce had such good company in Zurich.' Such a remark, Leader says with just a hint of drollery, 'suggests the role sympathy as well as objectivity played in Ellmann's approach': success was sometimes a matter of 'kindness and calculation combined'.
Ellmann once said that he admired especially Joyce's 'tenacity of purpose', and his own tenacity could take on striking expression. Having left London and just arrived in Paris, Ellmann wrote to a friend: 'Now begins the siege of my second city.' He was particularly pleased to get an interview with Joyce's elderly sister Eva: 'She has her reserves, but told me a great deal of stuff that I could not have got elsewhere.' Joyce himself sometimes professed the virtues of artfulness and Ellmann could strike that note too: 'It is astonishing how much material there is around here,' he reported home to a colleague from Ireland. 'Some of it is hard to pry up, but generally if people are reluctant to tell a biographer they have confided something or other to their friends, who have less compunction.' Ellmann was an honourable man and this slightly ruthless tone is no doubt just the language of what Leader calls 'the thrill of the hunt'. But from time to time you do get a sense of what Henry James called 'the cunning of the inquirer', and especially so when the story evokes the curious and compelling romance of literary relics that James wrote about so memorably in The Aspern Papers.
For example, on his third European tour, Ellmann had an interview with Nelly Joyce, the widow of Joyce's brother Stanislaus, who to his surprise led him down into the cellar of her house in Trieste where, among other treasures, he found Joyce's letters to Stanislaus written over several decades. 'From the point of view of a biographer,' Ellmann later recalled, 'I had tumbled into King Tut's tomb.' The subsequent story shows him embroiled in a classic tale of acquisitiveness within the modern academy. Mrs Joyce was keen to realise the value of her cellar and Ellmann advised her to put the papers in the hands of Ottocaro Weiss, an old Trieste friend of her brother-in-law, who had already brokered the sale of a huge archive of Joycean material to the State University of New York at Buffalo. This time the University of Kansas seemed a good prospect and its offer was soon rising obligingly from five to ten to twenty thousand dollars; but Weiss clearly thought there was more to be had and that Cornell might be a good rival bidder, which indeed it was, eventually stumping up $37,000. Ellmann's old friend and fellow Joycean Ellsworth Mason was outraged, and wrote to Mrs Joyce lamenting what he took to be Weiss's skulduggery, and bitter feelings on both sides soon led to a libel suit, much to Ellmann's distress: 'We can't risk anything like this happening again,' he wrote. But Joyce's papers were quickly acquiring a kind of prestige that seemed destined to create difficulties: the triumphant dean of the College of Arts and Sciences at Cornell announced that the new collection was 'to the English department what a cyclotron is to the physics department'.
Even more like a novel (though not one by Joyce) was Ellmann's discovery of a trunk of papers left behind by the Joyces when they fled Paris in 1939 and hidden in a closet by their friend Maria Jolas. Ellmann asked Jolas for an interview in 1953 and, having sworn him to secrecy, she showed him the voluminous correspondence in the trunk. 'It is to my mind,' Jolas wrote subsequently and conspiratorially, 'very much to your advantage to "let sleeping dogs lie".' She was keenly aware that the burgeoning ranks of Joycean scholars would love to see the letters; conscious too that Giorgio, the Joyces' son, might want to stake his claim to them; and even more conscious that Stephen, Giorgio's son, was 'very curious about the material features of his grandfather's fame and is anxious to get his hands on the famous trunk, not to mention, eventually, the management of the literary executorship'. That prospect, Ellmann concurred, was 'frightful'. So he duly kept mum, saying nothing to Giorgio about the matter when they met shortly afterwards. When Giorgio did eventually take back the letters, he promptly forbade anyone to consult them, and at least some of them seem to have disappeared under his care. That, in an odd way, was to Ellmann's advantage since it meant that he was now unique among scholars in having seen them; had it not been for her decision to let him into the locked trunk, he wrote to Jolas years later, he would not have had the courage to go on with the book. That was just good luck, but, as Leader shows, Ellmann was very canny about maintaining a lead over his competitors - securing unique access to particular collections held in private hands, for instance, and taking on editorial commissions which would effectively remove archival material from wider access until he had brought them to publication. He was, one of his students remarked, 'fiercely competitive, though he usually managed to hide his competitiveness under the aplomb of a gentleman'.
'Ellmann loved anecdotes and good stories,' Leader tells us, 'and James Joyce is full of them.' In fact, as he later recalled, the inadvertent prompt for the biography was an anecdote. Ellmann was working on his first book, a study of W.B. Yeats, and became fascinated by the story of the 20-year-old Joyce calling on the poet, seventeen years his elder, with the kindly intention of explaining where Yeats was going wrong as a writer. 'How old are you?' Joyce asked after a long and inconclusive discussion. Yeats gave him an approximate answer and Joyce replied: 'I thought so. I have met you too late. You are too old.' Ellmann was clearly enchanted: 'As all mild men must, I was delighted by this arrogance,' at which point he seems to have become hooked on his new subject. When he interviewed Yeats's widow in 1945, he was keen to establish the authenticity of the tale and was delighted to find (as he thought) the story confirmed by a draft preface among Yeats's papers which Mrs Yeats showed him. And yet, elsewhere, Yeats disputed the story, and Joyce himself dismissed it as 'another story of Dublin public house gossip', telling an acquaintance 'even if I'd thought it I wouldn't have said it to Yeats. It would have been unmannerly.' 'Dubliners usually make the remarks which are attributed to them,' Ellmann says in his biography, and while it is impossible to regret that he proceeded on the basis of this most dubious axiom, you can't help wondering how robust some of the testimony in his book really is. Empson, for example, took exception to Ellmann's account of Joyce leaving Nora Barnacle, his intended, alone in a London park for two hours during their elopement while he called on the critic Arthur Symons. 'She thought he would not return,' Ellmann says. Empson considered it a libel on Nora's character to imply that she ran away with a man of whom she could think so dimly, and he was not persuaded when he tracked down the source in the endnotes: an interview with Joyce's sister Eva almost fifty years after the event, by which time the anecdote had acquired what he called 'quite a high polish'. 'This is not really a scientific way to write biography,' Empson argued.
I said that the book's warm reception was almost unanimous. One noisily dissenting voice was that of Hugh Kenner and part of his objection was similar to Empson's. 'What he asserts is so,' Kenner says of Ellmann's book, 'backed by a reference to an interview with someone whose credibility we have no means of assessing.' When a second edition came out in 1982, he returned with even more pepper, lamenting Ellmann's gullible readiness to accept what Kenner called 'the Irish Fact', meaning 'anything they tell you in Ireland'. Kenner took Ellmann's working principle to be that 'no good story should be rejected.' This is hardly fair to Ellmann, who often pauses to take the measure of his witnesses. But it is true that part of the book's appeal is precisely its character as a sort of oral history, much of it with the high polish of well-told tales. 'A nice collection could be made of legends about me,' Joyce wrote to his patron Harriet Shaw Weaver, and among other things James Joyce provides just that. Did Joyce's father really say, when he heard that his son had hooked up with someone whose surname was Barnacle, 'She'll never leave him'? An interview with Eva is the only source. I have always liked the story of the young artist standing his ground in a newspaper office, refusing to rewrite a negative review of a new book. 'I have only to lift the window and put my head out, and I can get a hundred critics to review it,' the editor protests. 'Review what, your head?' Joyce answers. Your pleasure is barely dented when you discover that the endnote attributes the story to the memoirs of someone who was not present.
Ellmann was wounded and angered by Kenner's reviews and, unusually for so courteous a man, refused to meet him. His annoyance was no doubt in part a response to Kenner's dismissal of biography tout court as 'not a science but a modest sub-genre of fiction'. However, Kenner did put his finger on one of the working assumptions of Ellmann's biography that other readers have also questioned, if less testily: that for Joyce, as Kenner put it, 'the writing is just the life re-thought' and so he 'put down little he'd not actually seen and heard', assumptions which for Kenner added up to the insinuation that 'James Joyce had not much imagination at all.' He did not make things up. But here Ellmann could adduce Joyce himself to his advantage: 'I have little or no inspiration or imagination,' he once wrote to Pound, and encouragingly told an early memoirist that 'imagination is memory.' Joyce's method was to incorporate lots and lots of 'stray material', as Ellmann put it, a way of proceeding that 'did not please Joyce very much because he considered it not imaginative enough, but it was the only way he could work'. Ellmann correspondingly saw his principal task as trying to establish 'the relation of fact to fiction' in Joyce, and in this he was encouraged by an early lead. He learned from an Irish scholar that the dismal character Haines, with whom Stephen Dedalus is sharing lodgings at the start of Ulysses, was based on a real person. 'I feel,' he wrote home to his parents, that 'I'm beginning to get a notion of what Joyce did to the facts for his artistic purposes.'
Ellmann recognised that his task was almost precisely the opposite of what had been required with Yeats, whose art cultivated a lofty antagonism towards the mundane and the ordinary. 'All things uncomely and broken, all things worn out and old', as Yeats puts it in an early poem, are what his imagination sought to reject as unworthy. 'I was glad to bring down to earthly level the legendary figures who walk his verse and prose,' Ellmann wrote of his Yeats book, but with Joyce the earthly part of his scholarly enterprise had already been done for him. Some of the most extraordinary passages in the biography spot the 'real life' sources for 'The Dead', the magnificent closing story in Dubliners, demonstrating the way the characters are 'reconstituted from Joyce's recollections'. No less striking is the chapter on 'The Backgrounds of Ulysses', which also portrays a Joyce who 'recomposed what he remembered, and he remembered most of what he had seen or had heard other people remember'. A representative sentence: 'When Molly Bloom objects to the singing of Kathleen Kearney, the name is a modification of that of Olive Kennedy, who appeared on a concert programme with Joyce in 1902.' Another: 'the name of Mrs Purefoy, whose labour pains end in the "Oxen of the Sun" episode with the birth of a boy, comes appropriately enough from Dr R. Damon Purefoy, in 1904 Dublin's leading obstetrician.'
It's not a surprise to learn that it was in locating Ulysses within real historical space and 'identifying the characters' who populate it, that Ellmann found himself 'most exhilarated by my success'. It is true that Ellmann's phrasing can make the business of writing a novel sound rather Frankensteinian at times: 'If bits and pieces of Mrs Chance, Signora Santos, Signorina Popper and Matt Dillon's daughter helped Joyce to design the outer Molly Bloom, he had a model at home for Molly's mind.' Ellmann's friend Ellsworth Mason noted his 'beaverosity', but in his own pugnacious way raised the important question of the advantages to be gained by such heroic industry. 'I do not think that the biographical details you have gathered, most of which were new to me, have clarified anything in my own mind about Joyce,' he wrote to Ellmann. 'They rather show that you have been having a fine time in Ireland.' Well, that's what friends are for, but still it is worth asking: does the origin of Mrs Purefoy's name bring anything to a reading of the chapter in which she appears? It feels more like a private diversion on Joyce's part, rather like his taking the name for the scurrilous Blazes Boylan from a very proper university contemporary who went on to become chief justice: 'Joyce must have keenly enjoyed his little private joke,' Ellmann says, but since it is private it is difficult to see what a reader of Ulysses has to do with it.
Ellmann himself conceded that his reader might well 'wonder what was the point of hunting down problematic live models for the characters'. But then, although vastly more diligent, he was hardly unusual in doing that: something about the sheer effort of verisimilitude of Ulysses seems always to have encouraged people to look for real people in it. According to Ellmann, the questions on everyone's lips when the book appeared were 'Are you in it?' or 'Am I in it?' The conflation of art and life that irritated Mason clearly felt quite natural to its first readers. Joyce played along mischievously. He would tell friends that Molly Bloom was sitting at another table in the restaurant and ask them to guess who she was. 'This game he continued for years,' according to Ellmann: the guess was never right. Dr Richard Best, who appears in the chapter set in the National Library, 'tall, young, mild, light', was exasperated when people told him he was a character in Ulysses: 'I am not a character in fiction. I am a living being,' he protested. Nora Joyce, by contrast, seems to have been blithely untroubled by the idea that novel and history might occupy a shared space. When she was asked whether she was Molly Bloom, she replied: 'I'm not - she was much fatter.'
That Ellmann shared that quotidian sense of the great novel is clear even from incidental touches: Davy Byrne's pub on Duke Street, he says at one point, was 'a haunt of Joyce and Bloom', as though one might have bumped into the other. I think the effect is rather magical, but Mason, anticipating Kenner and some other more recent Joyceans, took such a cast of mind to be problematic: by bringing art and life into such close relationship, Ellmann risked abolishing the difference between them altogether. 'You are weaving both the works and the non-works into a single, supposedly factual, fabric,' Mason told him in a reprimanding spirit. And it is true, as several commentators have pointed out, that Ellmann does occasionally take a detail from one of Joyce's books as evidence of the biography that we are then to understand lies behind the book, an oddly circular procedure which assumes, as Kenner said, that 'if they got into Joyce's fictions they were originally facts.' For example: was Joyce miserable at school? Stanislaus said he was perfectly happy, a view corroborated by a fellow student; but Ellmann adduced the evidence of Joyce's first novel to argue the contrary. 'A Portrait represents him as unhappy and unwell,' Ellmann says; but the referent of 'him' is Stephen Dedalus, not James Joyce, and even Leader is moved to call the slip 'culpable'. Similarly, when Ellmann is describing the obnoxious young Joyce visiting Mullingar, he says: 'Joyce seems to have relished buzzing the local residents with remarks like: "My mind is more interesting to me than the entire country."' That would indeed irritate anyone, but the only evidence of Joyce saying it seems to be a passage in Stephen Hero, the first version of A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man, which is a work of fiction: again, it is Stephen rather than James who is the buzzer in question.
Typically, it should be said, Ellmann remained fully alert to the provisionality of his biographical findings. Biographies, he remarks in his Oxford inaugural lecture, are bound to involve 'speculations, conjectures, hypotheses'. 'Even in a roman a clef, which Ulysses largely is,' he says, 'no key quite fits.' And he makes the nice observation that Joyce, who enjoyed singing a boisterous Bolognese song about having lost your house keys, depicts both Stephen Dedalus and Leopold Bloom as men without front-door keys. His pages absorb you in their sheer abundance, wonderfully exemplifying what Ellmann elsewhere said he looked for in a biography: 'as many facts as possible, organised of course, and selected, but not transformed to illustrate a thesis'. In this, he saw himself as emulating Joyce: the main job of the biographer was less a matter of 'observing' than of 'ferreting', which was also the word he used to describe 'Joyce's habit of ferreting out details'. Joyce, he wrote in an early essay, 'revelled in the very clutter of experience that Yeats constantly simplified and stylised'. As an aesthetic preference this might not seem very modernist. After Wyndham Lewis had sounded off about the lamentable Gothic profusion of Rouen cathedral, Joyce responded that he rather liked this 'multiplication of detail', and added, perhaps unnecessarily, that 'as a matter of fact, I do something of that sort in words.' Ellmann, too, believed in the authority of detail: 'What is the name of the town in which the Karamazovs live?' was the sort of question he liked to ask his class, rather than anything more existential. When Mason wanted to write about Joyce and the ideas of the philosopher Giambattista Vico, which might seem a perfectly good idea given Joyce's professed interest in him, Ellmann dismissed it out of hand: 'all this stuff about Vico and so on is, so far as I am concerned, all balderdash so far as a creative writer who is not a philosopher is concerned.' 'One preoccupation that never ceased to be fundamental to him was fidelity to fact,' Ellmann writes of Joyce, and both men would no doubt have agreed with Charles Tomlinson: 'Fact/Has its proper plenitude/That only time and tact/Will show, renew.'
Still,  Ellmann's book is something besides a compendium of Joycean detail. When a journalist praised him for having 'accumulated such a heavy mass of material on Joyce and asked, in effect, whether he had purposefully refrained from interpreting it', Ellmann responded, 'with a charming smile', that 'he had been under the misapprehension that he had interpreted it.' What he seems to have meant was that his book put forward a reading of Ulysses - one that, once again, deviated from what might seem the modernist norm. The novel largely follows the meandering progress of Leopold Bloom through the streets of Dublin on 16 June 1904, working throughout a parallel between his humdrum adventures and the heroic antics of Ulysses in The Odyssey. The prevailing view at the time, and the one espoused by Pound and Eliot, was that the Homeric parallel was satirically intended, and Bloom 'a debased or mock-heroic figure, a symbol of decline'. Ellmann was a fine literary critic as well as biographer, and the piece of criticism in James Joyce that has always most impressed me is his account of Joyce's reimagining of the mock-heroic, something that could only be the work of someone who loved jokes. To say that Bloom is a modern-day Ulysses is funny: when he wags his 'knockmedown cigar' in the face of the bigoted nationalist in Barney Kiernan's bar, for instance, he is a cut-price version of Ulysses brandishing his spear before the monstrous Cyclops. That juxtaposition is, indeed, a piece of mock-heroic, and the point was to comment on the shortcomings of the modern day. But then jokes, as Ellmann says, are not necessarily so simple, and the Joycean complication at work is what Ellmann calls 'the ennoblement of the mock-heroic'. For the cigar in its way is magnificent, and Bloom's faltering response to the prejudice he encounters genuinely heroic. Bloom may lack the ancient military virtues, but he possesses the secular qualities of 'prudence, intelligence, sensitivity and good will'. And he is kind to animals.
- Milk for the pussens, he said.
- Mrkgnao! the cat cried.
They call them stupid. They understand what we say better than we understand them.

The moment is wholly banal - you could hardly call it Homeric, less still an 'epiphany' - while at the same time Joyce offers it to us as the genuine enactment of virtue. 'Joyce was the first to endow an urban man of no importance with heroic consequence,' Ellmann announces as his theme in his opening pages; and it is an expression of Joyce's desire for us to admire his hero that he should, as Ellmann puts it, give to Bloom 'the power that he has himself, to infuse common things with uncommonness'.
Something of this rich Joycean mock-heroic energy gets into Ellmann's own voice: 'I am endeavouring to treat Joyce's life with some of the same fullness that he treats Bloom's life,' he told a friend. As Leader says, it is a wonderfully witty book, and its wit comes from Ellmann's keeping fully in mind the heroism of Joyce's artistic life and the frequent comedy of his human shortcomings. After he is beaten up at school for preferring Byron to Tennyson, he returns home with torn clothes: 'So his sufferings for his art began,' Ellmann writes, which is satirical and yet not untrue. The conclusion to his first trip to Paris is similarly pitched: 'As a last gesture he seems to have gone to a theatre and a brothel, and had himself photographed wearing a heavy, ill-fitting coat and a long-suffering look.' He is always drily funny on the subject of Joyce's finances: 'James saw no reason to limit his brother's sacrifices to genius, especially when genius had a family to support.' And there are many variations on the subject of Joyce's drinking: 'He engaged in excess with considerable prudence.' 'Nobody seems to be inclined to present me in my unadorned prosaicness,' Joyce complained when he began to be feted by admirers. Ellmann is finely alert to it, and in tune with the characteristic 'double aim' with which Joyce regarded his own heroism. 'May I kiss the hand that wrote Ulysses?' a devoted young man asks. 'No,' Joyce replies. 'It did lots of other things too.'
The form of Ellmann's appreciation of Joyce naturally places Ulysses, and more particularly Leopold Bloom, at the heart of the career. Once we get into the world of Finnegans Wake, the realm of the ordinary has dropped out of sight and the mixed nobility of Joycean mock-heroic is no longer easily available. Serious Joyceans, Leader reports, often cite this as a shortcoming, along with Ellmann's more general lack of engagement with the non-realist elements of Ulysses; but I cannot regret it myself. Ellmann said, as if prophetically, that he wanted 'to be read by amateurs as well as professionals'. The reason Ulysses appeals most is Leader's real subject in the biographical parts of his own work, and as Ellmann emulated Joyce, so Leader, on a smaller scale, emulates Ellmann. Ellmann told Stanislaus he wanted to give 'as accurate a picture as possible of the relatively uneventful outward life', a task which he supposed 'close to your brother's own method in Ulysses'.
Leader, too, pieces together the story of a life that might not otherwise seem rich for biographical treatment. Ellmann grew up in a well-to-do Jewish family, went to Yale, served in various administrative capacities during the war, landed a job at Northwestern and later moved to a chair at Oxford. His main deviation into the newsworthy was eloping with the essayist Mary Donahue, but his parents soon forgave him and, unlike the Joyces, they returned home and to respectability. He had three gifted children, including the novelist Lucy Ellmann; later in life, he had what seems like a happy and well-managed affair. He disliked parochialism and his fellow feeling for Leopold Bloom, a Jew and an internationalist, is not hard to account for: he was more interested in Joyce as a European writer than as an Irish one. Leader suggests that Ellmann's experience in dealing with vast and unwieldy military records probably helped him organise the unimaginable archive of notes that he brought to the biography.
Ellmann does indeed come across as Bloom-like in some ways: gutmutig (decent) was the way Joyce once described the protagonist of Ulysses. But in at least one respect Ellmann was quite unlike Bloom: he was tremendously successful. In 1951 he was the youngest full professor of English in America; later, he was among the most highly paid. And yet his self-description as 'mild' seems true. His image used to hang among the portraits of the great in the Oxford English faculty, a photograph showing him smiling benevolently from beneath a tweed hat: appropriately, for a champion of the quotidian, it was a determinedly normal face set alongside the fearsome medievalist walruses and a rather startling portrait of Lord David Cecil fresh (as it were) from fingering his Turgenev. But then, as Ellmann would say, it was Joyce's discovery that 'the ordinary is the extraordinary.'
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Short Cuts
Why Juries Matter
Francis FitzGibbon

2470 wordsJuries decide  the outcome of about 1 per cent of criminal cases in England and Wales, and yet the jury system is permanently under threat. The latest threat comes in Sir Brian Leveson's Independent Review of the Criminal Courts, which the government commissioned to deal with the ever growing backlog of cases in the Crown Court. Leveson suggests replacing the jury with a judge and two magistrates in a range of cases in which defendants can currently choose trial by jury rather than trial by magistrates; he also recommends that many offences become exclusively triable by magistrates alone. These offences include things like benefit fraud and possession of an indecent photograph of a child, conviction for which could have serious consequences: prison, a criminal record, loss of employment and an entry on the sex offenders register. Leveson also wants to remove serious fraud trials from juries because he thinks they are too complicated for randomly selected members of the public to understand. Instead, they would be tried by a judge and two financial experts. He would give defendants in any case that remains in the Crown Court the right to choose a trial by judge alone. And a judge would be able to decide to try any exceptionally long or complex case without a jury.
These are the headline-grabbers among the 45 recommendations in Leveson's 388-page report - the first of two that he has promised (the second part will deal with improving the efficiency of the Crown Court). But we have been here before. In 1986, Lord Justice Roskill's Fraud Trials Committee recommended removing serious and complex fraud cases from juries:
The public no longer believes that the legal system in England and Wales is capable of bringing the perpetrators of serious frauds expeditiously and effectively to book. The overwhelming weight of the evidence laid before us suggests that the public is right. In relation to such crimes, and to the skilful and determined criminals who commit them, the present legal system is archaic, cumbersome and unreliable.

It wasn't clear why Roskill was so sure of the view of 'the public' on this. The members of the public who formed the jury that year in the Guinness share-trading fraud trial had not been bamboozled, and found all four of the skilful and determined defendants guilty of theft and false accounting. (The judges in the Court of Appeal released one of those defendants, Ernest Saunders, after ten months of his five-year prison sentence because he had been diagnosed with incurable Alzheimer's. He later made medical history with a complete recovery. Who was bamboozled there?) Despite the support of heavyweight figures including the then lord chancellor, Lord Hailsham, Roskill's proposal was not enacted.
In 2001, another senior judge, Lord Justice Auld, was asked by the then lord chancellor, Lord Irvine, to produce a Review of the Criminal Courts of England and Wales. He repeated Roskill's suggestion that juries should be removed from serious fraud cases and also recommended 'the establishment of a unified Criminal Court' in which a judge and two magistrates would automatically deal with many cases that were triable by a jury. This is in substance what Leveson recommends, although he has a different name for the new court: Crown Court (Bench Division).
In 2015, Leveson was asked by the lord chief justice to produce a Review of Efficiency in Criminal Proceedings. He proposed a series of technical changes, many of which were wise and sensible; some of them were even enacted. He did not then advocate the creation of an Auldian 'unified court', although he noted the idea with approval. He felt that the then available IT systems weren't powerful enough to unify the disparate elements of such a court. No one who has to deal with the courts' IT today will feel any greater optimism on this point than Leveson did then.
If taking a raft of cases away from juries is as desirable as these three highly distinguished jurists believe it is, one wonders why the governments that commissioned these reports, both Conservative and Labour, have not made it happen. The reason is unlikely to have been a sentimental attachment to the jury. It's much more likely that they came to the conclusion that the cost far outweighed any calculable benefit. The same is likely to be true today. But the backlog of criminal cases has topped 75,000 and is forecast to grow. Some defendants on bail are being given court dates in 2029. Victims and defendants are in limbo: the guilty ones may well think they've got away with it. Witnesses' memories fade; some are no longer willing to engage with the process. It is an intolerable state of affairs. The number of defendants remanded in custody pending trial almost doubled between 2018 and 2024, from under nine thousand to seventeen thousand, adding pressure to the already overcrowded and crumbling prison system. The reduction in days on which the court sits was the main immediate reason for the delay in hearing cases, but Leveson correctly identifies twenty years of deliberate defunding by successive governments of all the parts of the criminal justice system as the underlying cause of the backlog. He makes the point that every part of the system - police, Crown Prosecution Service, defence lawyers, courts, prisons and the Probation Service - is mutually dependent on every other part. They all need to work together effectively if the system is to do what it is meant to do.
Leveson was a leading criminal QC. He prosecuted Rosemary West, Ken Dodd (beloved in Liverpool, acquitted of tax fraud by a Liverpool jury) and numerous other high-profile cases. He became a trial judge and rose to the Court of Appeal, ending as the president of the Queen's Bench Division of the High Court. Along the way he chaired the 2011-12 public inquiry into the 'culture, practices and ethics' of the British press that followed the phone-hacking scandal. His devotion to public service borders on the masochistic. He would probably have been appointed lord chief justice, but was thwarted by a (subsequently revised) age limit. In this new review, Leveson refers wistfully to his valedictory judicial speech, in which he said he would love to feel that he was leaving the criminal justice system in a better place than it was when he started his career. He now sees a threat of 'total system collapse':
cases have little or no chance of being brought before the court, victims and witnesses disengage and if they do attend court that would be three or four years later, when they cannot recall specifics. Overall, the criminal justice system would stagnate, open caseloads would continue to increase, agencies would not be able to cope and inefficiency would be the norm. Little or no consequences for lawlessness could lead to a breakdown in law and order and society taking things into their own hands. Every submission and discussion with criminal justice agencies that I have had as part of this review has confirmed this reality.

Leveson does not believe that improvements to existing arrangements, such as an increase in sitting days, better court maintenance and more judges, will be 'sufficient' to avert total collapse: 'less dramatic change will not alter the overall picture.' Apart from his plans for jury trials, Leveson's other proposals include a much greater use of diversion - treatment, rehabilitation programmes etc - and the resolution of minor offences outside the courts; improving and speeding up charging decisions by police and prosecutors; reinstating the magistrates' court's power to pass prison sentences of up to twelve months (it was extended to that period from May 2022 until March 2023, and again in October 2024); and reforming the procedure for appeals from the magistrates' court.
His most important proposal, however, is the creation of the Crown Court (Bench Division). My view, which many people in the profession share, is that it is hard to justify in principle and unlikely to dent the backlog rapidly or at all - not to mention the cost and the disruption it is likely to cause. Although, numerically, juries play a small part in criminal justice, they nevertheless represent and embody it. Professional judges and self-selected magistrates will not command the same respect and legitimacy. Judges used to be venerated, but now they are vilified. Imagine if a judge-only trial of an alleged prolific sex-offender or child killer resulted in an acquittal. 'Enemies of the people' - the Daily Mail's description of judges - would seem a mild criticism in comparison to the abuse the judge would get. There is no particular reason - let alone any empirical research - to think that a judge alone or with two magistrates will be any better at making factual decisions than twelve randomly chosen members of the public. As Stephen Sedley wrote in the LRB (7 April 1994),
the practice of law does not necessarily equip a person to distinguish fact from fiction, and ... the profession's received ways of distinguishing between the two are profoundly culture-based and culture-biased, learned in practice and carried forward into adjudication. This is why juries are such an important element in the system: by their existence they demystify fact-finding; they prove that twelve people from anywhere, in a well-structured environment, can carry out a critical judicial function.

And that is without reckoning on judges becoming case-hardened and cynical as a result of constant exposure to a diet of similar cases.
The judiciary is overwhelmingly white, male, and educated at private schools and Oxbridge. There is some diversity in backgrounds and personalities, but its members exhibit a degree of homogeneity, something the profession of law tends to foster. While the judiciary does not represent the diversity of the population at large, juries are the opposite. The franchise now includes everyone between the ages of 18 and 75 except prisoners, people detained under the Mental Health Act and senior members of the royal family. If you visit any Crown Court you can see that the jurors are representative of local demography. This is not ornamental. It matters. In the review written in 2017 by the current foreign secretary, David Lammy, 'into the treatment of, and outcomes for, Black, Asian and minority ethnic individuals in the criminal justice system', Lammy writes that 'juries deliberate as a group through open discussion. This both deters and exposes prejudice or unintended bias: judgments must be justified to others. Successive studies have shown that juries deliver equitable results, regardless of the ethnic make-up of the jury, or of the defendant.'
Leveson gives short shrift to the idea that we have a constitutional right to trial by jury. He is absolutely correct as a matter of legal theory when he asserts that 'there exists no constitutional or indeed any form of general common law right to trial by judge and jury. Neither Magna Carta nor the [European Convention on Human Rights] provides a legal basis to claim a right to a jury trial as a constitutional right.' An Act of Parliament gives defendants the right to choose a jury trial in 'either-way' cases that can otherwise be heard by a magistrates' court (such as assault occasioning actual bodily harm, possession of drugs with intent to supply, or thefts valued above PS200). Parliament decides which cases can only be tried by a jury. What Parliament gives, Parliament can take away. Article 6 of the ECHR guarantees the right to a fair trial, not a jury trial. It would be difficult to argue that a trial by properly appointed and qualified judges is by its nature unfair. But this misses the point.
The point is the distinction between what is constitutional and what is constitutive. In this country, trial by jury is constitutive of a fair, credible, legitimate system of criminal justice. It is what gives legitimacy to the state's extensive powers of coercion over wrongdoers. At some point in public consciousness, the constitutive merges with the constitutional, even if lawyers don't see it that way. The jury also occasionally works as a safety valve, acquitting the factually guilty when jurors think the state has abused its powers, as in some recent protest cases.* Rather than helping to avert system collapse, further erosion of the jury may hasten it.
So much for the principle. As Leveson makes clear, any attempt to reduce the backlog and reform the system will require heavy investment in all areas, starting with buildings that are literally collapsing. He forecasts that his new arrangements would save nine thousand days a year of the court's allocation of 'sitting days', but that is a finger in the air calculation. A similar number of days could be saved if the government agreed to pay for the courts to operate at their maximum capacity. The recent increase in sitting days follows deliberate cuts to the courts' capacity to use its full resources - a major contributor to the backlog.
Judges in Leveson's new court will have to provide a reasoned judgment in each case, setting out their factual findings and legal rulings. That will take time, especially in longer and more complex cases. That time will be taken away from other judicial work - presiding over the remaining jury trials and other Bench trials. There is already a national shortage of magistrates, who will be used to staff this new court, even if there are enough judges to cover the work. And although Leveson wants his new court to be part of the Crown Court, in its essentials it is really a glorified magistrates' court. The 2024 Judicial Attitude Survey showed that a high proportion of judges are unhappy with their working conditions; many feel unsafe inside and outside their courtrooms; they think their workloads are too high and are not properly reflected in salaries and pensions. Adding to their burdens may not be the best way to improve the quality of justice.
Leveson's suggestion for hearing fraud cases sounds more like a disciplinary tribunal than a criminal trial, staffed by knowledgeable peers of the defendant with full coercive, punitive powers. But serious fraud is serious because its impact goes beyond the misconduct of the fraudsters - it hurts the economy and the community at large. At its heart is dishonesty, a concept that any juror can grasp if the case is properly explained. The proposed specialist tribunal calls to mind the analysis of Magna Carta in 1066 and All That: 'That the barons should not be tried except by a special jury of other barons who would understand.'
Leveson does not seek to abolish juries altogether. But his plan - taking away cases that are small, long or complicated - would push the jury further to the margins of criminal justice and make further erosion more likely. That would be a loss. It is not the jury's fault that the system is in such a mess.
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Pretty Garrotte
Kasia Boddy

4332 wordsDorothy Parker  dreaded repetition and found it everywhere. In 1919, when she was just 25 and only months into her stint as Vanity Fair's theatre critic, she already claimed enough 'bitter experience' to know that 'one successful play of a certain type' would result in a 'vast horde' of copycats, 'all built on exactly the same lines'. In quantity at least, this was Broadway's golden age, just before radio and the movies ate up its audiences. At least five new shows opened each week and Parker sat through all the popular formulae: 'crook plays'; Southern melodramas; bedroom farces; musical comedies; plays in which 'everybody talks in similes'; and Westerns in which gold was 'sure to be discovered at five minutes to eleven'.
Topical themes promised 'novelty' but that dwindled in the inevitable 'follow-ups'. Parker noted a bevy of plays dealing with Prohibition, the 'Irish question' ('what a rough day it will be for the drama when Ireland is freed') and, worst of all, a 'mighty army of war plays' ('I have been through so many ... that I feel like a veteran'). Eventually the battlefield smoke cleared from the theatres, but the next slew of melodramas, about returning soldiers, was even more tedious. 'Heaven knows the war was hard enough,' she grumbled. 'Now the playwrights are doing their best to ruin the peace for us.'
Once she had identified a formula, Parker didn't devote much space to individual plays. Those she didn't like could be summed up quickly - 'The House Beautiful is the play lousy' - while those she admired, such as Eugene O'Neill's The Hairy Ape, made her coy: 'One is ashamed to place neat little bouquets of praise on this mighty conception.' On the whole, she preferred 'little, bitter twists of line and incident' to 'any amount of connected story' and always had time for dog actors, swashbucklers and songs that rhymed 'license' with 'five cents'. It was also easy to praise performances, whether on stage (Eddie Cantor, Jacob Ben-Ami and the 'flawless' Barrymore brothers were favourites) or in the stalls. Germs of short stories can be found in her descriptions of the couple who argue over Bernard Shaw's symbols, the woman who 'speculates, never in silence' about what's going to happen next, and the soldier who 'condescendingly translated' bits of French to his girl. 'You heard that guy saying toujours? That means today.'
Parker was fired from Conde Nast in 1920, after some of Broadway's biggest producers (all regular advertisers) complained about her constant savaging of their plays, and of Florenz Ziegfeld's wife. She continued as a drama critic at Ainslee's for another three years and then, in 1927, spent twelve months as 'Constant Reader', writing about books for the New Yorker and accruing what the magazine's founding editor, Harold Ross, described as a 'mountain of indebtedness'. 'Her Constant Reader,' he insisted, 'did more than anything to put the magazine on its feet, or its ear, or wherever it is today.'
Parker approached books in the same way as she had plays. That is, she tended to dodge analysis of works she admired: 'What more are you going to say of a great thing [in this case, Ring Lardner's collected stories] than that it is great?' Instead, she preferred what Sloane Crosley calls the 'low-hanging fruit' of Elinor Glyn, Emily Post and Winnie the Pooh, at whose insistent whimsy 'Tonstant Weader Fwowed Up'. The main draw was always Parker herself. Never mind the book, what readers wanted to know was that she'd hurled it across the room or assessed it as 'second only to rubber duck' as a 'bathtub companion'. 'And if it slips down the drainpipe, all right, it slips down the drainpipe.' And how could she be expected to finish Mussolini's The Cardinal's Mistress ('the Lord knows I tried') or Forty Thousand Sublime and Beautiful Thoughts ('conscientious though I be, I am but flesh and blood')? When Dwight Macdonald identified 'amiability' as the distinctive quality of New Yorker criticism, he wasn't thinking of Parker.
It's not all virtuoso demolition work. While she always insisted that she wasn't a 'real' critic, Parker is more astute than most on matters of style, the literary quality for which repetition is both most necessary and most risky. Doing certain things over and over is what makes a style distinctive, but it also leaves a writer vulnerable to parody, or self-parody. Parker homes in on the mannerisms that characterise 'mezzo-Hemingways' and Woolf's 'weaker sisters', while May Sinclair is chastised for turning out books 'with one hand tied behind her and a buttered crumpet in the other'. The one genre in which Parker didn't complain about duplication, on either the stage or the page, was crime. She confessed herself 'a confirmed user of Whodunnits'.
If reviews were more fun in the 1920s, that's partly because mass culture was new and critics still believed they could cut through its excesses with sheer force of personality. There was lots of talk about the threat to literature of 'standardisation', 'the machine age' and 'main street', and critics had to work hard to avoid comparisons with advertising agents. But if, as Edmund Wilson complained, too many reviews suggested that 'masterpieces are being manufactured as regularly as new models of motor cars,' debunking could also become an assembly-line job. Given that Parker filed copy so regularly, it's no wonder that she recycled her jokes and put-downs. (Or that she recycled them again in the late 1950s when, unable to make money elsewhere, she spent six years reviewing books for Esquire.)
Parker not only benefited from the early 20th-century Manhattan magazine boom, she reinvented herself in its image. Born in 1893, she was originally Dottie Rothschild, but not, she always pointed out, one of those Rothschilds. Her father, a partner in a successful clothing business, liked to go by his middle name, Henry, rather than the more Jewish Jacob. Her mother, Eliza, died when she was just four, followed, when she was nine, by an unloved stepmother (Henry's 'second Christian schoolteacher', Parker's biographer Marion Meade wryly notes). Dottie was a sickly child and, perhaps because of this, her formal education ended abruptly when she was just fourteen. When her father died six years later, there wasn't much left of the family fortune. Parker's self-presentation as a penniless orphan, in the style of her favourite literary heroine, Becky Sharp, was something of an exaggeration. But she certainly needed a job and all she could draw on was her childhood aptitude for writing humorous verses. The first that earned her a cheque - for $12 - was 'Any Porch', published by Vanity Fair in 1915, the same year that 'The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock' appeared in Poetry. Eliot may have identified the category of society women who come and go talking of Michelangelo, but it was Parker who, in nine meticulously metered and rhymed stanzas, provided the whole conversation.
'My husband says, often, "Elise,
You feel things too deeply you do -"'
'Yes, forty a month, if you please,
Oh, servants impose on me, too.'

The poem landed her a job at Vogue but she found it hard not to push against the magazine's over-developed sense of decorum. After one too many risque captions and jokes at the expense of well-known interior decorators, she was moved to Vanity Fair, whose editorial office had more of a party atmosphere. The magazine claimed to celebrate 'the assertion of the individual', but the individual it had in mind was a type: something close to, but certainly not to be confused with, more common 'species' such as the goofy flapper, the golfing girl or the 'trick vamp'.
Parker spent much of her time at Vanity Fair delineating these and other species in reviews, features and a popular series of 'hate' poems. Some of her targets have dated, but many are still recognisable: 'domestic women' whose 'every moment is packed with Happiness'; 'Serious Thinkers' who talk about humanity 'as if they had just invented it'; poets who demand to be told 'honestly - is it too daring?'; and magazine editors who 'never fail to find exceptional talents/In any feminine artist under 25'. Her first book publication followed in 1920, in the form of 'prose precepts' to accompany the drawings in High Society, a parodic etiquette guide by the cartoonist Fish. The book advises girls which kinds of men to avoid. Futurist artists, for example, 'always have a past'.
For Parker, debunking social types meant debunking the forms that went with them, particularly where romance was concerned. As a reviewer, she joked about the possibility, 'sometime, in the glorious future', of a play in which 'a penniless girl sets out to capture a millionaire - and doesn't get him.' As a poet, she adopted traditional verse forms (sonnet, ballad, triolet, roundel) to delineate love's very modern discontents. Parker wasn't the first to do this, as she readily admitted. All she had done was walk 'in the exquisite footsteps' of Edna St Vincent Millay, 'unhappily in my own horrible sneakers'. But it's sneakers you need if you want to get somewhere fast. Only Parker can reduce a 'Two-Volume Novel' to four lines:
The sun's gone dim, and
The moon's turned black;
For I loved him, and
He didn't love back.

Parker's problem, her friends all said, was that she fell in love with one 'twerp' after another, the common denominator being blond matinee idol looks. The prototype was Edwin Pond Parker II, a Connecticut stockbroker whom she married just before he enlisted in 1917 and whose pleasingly Wasp name she retained. They separated in 1922. Before long, she became pregnant (by another twerp), had an abortion and made the first of several suicide attempts. She also began to have regular lunches with other critics and theatre people at the Algonquin Hotel, where she became famous for well-timed barbs and 'improvisions on the four-letter words'. Freelancing at the New Yorker, she did her best to shock Ross, who, according to James Thurber, had 'an editorial phobia' about 'bathroom and bedroom' stuff. 'We damn near printed a newsbreak about a girl falling off the roof,' Ross once confided to Thurber. 'That's feminine hygiene, somebody told me just in time.' (On another occasion, however, Parker gleefully smuggled in the phrase 'like shot through a goose'.)
This kind of thing was particularly enjoyable when issued in the soft 'finishing-school' drawl of a woman not five foot tall and, Hemingway complained, apt to weep 'at the mention of an injustice to some small defenceless animal'. If the editor of Vogue already had her pegged in 1915 as 'treacle-sweet of tongue but vinegar witted', it was Alexander Woollcott who created the brand, describing 'Our Mrs Parker' in a 1933 Cosmopolitan profile as 'a blend of Little Nell and Lady Macbeth'. Other friends and frenemies riffed on the theme. Corey Ford opted for animal imagery: Parker was 'a demure little lady with the tongue of an adder', a kitten whose 'sheathed claws were lightning-fast'. Ben Hecht preferred military metaphors, writing in one memoir of 'the pretty garrotte of phrases in Parker's reticule', and, in another, upgrading her armoury to 'a machine-gun nest capable of mowing down a town'. In less hyperbolic terms, Parker's friend Lillian Hellman tried to explain 'the game of embrace-denounce' as a self-destructive response to her own neediness.
But  Parker's 1920s weren't all cocktails and corrosion. She wrote regularly for several magazines, contributed a chapter to a group novel called Bobbed Hair and a song about flappers to the musical No Sirree! She collaborated with F.P. Adams on a book about the men and women they wouldn't marry ('no species rare'), and with Elmer Rice on a play, Close Harmony, which had a short run in 1924. She also published two collections of verse. Unusually for poetry, Enough Rope (1926) and Sunset Gun (1928), which have been reprinted in a new Everyman edition, were bestsellers. They were also reviewed in serious-minded places such as Poetry, which praised Parker's 'frank American humour', and the New Republic, where Edmund Wilson compared her to Alexander Pope in her 'flatly brutal' ability to grasp 'contemporary reality' and to offer a 'criticism of life'.
Life in these books, however, is largely romantic. And the reality is not that it goes wrong but that it goes wrong again and again and again. Parker relies on traditional cyclical imagery, of the seasons and the 'renovated skies' of dawns and dusks, to evoke 'Recurrence' (as one ballad styles it). 'Into love and out again/Thus I went and thus I go,' a poem entitled 'Theory' begins. The speaker of another, 'De Profundis', asks whether she'll ever meet a man 'Who'll not relate, in accents suave,/The tales of girls he used to have?' Knowing 'all the songs were ever sung,/All the words were ever said' is one thing; living those songs on repeat is another. But what is particularly painful is the sense of gradual diminishment, the recognition that 'every love's the love before/In a duller dress':
Oh, gallant was the first love, and glittering, and fine;
The second love was water, in a clear white cup;
The third love was his, and the fourth was mine;
And after that, I always get them all mixed up.

What Parker's poems declare, her stories dramatise. Consider 'Big Blonde'. The protagonist, unusually for Parker, has a name, Hazel Morse. But she's also a specimen of the genus 'good sport', 'the type that incites some men ... to click their tongues and wag their heads roguishly'. Parker describes speakeasies filled with women who look 'remarkably alike' ('abundantly breasted') and 'always the newcomers resembled those whom they replaced.' It's easy to mix up the men too. Now middle-aged, Hazel struggles to reconstruct the 'blurred and flickering sequence' of Herbie, Ed, Charley, Sydney, 'then there was Billy. No - after Sydney came Ferd, then Billy.' But what did it matter? 'There were no surprises.'
For Hazel, and often it seemed for Parker, the dreariness of life is matched only by the tedium of trying to end it. 'You might as well live,' 'Resume', one of her most famous poems, concludes. But how, or rather in what mood? There is always more than one way, hence Parker's fondness for a double voice: in poems which deflate their own lyricism with cynical parenthetical asides or deflationary last lines, and in stories which stage debates between characters or, more often, within a single character's consciousness. The monologue 'Sentiment', for example, begins with a woman in a taxi contemplating a former lover and wondering 'why people are so contemptuous of feeling'. We're on her side until the taxi seems to be approaching 'our house', 'the place of our love and our laughter'. She is sure her heart will 'burst', that she will 'die'. Then she looks up and realises that they're on 65th Street, not, as she'd thought, on 63rd. The car drives on and what her ex called her 'fool sentimentalising' dissipates. For now. A tonal back and forth is also central to 'The Waltz', narrated by a woman 'locked' in a 'noxious embrace' on the dancefloor. Her partner kicks her shin and she daydreams about murder, while reassuring him that 'it didn't hurt the least little bit. And anyway, it was my fault.' And although she feels the minutes drag on interminably, as soon as the music stops she turns to her partner to ask if he might slip the band $2o to repeat the waltz.
An embrace and a taxi are typical of the confined spaces in which Parker sets many of her stories, as is the sense of moving but going nowhere. But if her characters often seem trapped, Parker was determined that she wouldn't imprison herself in the familiar formulas of the magazine story. In her review of The Best Short Stories of 1927, she lampoons the 'same old' plots, characters and even phrases that magazine readers encounter 'over and over, month after month'. But the debunking work of parody was merely the first line of attack in the effort to modernise the short story. While Parker felt a great affinity with Ring Lardner, because he viewed his characters with 'strange, bitter pity', it was Hemingway whom she described as the 'greatest living writer of short stories'. All three tended to reduce narrative to a key scene, and character to a voice defined by repetition and evasion. Several of Parker's stories make particularly effective use of the new medium of the telephone to dramatise romantic disconnection: he takes calls from other women; he pretends the line's faulty; he hangs up; he doesn't ring though he said he would and she prays to God to 'keep me away from that telephone ... Let me still have just a little bit of pride.' In other stories, speakers are characterised by their reliance on a particular turn of phrase. 'Here we are,' a nervous bridegroom intones; 'you were perfectly fine,' a woman reassures a 'pale young man' who can't remember the drunken night before, and especially not his proposal of marriage. 'I live on your visits,' a mother kvetches to her son. 'Ah, mom,' is his only, repeated, response.
When 'Big Blonde' won the O. Henry award for the best short story of 1929, Scott Fitzgerald wrote to his editor, Maxwell Perkins, urging him to sign up Parker for a novel because 'just now she's at a high point as a producer.' But, despite some torturous attempts, Parker soon gave up on that idea. In any case, her particular skills - rapid-fire dialogue and just-held-back sentiment - were better suited to the newest game in town: talking pictures. Parker had spent most of the 1920s pronouncing her aversion to the movies ('any motion-picture theatre is as an enlarged and magnificently decorated lethal chamber to me'), but like Fitzgerald, and so many of her New York friends, she was lured west by the prospect of 'streets paved with Goldwyn'. Newly married again, to the writer and actor Alan Campbell, she moved to Hollywood in 1934 and worked there, on and off, for almost thirty years. While she endlessly complained about the way writers were treated on the 'Isle of Do-What's-Done-Before', she took her work seriously. 'No matter what the result, and no matter how caustically comic you are about it afterwards,' she told one journalist, 'what you did was your best. And to do your best is always hard going.'
Campbell and Parker were an effective team. She pitched ideas; he attended to contractual details. He kept the story on track; she made the conversations snap and crackle. They were often hired to fix up other people's scripts or, as in the case of It's a Wonderful Life (1946), to do a 'dialogue polish'. Since these were rarely credited, it's hard to identify all their contributions.
In Dorothy Parker in Hollywood, Gail Crowther makes some brave guesses at 'Parkeresque-sounding' lines. Her real subject, however, is Parker's complicated relationship with Campbell, and the films that interest her most are those in which she might be 'writing about her own life'. The Parker and Campbell story is a pure melodrama of heavy drinking, loud fighting and fabulous houses. They divorced in 1947, remarried in 1950, separated in 1952, but were living and working together again when he killed himself in 1963. It's tempting to find 'parallels' for their lives in the two tricky-marriage films for which Parker received Oscar nominations: A Star Is Born (1937), whose screenplay she wrote with Campbell, and Smash-Up: The Story of a Woman (1947), the original treatment for which she wrote with Frank Cavett. But Parker and Campbell also worked on a more upbeat version of marital collaboration. Sweethearts (1938) is a Nelson Eddy-Jeanette MacDonald comedy about Broadway performers forced to sing the same numbers night after night after night. The title refers both to an operetta, which, like the couple, has been going for six years, and to its seeming replacement: MGM's first Technicolor movie. On the one hand, royal Ruritanian duets; on the other, a modern, working marriage. As ever, Parker seemed to want it both ways.
But a third way was also developing. It was in Hollywood that Parker began to devote large amounts of time and energy to what Crowther calls her 'bold and brave' activism. She first became interested in politics in 1927, when she marched against the imminent executions of Sacco and Vanzetti. But it was as a dirndl-wearing member of the Hollywood Popular Front that Parker became serious about organising. Her main work was for the Screen Writers Guild and the Hollywood Anti-Nazi League, of which she was a founding member. She also helped to finance Joris Ivens's film The Spanish Earth and visited Spain herself in 1937. Her most enduring concern, however, was with civil rights. As a reviewer in the 1920s, Parker had drawn attention to the lack of opportunities for Black actors and praised Claude McKay's Home to Harlem as a welcome antidote to the fashionable white fetishism that her story 'Arrangement in Black and White' satirised. Later, she raised funds for the defence of the Scottsboro boys, and when she died, in 1967, her estate went to Martin Luther King and, after his death, to the NAACP.
Crowther admires the fact that, in the midst of all this, Parker repeatedly 'dissected her own privilege'. 'Soldiers of the Republic', for example, begins with the narrator welling up at the sight of a Spanish baby with a blue ribbon in its hair, only to cut herself short: 'Oh, for God's sake, stop that!' And that's only the first of the mea culpas. She has hardly finished handing out cigarettes to soldiers before she starts to chastise herself as 'Little Lady Bountiful. The prize sow.' Self-deprecation had always been part of the slick magazine's understanding of sophistication. In her early poems, for example, Parker describes herself as the author of 'little trills and chirpings', 'little things that no one needs', compared to the 'Big Boys' of modernism. But this is light-hearted and playful - nothing like the self-disgust one finds in the late 1930s pieces.
Parker wasn't, of course, the only writer at the time who felt the need to distance herself from an earlier frivolity. Having made careers talking 'largely about small matters and smally about great affairs', Thurber explained, his contemporaries all found it difficult to recalibrate. But no one else turned on themselves quite so wholeheartedly. Writing in New Masses, Parker denounced the 'little, selfish, timid things' she had once written, and dismissed a sense of humour as an 'out-of-date garment'.
But little and funny was what Parker was best at. Her attempts at 'I-have-seen' reportage or symbolic social realism - such as 'Clothe the Naked', about the humiliation of a Black laundress and her grandson - fall flat. Speechifying, rather than speech, is a feature of her contribution to Hitchcock's anti-fascist film Saboteur (1942). In one of its most celebrated scenes, written by Parker, the man-on-the-run finds sanctuary with a group of circus freaks, one of whom points out the 'parallel to the present world predicament'. But that's already more than apparent, right down to the Hitler moustache on a malignant midget called the 'Major'. Hitchcock somehow thought this all 'too subtle', so viewers are then subjected to a series of speeches reassuring them that democracy will survive because 'people that get a kick out of helping each other fight the bad guys.' But a much better, since not remotely allegorical, version of the same point had already been made about thirty minutes earlier in another Parker-polished scene. Here the fugitive hitches a ride with a truck driver who riffs about the monotony of his job and his wife's love of hats and movies: 'Buys a hat so she can put it on and goes to the picture show so she can take it off.' This is an America worth saving.
During the 1950s, as various institutions (Yaddo, the American Academy of Arts and Letters, the Paris Review) lined up to honour her work, Parker graciously dismissed the lot. There had been plenty of other wags - at the Algonquin, in the offices of Vanity Fair and the New Yorker, and on the MGM lot - doing 'calisthenics with words'. Her five plays 'just weren't good enough'; she hadn't written poetry at all, just 'verses', and they were now 'terribly dated'; comparing her stories to Lardner's was 'much too high praise'. Yes, A Star is Born had been nominated for an Oscar, but she could hardly remember the movie. When one interviewer, Studs Terkel, tried to bypass all this, describing her as 'a writer of profound compassion and tenderness and understanding', Parker asked if he was 'talking about somebody else'. 'I think, Mrs Parker, you are low rating yourself,' he retorted. 'I'm afraid you're wrong,' were her last words on the subject.
A hundred years after Parker's pomp, the zingers that she muttered to friends over a Scotch, or tossed off to meet a magazine deadline, continue to circulate; one can even subscribe to a daily feed. She also remains the touchstone for any attempt to characterise sardonic humour, whether it comes from Fran Lebowitz, Andrew Sean Greer or David Sedaris. Nora Ephron worked hard to overcome her 'Dorothy Parker problem', but others embrace it. Amy Sherman-Palladino, the creator of Gilmore Girls and The Marvellous Mrs Maisel, called her production company Dorothy Parker Drank Here. Parker would be mystified by the continuing attention. But with no end in sight of faithless men and sentimental fools, of 'do-what's-been-done-before' movies and whimsical essays about 'what the author feels when riding in the subway', it's too soon to give her up.
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Things go kerflooey
Ruby Hamilton

6950 wordsDavid Lynch's  films seemed to come out of nowhere. That's what he said, anyway. Ideas were 'little gifts ... They just come into your head and it's like Christmas morning.' One moment he would be thinking about Bobby Vinton's 1963 cover of 'Blue Velvet'; the next thing he knew, a severed ear was lying in a field. 'That's why I don't think I can take credit for anything I've ever done,' he told an interviewer in 2019. Even the idea of making films took him by surprise. One evening in 1967, he was working in his studio at the Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts when he found himself imagining the wind wafting through one of his canvases: 'Oh, a moving painting.'
When Lynch died earlier this year, aged 78, from complications relating to emphysema following the fires in Southern California, he had directed ten feature-length films - seven of them, by my count, anybody else's masterpiece - and created, with Mark Frost, the show that 'changed TV for ever', Twin Peaks. At least to begin with, he took anyone who met him by surprise. Mel Brooks, who produced his second film, The Elephant Man (1980), 'expected to meet a grotesque, a fat little German with fat stains running down his chin', but Lynch was a well-groomed Northwesterner of mild manners and earnest cheer, the still wet behind the ears son of committed Presbyterians. 'I'm not all that strange, really,' he would tell journalists. For years, his biography on press releases was just four words long: 'Eagle scout, Missoula, Montana.' He wasn't just American, but freakishly American, and like any good scout was both pathologically self-assured and incurably naive. David Foster Wallace said that he spoke like 'Jimmy Stewart on acid' (though Lynch's addictions were the diner-appropriate kind: coffee, sugar, cigarettes). Whatever the contradiction - mainstream avant-gardist, reactionary visionary, pervert in a top-buttoned shirt - it could be reduced to something essentially 'Lynchian': a form of irony, in which everything was also something else.
This was part of his charm. No other director made films so obviously shaped by personal obsessions while advocating such an extreme form of 'any interpretation goes' relativism. There were criticisms: he was too misty-eyed about Eisenhower; the women in his films were gawked at, humiliated or left for dead; he was too corn-syrupy, like Capra, or not sweet enough; and wasn't there something a little screwy about all that transcendental meditation? Audience reactions (run-outs, not walk-outs) got him down, but he didn't mind the critics. When Gene Siskel and Roger Ebert gave Lost Highway (1997) 'two thumbs down!', he quoted them on the poster as 'two more great reasons' to see the film. (Ebert often emerges as the arch-loser of the Lynch story, sulkily admitting that he felt 'jerked around' by the weirdness of the films.) By the time I came to Lynch's films, in the mid-2010s, the scores had been settled: he had shaken off the prefixes 'pseudo' and 'faux', and 'genius' was no longer followed by 'or an idiot'. Blue Velvet (1986) was the film Fredric Jameson got wrong. Viewers could now enjoy with impunity everything that had so upset feminists and conservatives and jobbing film reviewers. The new line was that you shouldn't - and, anyway, couldn't - do anything as crass as to interpret Lynch's films: they were there to be 'experienced', perfect little mysteries, shiny hydrophobic surfaces that repelled any drop of explication.
Still, many have tried. Since the early 1990s, there have been sweeping studies of the filmography (the first and best by Michel Chion), several biographies (including the memoir-biography Room to Dream), themed scholarly anthologies, brilliant but exhausting Lacanian decodings, two surprisingly hefty books of interviews, at least one sloppy hit job, and dozens of monographs that have expanded Lynch studies laterally: Lynch and dreams, Lynch and authorship, Lynch and sound etc. Mike Miley's David Lynch's American Dreamscape falls into the last category. It sets out to place Lynch's work on 'an aesthetic continuum that extends beyond cinema', linking each film to 'popular literary and musical cultures'.
Lynch and music aren't an odd coupling. His films are inseparable from 1960s pop songs, slinky jazz and the woozy 'angel-on-Quaaludes' ballads of Julee Cruise. In a career shaped by lasting collaborations, his greatest was with his composer, Angelo Badalamenti, the Herrmann to his Hitch, who could meet even the vaguest brief ('Be very Russian'). There's a video on YouTube of Badalamenti describing the way he and Lynch composed Laura Palmer's theme for Twin Peaks ('OK, Angelo, we're in a dark woods now, and there's a soft wind blowing through some sycamore trees') that is the closest you'll get to crawling inside Lynch's head. The idea of a literary Lynch is more curious. By his own admission, he was not a big reader and his aversion to putting things in words is well noted. (Miley opens his first chapter by quoting a notorious exchange with an interviewer: 'Believe it or not, Eraserhead is my most spiritual film.' 'Elaborate on that.' 'No.') In an early short, The Alphabet, a young girl is hounded by the ABCs - 'a little nightmare about the fear connected with learning'.
But Lynch did have a distinctive approach to language; there were the mantric repeated phrases in each film, the backwards speech of Twin Peaks, and his own way of talking, which was marked by non sequiturs and folksy slang ('peachy keen'). His voice was magnificently reedy, and one of the great jokes in Twin Peaks is that he cast himself as the hearing-impaired regional FBI chief who can't help shouting secrets out loud. His main rhetorical mode was hyperbole inflected by a homebrewed Manicheanism: good things were 'dreamy', 'solid gold', 'killer'; anything bad was 'the worst' or 'like death'. He liked to measure things by the hair, which he'd do while fluttering the fingers of one hand. Just a hair of fear. A hair of abstraction.
David Lynch's American Dreamscape doesn't chart 'direct and unambiguous' musical or literary influences, which Miley sees as a 'losing game': 'Artist A influenced Artist B: so what?' It's a fair point to make about Lynch, who refused to say much about his heroes. (Kafka: 'I really dig him.' Tati: 'I love that guy.' Bacon: 'The guy, you know, had the stuff.') Instead, under the auspices of Julia Kristeva, Lynch is 'best understood intertextually', by looking at what was 'in the air' around him. The resulting essays, some more enjoyable and convincing than others, situate the films alongside the flotsam and jetsam of postwar America: Twin Peaks and the teenage tragedy song; Blue Velvet and children's literature; Wild at Heart and rock'n'roll at the crossroads. It's an anti-auteurist approach, resisting 'definitive, reductive or "correct"' readings, and therefore Lynch-approved, but when you return to the films, this sanctioned obliquity - so often the result of Lynch's own refusal to talk about his work - begins to grate. The films demand some confrontation. What are they? And what kind of person dreamed them up?
[image: ] David Lynch with Isabella Rossellini and Kyle MacLachlan on the set of 'Blue Velvet' in 1985.




Lynch was born in 1946, the same year as another director and eagle scout, Steven Spielberg. His childhood was a time of 'euphoric ... chrome optimism', as he put it: everybody smiling all the time. It was almost embarrassing, he admitted, to be so 'normal', to have a mother called Sunny and a father who worked for the Department of Agriculture and left the house each morning in a ten-gallon cowboy hat. The obvious contrast between the sylvan dream of his upbringing - Douglas firs, rainbow trout - and the nightmarishness of his films was hard to ignore, not least because he played up to it. 'As an eagle scout in Missoula, Montana, did you have such graphic visions of violence?' a reporter asked at the premiere of his most lurid film, Wild at Heart (1990). 'Even worse,' Lynch replied. There aren't many children in his work, yet he is sometimes accused of Blakean naivety, of innocence and wonder unencumbered by experience. It isn't just that logging towns reappear, or that he regularly invoked the 1950s ('They never went away'), but that his apparent amorality - less glaciated or obviously affected than Warhol's - resembled a child's sado-curiosity. Of the notable events (or images) in his childhood, two stand out: the first is of the young Lynch registering with horror the black, ant-infested sap oozing out of a cherry tree, a sign of the 'wild pain and decay that accompanies everything'; the second is of Lynch and his brother playing on the street one evening, when a naked woman with a bloodied mouth stumbled 'out of the darkness' - a memory which he described, helplessly and uneasily, as 'beautiful'.
Lynch decided to become a painter after reading The Art Spirit by Robert Henri (Edward Hopper's teacher), which convinced him that 'the art life' was the ideal form of American self-expression. This conviction carried him to art schools in Washington DC, Boston and Philadelphia, and briefly to Europe, on a failed odyssey to train under Oskar Kokoschka. Once he realised paintings could move, he made his first short, Six Men Getting Sick (Six Times), and then The Alphabet, which earned him a spot at the American Film Institute in LA. 'It was completely chaotic and disorganised, which was great ... They wanted to let people do their thing.' He quickly put the school's resources to work. When one of the administrators realised the new test stock had been used to make a short about an amputee having her stumps tended, there was no need to ask: 'Did Lynch have something to do with this?'
Lynch's first feature-length film, Eraserhead, is the only one of his works whose origin he called attention to: it 'came out of the air in Philadelphia', 'a very sick, decadent, decaying, fear-ridden place', which had made a strong impression on him as an art student. He remembered its factories and the 'smiling bags of death' in the morgue across the road. Eraserhead tells the story of Henry, an awkward, anxious man with a six-inch pompadour the shape of a mushroom cloud. He inhabits a derelict, industrial planet. The film was made in a live-in studio on the grounds of the AFI, with only six or seven main cast and crew and a grant of $10,000, supplemented by Lynch's job delivering the Wall Street Journal. Jack Nance, who would become his friend and long-term collaborator, was cast as Henry. Lynchian figures move at strange speeds, and Nance has the waddling gait of Chaplin's tramp. Almost every shot of him is a reaction shot but he reacts slowly or not at all (his close-ups are lightly befuddled; 'Just be a total blank' was Lynch's direction). Henry can be tetchy, but there's something cutesy about him, which has everything to do with his smallness (Lynch liked to imagine Nance at home 'wearing his little slippers'). His appearance suggests we might be in a slapstick world of harmless dysfunctionality, so it's unsettling when things go kerflooey in violent, erratic ways: bodies are beset by epilepsy, nosebleeds or rictus grins, and Henry's girlfriend gives birth to a monstrous baby, a mewling, bulbous, pustulant thing, which seems less a child than a messed-up product of this 'very sick' place.
It isn't clear what the baby in Eraserhead is, and the fact that it fares about as well as the calf's eye in Un Chien Andalou led some to denounce the film as a 'sickening bad taste exercise', while others (Miley included) have found in it a 'reactionary core': Henry's liberation is achieved only by the destruction of self and others, as is often the case in Lynch's world. Eraserhead exhibits all the hallmarks of his later works: eerie interiors; creepy singing; the camera moving into darkness; heads falling off (part of Lynch's obsessively acephalic imagery, which has something to do with the head as the place where 'bad thoughts' happen). It's not just bodies that act up, the camera itself is paroxysmic, moving from crawling long takes to sudden close-up inserts. The most unusual aspect of the film is the musique concrete soundscape by Alan Splet (whom Lynch discovered making industrial films in Philadelphia), particularly the low rumbling noise that returns in nearly every Lynch project. Like the shrill wind soughing through Fellini's films, overdubbed and not always aligned with the image, the Lynchian rumble seems to emanate from everywhere and nowhere at once.
Lynch was lucky throughout his career to find collaborators, promoters and money men who were either amazed by his work or at least canny enough to see its appeal. Eraserhead might have vanished if it hadn't been for Ben Barenholtz, the king of New York's midnight movie scene, who had also popularised Alejandro Jodorowsky's 'acid Western' El Topo and John Waters's 'filth epic' Pink Flamingos. Waters - a direct contemporary but no eagle scout - was another early Lynchhead. Eraserhead isn't what we now associate with 1970s 'cult' cinema - it isn't camp or explicitly countercultural and it wasn't thrown together quickly or roughly. Lynch wasn't a cineaste like Tarantino, but he wasn't a purveyor of anti-establishment perversion either: he was film school-educated, with a better grasp of classical cinema than he let on (a recent auction of his archive included a number of film books). Eraserhead was odd and strange-looking, but it was also well acted, well made and not impossible to follow. And if you wanted a pop-psychology spin, Lynch was a new father at the time. Brooks, who was looking for someone to direct The Elephant Man, got it immediately: 'It's an adolescent's nightmare of responsibility.'
The Elephant Man and the film that followed, an ill-fated adaptation of Frank Herbert's Dune, were Lynch's works as a hired hand, interesting for the ways his signature slips into the frame. A mid-budget Victorian period drama starring genteel English thesps was hardly a natural project for Lynch and he had a miserable time making it. His 'four dark days' came in a garage in Wembley as he tried to make John Merrick's prosthetics out of glycerine, latex and baby powder. Everything remarkable about The Elephant Man was there in Eraserhead, only now it had been, depending on your view of the film, either domesticated or clarified by the more conventional genre apparatus. One of its many fans was Dino De Laurentiis, Carlo Ponti's only rival as Italy's greatest tycoon-producer, who chucked $42 million at Lynch to make Dune (1984). (Americans were always bad at giving him money; he was better served by the less risk-averse Italians and French.) I'm not in the line of defending Dune - that's bad business - but it's easy to see why Lynch was drawn to the Jungian dream-junk of Herbert's novel, and his oily Baron reaches levels of grotesquery to which Denis Villeneuve's remakes, for all their aggressive competence, could never stoop. Still, there's no getting past the worms.
What these early films have in common, apart from not being set in America (Miley's justification for omitting The Elephant Man and Dune), is Lynch's embrace of the 19th-century industrial gothic - smoke, steam, thumping machinery. He has been called a 'fetishistic' director, in the Hitchcock-blonde way, but there are other types of image he returned to just as obsessively. 'No one has gotten the power in cinema that I feel there is in industry and factory workers,' he said about Dune. 'This notion of fire and oil.' This 'notion' is there in the later films, in the car crashes, smoking engines, chromework and tailfins, the polished gun barrels, shots fired, matches struck, cigarettes lit, houses gone up in flames. All those combustible and fissile things. It culminates in two crazed images at the centre of Twin Peaks: The Return (2017): the Trinity test, no longer a photograph on Henry's wall in Eraserhead but recreated onscreen for nine nightmarish minutes, and the appearance of a terrifying figure called 'the Woodsman', a dishevelled Abraham Lincoln impersonator slicked in oil, with one question on his lips: 'Gotta light?'
Dune gave Lynch two gifts. The first was Kyle MacLachlan, the young boy from Washington who played its lead. Lynch wasn't known for obvious casting choices and sometimes he picked actors from magazines or for 'the look in their eyes'. Extras might be found on the street or, in one case, in a bothersome studio exec visiting the set ('Get him to hair and make-up!'). Frank Silva, the equine-faced, scraggly-haired set dresser on the pilot of Twin Peaks, was moving furniture in Laura Palmer's bedroom when Lynch had his eureka moment: here was BOB, Twin Peaks's embodiment of pure evil. But it's not hard to see why MacLachlan - peachy keen, with just a hair of Lynch's gee-wizardry - would work as his surrogate in his next film, Blue Velvet. The second gift was a financial lesson: a big budget meant next to nothing if he didn't have full creative control. When De Laurentiis gave him a modest six million dollars but also the final cut for Blue Velvet, 'it was just a euphoria. And when you work with that kind of feeling, you can take chances.'
In February 1987, five months after the release of Blue Velvet, the BBC's Arena aired an episode 'presented by David Lynch' in which he introduced a number of clips from early Surrealist films (by Jean Cocteau, Rene Clair and Max Ernst, among others) and declared: 'I'm very happy to be a fellow traveller with any of these guys, for sure.' Yet when he introduces a clip from Blue Velvet - the opening montage of small-town kitsch - it looks more like the hard-edged Technicolor of a Douglas Sirk melodrama than anything by Cocteau. If Lynch was 'the first popular surrealist', as Pauline Kael described him in 1986, the 'pop' part was just as important as the surreal.
Lynch inherited from Sirk the basic tenets of melodrama: that the objects, people and gestures that seem most simple, even cliched, are those most burdened by meaning, and that a world which proffers total transparency - what Peter Brooks called the melodramatic 'world of hyper-significant signs' - actually yields nothing of the sort. Blue Velvet is the story of Jeffrey Beaumont, a college student played by MacLachlan, who discovers a seedy nether-city of sexual violence, kidnapping and murder within his small all-American town. Miley likens its 'maturation plot' to children's literature, 'tools of social instruction and citizen-making', and it's true that the film has a picture-book literalism - the lumber town is called Lumberton, its Sandra Dee-style ingenue Sandy - and Jeffrey's detective style is more Hardy Boys than hard-boiled. The discovery of a severed ear leads him to a nightclub singer called Dorothy Vallens (Isabella Rossellini), who is trapped in an uncomfortable sadomasochistic arrangement with Frank Booth, played by Dennis Hopper ('I am Frank Booth,' the audition-cum-threat went). Rossellini's character, 'degraded, slapped around, humiliated', as Ebert put it, upset the critics, though some of their remarks now read like a particular kind of pearl-clutching: how dare she, who has her mother's face and low voice, look so cheap? But her tawdry turn isn't great just because it made the nuns in Rome pray for her; it's great because she seemed to understand, more than most, that everything in Blue Velvet, and in melodrama more generally, is in bad taste because it's painfully exoteric, on the surface, refusing depth. The film demands that she weep and wail and wield a big knife, looking less like a Hollywood femme fatale with a secret than a giallo scream queen: cheaply bewigged, garishly styled, excessively 'foreign', too much what she seems.
It is sometimes argued that Lynch couldn't be an ironist because he believed sincerely in the distinctions he depicted: good v. evil, small-town dream v. urban nightmare. He's been claimed and disclaimed as a conservative filmmaker. One of the boneheads at the National Review even praised him for exposing the deviance of American life: 'Someone has noticed!' Lynch was susceptible to Reagan's cowboy shtick and hooey about neighbourly love, but it's hard to take seriously the claim that Blue Velvet was 'a call for a return to the 1950s'. The mock-arcadia of its ending, returning to the white picket fence of the opening but with everything slightly off, leaves us in little doubt that the dream and the nightmare inhabit each other. Jeffrey and Frank are two halves of a whole: MacLachlan's boyish face sometimes flickers with dead-eyed resignation, while Hopper is terrifying precisely because he seems so infantile - wildly unregulated, clutching his scrap of blue velvet like a blankie, soothed by his friend's freaky lullaby. When Lynch was asked about the ending, his characteristic ambivalence began to sound a bit like realism: 'You apprehend things, and when you try to see what it's all about, you have to live with it.'
Lynch's  next project, Twin Peaks, was an extension of Blue Velvet's pop-fuelled fantasia. It was created with Mark Frost, an experienced screenwriter with whom Lynch had originally planned to adapt Anthony Summers's Goddess: The Secret Lives of Marilyn Monroe. The usual line is that Frost contributed the more prosaic beats of the police procedural and soap opera - which is hard to dispute when what we know of their writing process is that Lynch lay on a chaise longue while Frost typed. There was something glossy and irreal about Twin Peaks, the town 'five miles south of the Canadian border, twelve miles west of the state line', where a high schooler could look like Elizabeth Taylor in saddle shoes and MacLachlan, as Special Agent Dale Cooper, had the same quality Kael detected in Cary Grant: 'Being the pursued doesn't make him weak or passively soft. It makes him glamorous.' It was, really, an advert - for the Northwest, yes, but mainly for Lynch's childhood, only this time it was better because the bikers were beatniks and the sheriffs were named after presidents. It was shot on rich 35 mm film, radiating log-fire warmth (the colour blue was banned from set, which is one reason Palmer's blue-lipped corpse looks so alien). The trick wasn't so much the inclusion of soap opera stock characters alongside Lynchian weirdos - the best is the Log Lady, who cradles her ponderosa pine pieta-style - but that 'those who are not mad do not find the eccentric characters eccentric,' as Michel Chion put it. And why would they? The comically overwrought relationships of the soap opera characters (the sheriff is sleeping with the mill-owner's widow, and so on) are no easier to follow than the supernatural hoopla behind the red curtain.
The show's 'structuring absence' is Laura Palmer (played by Sheryl Lee), the homecoming queen found 'dead, wrapped in plastic' in the first episode. She - or really her hair, fatally blonde - recalls other small-town scandals, from Lolita and The Naked Kiss to the 1960s TV hit Peyton Place and the early Reagan vehicle Kings Row, which had its own share of murder, incest and lopped-off limbs. But unlike those works, Twin Peaks was envisaged as a 'never say goodbye' story, its secrets not to be revealed. Palmer's near comical impossibility as the girl who knew everyone - she was busier than a screwball dame - is what made the fantasy structure of Twin Peaks possible. Lynch's dream that the mysteries of the town might keep unfolding depended on the suggestion that Palmer had an infinite number of hidden lives, that there would always be another secret diary, another secret lover. When they were forced by the network to unmask the killer midway through Season Two, Lynch abandoned ship and it became a different, less unified show (for one thing, Cooper's suit became a lumberjack shirt). The second half of Season Two has its appeal, but it's a bit like watching Shakespeare's B-plots seize the reins - Rosencrantz and Guildenstern set loose in timber town. In 1992, Lynch returned to the world of Twin Peaks with his much maligned prequel film, Fire Walk with Me. (Bunuel once joked that he had stones in his pockets at the premiere of Un Chien Andalou in case the audience attacked him; Lynch should have done the same.) What he was really returning to was Laura Palmer.
The question that hovered around the edges of Twin Peaks was whether a network TV show that traded on genre pastiche and flirted with allegory (of a supernatural kind) was able to address serious acts of perversion and predatory abuse without producing effects endemic to its form: bathos, gratuitousness, cynicism. Fire Walk with Me, which follows Palmer during her final days, begins with the destruction of a TV set. It undoes the show's central conceit by making present its 'structuring absence', stripping back the layers of zaniness and soapiness that made the series popular. The result is white-knuckled horror - more terrifying than anything he ever made - in which everything that was previously latent is now made manifest.
Lynch's idiom is so personal that it is sometimes easy to forget that he relied on the storehouse of Gothic tropes - doppelgangers, omens, missing limbs - and an established cinematic grammar of suspense. Take the scene in Season Two when the Jekyll-and-Hyde nature of Palmer's killer is revealed. It's set up as a standard shot/ reverse shot in which a character looks in the mirror and another face, the killer's face, appears in its place. Given the identity of the killer, the 'wrongness' of the reverse shot compounds its moral horror. The home, Lynch once said, is 'a place where things can go wrong', and it's often the emergence of the 'wrong' amid his usual ambivalence that absolves him of knowing irony ('Things are not as they seem'), instead revealing a horrifying illogic and injustice ('Things are not as they should be').
'Everything is about Marilyn Monroe,' Lynch said, talking about Laura Palmer. In the same way, one has to assume, everything is about Elvis and, of course, about Oz. Once the production of Twin Peaks was underway, Lynch set out to make his next film, Wild at Heart. He cast Laura Dern as a 'gum-chewing Marilyn' who takes to the road in a Ford Thunderbird with an Elvis-impersonating Nicolas Cage, and, at the end of the film, once they've trawled the many horrors of Americana, Sheryl Lee appears as Glinda. Total kitsch, you might say, or 'abject', as Godard - the only Frenchman who didn't like Lynch - put it. Wild at Heart is Lynch's most violent film and his most image-obsessed, a quality that Tarantino and Oliver Stone would immediately rip off in Natural Born Killers, though neither would touch the sweet side of kitsch that Lynch embraced. He understood that what made Hollywood over the top - its cliches, its emotionalism, its moral polarisation - was also what made it mythic, and so Wild at Heart is excessive in every way: too edited, too talkative, too referential. For many, the goofy-sweet ending brought Lynch's credulity into question. He protested that he 'wasn't trying to be commercial', but after all, Lynch couldn't talk about It's a Wonderful Life without weeping; why would anyone doubt he was being sincere? Wild at Heart won the Palme d'Or, but the domestic response was less laudatory.
By the mid-1990s, with as many commercial and critical flops to his name as triumphs, Lynch seemed far from fixing that promised union between populism and surrealism. His second TV venture, a parody sitcom called On the Air, was taken off air after only three episodes (Foster Wallace is right here: it's 'bottomlessly horrid'), and he struggled to get funding for a number of projects, including an adaptation of Kafka's Metamorphosis that he'd been working on since the early 1980s. His last two films of the century seem like unintended responses to the suggestion that the 'Lynchian' had now descended into self-parody: Lost Highway, which doubled down on the perversity of Fire Walk with Me and Wild at Heart, was the first in a loose 'LA trilogy' (with Mulholland Drive and Inland Empire), while The Straight Story (1999) was suspiciously without perversion, a sweet Midwestern road movie rated 'G for General'. 'Isn't it odd that there are two directors named David Lynch?' someone said at a preview screening.
The best essay in David Lynch's American Dreamscape is about the soundtrack to Lost Highway, which thrashes and clangs from the first frame, a mix of industrial rock, nu-metal, dream pop and jazz, heavy with sub-bass, droning and reverb. Covers by Lou Reed, Marilyn Manson and This Mortal Coil, where 'orienting, pleasant comforts have been stripped away', play at 'moments of recurrence, resurrection, repetition'. Like other aspects of Lost Highway, this estrangement only achieves deja vu. It was his most wildly expressionistic film since Eraserhead, with the same sense of the protagonist's 'bad thoughts' leaking into the surroundings. At times the camera is overcranked or undercranked, so the frame rates are uneven, an unpredictable speed written into the film, and shots might be murkily underexposed, with vignetting around the frame, or front-lit and blindingly white. It's as if something had got into the reel and possessed it. Lost Highway wasn't cursed but it had an unfortunate legacy: it was Robert Blake's last role before he was charged with his wife's murder, and Nance (who appears as a mechanic in the second half) died before its release after a dust-up outside a doughnut shop.
There's a story about Lynch's team protesting after a disastrous US test screening of Wild at Heart: 'This is a Disney crowd - we need a David Lynch crowd.' The Straight Story was that even weirder thing, a Disney-distributed picture with a Lynch audience. It shows a side of Lynch totally exorcised from Lost Highway: cornfed Middle American goodness. Written by his editor and then partner, Mary Sweeney, it was a different kind of road movie from Wild at Heart. Richard Farnsworth is Alvin Straight, a nearly blind widower whose various medical problems (including emphysema) prevent him from getting a driver's licence, so he rides a lawnmower 240 miles from Iowa to Wisconsin to visit his sick brother. An early exchange in a hardware store - 'What do you need that grabber for, Alvin?' 'Grabbin'!' - lets us know how unadorned the film will be (not a dancing dwarf or mutant baby in sight). The camera movement is conventionally beautiful - in that golden, early Malick kind of way - and American weirdness is shown at its most benign. Each person Alvin meets en route is approached with the affectionate, old-fashioned humanism of an early Jonathan Demme film. Ebert, a Demme fanboy, loved it, as did nearly every mainstream outlet; after almost a decade of ridicule and condemnation, the consensus seemed to be that the enfant terrible, now in his fifties, had finally grown up.
It's easy to regard The Straight Story with suspicion, and I often have. It can seem a conservative, not to say mawkish, celebration of a Middle America that never existed. Miley draws an interesting comparison with the folk revivalists of the 1950s and 1960s, who adopted 'antiquated, anachronistic forms and styles' to celebrate 'the old, weird America', though I'm not sure a septuagenarian on a lawnmower is quite the same as 'roses growing out of people's brains and lovers who are really geese and swans that turn into angels' (as Bob Dylan put it). It's true, though, that there's something going on beneath the surface of The Straight Story, and when you realise Alvin's stoicism is really a kind of stubbornness, he fits more naturally in Lynch's stable of monomaniacs, each trapped by his own compulsions. One character seems to have crashed onto set from another, weirder film (perhaps by that other David Lynch), wailing to Alvin that she can't stop accidentally hitting deer: thirteen in seven weeks. 'And I love deer!'
Lost Highway and The Straight Story separated out the aspects of Lynch's filmmaking that in his most famous projects, Blue Velvet, Twin Peaks and Mulholland Drive, sit side by side. Those three projects demonstrate, on a larger scale, Foster Wallace's pseudo-academic definition of 'the Lynchian' as 'a particular kind of irony where the very macabre and the very mundane combine in such a way as to reveal the former's perpetual containment within the latter'. Which is to say they've ascended to the pantheon of Good Taste on the grounds of formal perfection and tonal coherence. Of course, that isn't really the case. The scene from Blue Velvet of Dean Stockwell, as one of Frank's goons, lip-syncing to 'In Dreams' is in some ways an example of the Lynchian bait-and-switch: take something as uncool as a Roy Orbison song and show how weird it has always been, with its freaky falsetto and no section the same. But the appearance of Stockwell (who has all the same 1960s counterculture associations as Hopper) is deliberately hard to read, and the poles of 'very macabre' and 'very mundane' don't seem sufficient. Hopper watches him perform with teary eyes, reacting either appropriately or inappropriately - it's impossible to say. If Lynch's films are ironic, this isn't a classical kind of irony, where meaning can be reconstructed through negation, but something closer to what Wayne Booth called 'unstable irony': 'We know that something is being undermined ... we don't really know where to stop in our underminings.'
There's a standard gloss of Mulholland Drive: the first half is the Hollywood dream, with Naomi Watts as Betty, a buoyant actress set for stardom, while the second half reveals her to be a personal and professional screw-up, stewing in envy and hatred. As Todd McGowan has argued, it's the 'dream' section of the film rather than the 'reality' that adheres most closely to a kind of cinematic realism - well-lit, smoothly edited. One reason Lynch's films, especially Mulholland Drive, have appealed so much to Lacanian film critics, and disciples of Christian Metz in particular, is that, in this self-conscious association of dreams with the cinematically normative, the old ideological fear about film - that it hides the production of fantasy - is gleefully laid bare.
On the first viewing of a Lynch film, there are striking images, mostly faces, that are hard to forget - Grace Zabriskie's tilted head in Inland Empire comes to mind. On rewatching, a second order of images, less immediately arresting but just as affecting, begins to emerge, often linked to shadowy systems of control within the films. In Mulholland Drive, for instance, you have Watts dreamily dissolved against endless rows of palm trees, but there are also those indistinguishable men in suits in wood-panelled rooms. The background plot in Mulholland Drive concerns a Hollywood mob interfering with the production of the film within the film. It's presided over by a figure called Mr Roque (Michael J. Anderson), whom Tom McCarthy describes in his essay on Lynch's 'Prosthetic Imagination' as 'almost pure prosthesis, his already tiny, crippled body dwarfed yet further by the spacious, hi-tech chamber from which ... he calls the shots'. The film seems to be goading us into pointing out its artificiality. But when, in its most hypnotic scene, a song keeps playing after the singer has collapsed onstage and it doesn't matter either to the characters watching or to the viewer, we can't be certain that it's never our own disbelief being suspended. Mulholland Drive is easily Lynch's most acclaimed film, but it began as a failed TV pilot, only becoming a full-length feature after the French company Canal+ allowed him to reshoot and edit the footage, piecing it together from the cutting-room floor.
Where  could Lynch go next? For a while it seemed as if he might not make a feature film again. In his mid-fifties, he'd become an unlikely and enthusiastic denizen of Web 2.0, setting up camp at DavidLynch.com, where you could find his experiments with Flash animation and Photoshop ('a miracle to me!'), home movies ranging from puerile to inspired to 'Dead Mouse with Ants', and later his daily 'weather reports': always hot. There was also a chatroom, but Lynch managed only two questions before it was closed: 'Is there still gold in Fort Knox?' and 'How did a 757 airplane get into the Pentagon through an eighteen-foot hole on 9/11?' As his peers decried the advent of the digital, and particularly digital cameras, Lynch was happily sounding the old medium's death knell: 'Film is like a dinosaur in a tar pit.'
The result, in 2006, was Inland Empire, his final full-length film, 'shot for a nickel and a cup of coffee' on a low-grade prosumer camera. Inland Empire couldn't be called formally neat. Ostensibly there's a plot - Laura Dern plays an actress who assumes the identity of her character, along with some other personae, during the remake of an apparently cursed film - but the result looks like the early years of YouTube set to autoplay, sliding between different plotlines and places (present-day Hollywood Boulevard, a backyard in Southern California, a sitcom about people with rabbit heads) that seem tangentially connected. It is Lynch's only truly anti-narrative work, the ultimate perversion of the hokey Hollywood film Dern's character has been cast in. The triumph of Inland Empire lies in Lynch's approach to film's digital future: where most early converts were drawn to its promise of sharper, hyper-realistic images, Lynch was attracted to its 'bad quality', its smudgy and pixellated frames out of which anything could emerge.
Miley ends this chapter of David Lynch's American Dreamscape on the credits sequence of Inland Empire, which, after nearly three hours of mania, finishes with the characters dancing to Nina Simone's 'Sinnerman', along with other Lynchian figures (Laura Harring from Mulholland Drive, a chainsawing lumberjack, a capuchin monkey). Miley sees this as a visual demonstration of the never-ending party that an intertextual approach to Lynch ushers in; others have seen it as indulgent, nothing more than a catalogue of his obsessions. I tend to think back to the sound mixer's description of Blue Velvet as 'Norman Rockwell meets Hieronymus Bosch'. Lynch kept a reproduction of The Garden of Earthly Delights over his desk (Spielberg owns Rockwells), and the final scene of Inland Empire is Lynch going full Bosch.
Lynch, of course, hated endings, and it's fitting that his final project was to reopen the story he never wanted to close. Twin Peaks: The Return, like Inland Empire and unlike the original series, is not a 'neighbourhood story' but terrifyingly expansive, taking place not just in the small Northwestern town, but in Las Vegas, New York, Philadelphia, Montana and Texas - an America more alienated and spaced-out than Lynch had portrayed it before. It's slow, taking eighteen hours, and senselessly violent, so clinical, at times, that it has the feel of a J.G. Ballard story. Lynch fans asked, less out of criticism than in awe: had he forgotten what Twin Peaks was about?
After all those impossible head injuries, the women stumbling bleeding out of wrecked cars, still alive but no longer knowing who they are, Twin Peaks: The Return turned out to be his great amnesiac project. It had to be - the last we saw of Cooper, in the final episode of Season Two, he had smashed his forehead against a mirror and seemed to have become someone else. He spends most of The Return in a near catatonic state while his doppelganger - the Spenserian kind, a false double - roams the country, only to return to his old self, briefly, at the end. When he delivers the final line of the series, it's a travesty of the amnesiac's familiar question: 'What year is this?' The film critic Serge Daney once lamented that cinema had become 'an eye that is constantly getting sharper and a memory that is constantly becoming blunted'. That dilemma is Lynch's career-long wager, finding ways to make the already seen look wildly new.
Lynch had a peculiarly subtractive aesthetic. Just as the more you see, the less comprehensible it becomes, the less you can see (the lower the lighting, the poorer the quality) the more there is to look for. It's the equation he'd wanted to test with the original series of Twin Peaks: that you might go to a town, look around, meet the locals (all 51,201 of them), keep looking around and never get bored. What a dream! To see everything and remain the naif. Lynch continued to paint throughout his filmmaking career, but his paintings aren't what you might expect - not Hopper, or Bacon, or Bosch. They are large canvases, art brut-style, squished with dead insects and horsehair and other things. Some are very dark. Darkness, Lynch once said, is 'like a little egress; you can go into it ... and because it keeps on continuing to be dark, the mind kicks in'. The best thing about the painting that set Lynch on track, that he started to imagine moving, was that it was 'almost all-black'.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.lrb.co.uk/the-paper/v47/n16/ruby-hamilton/things-go-kerflooey



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Poem
Fore/mother
Sarah Howe

192 wordsTruth becomes fiction when the fiction's true;
Real becomes not-real when the unreal's real.
              Dream of the Red Chamber, Cao Xueqin

What I know begins
outside/within
the limits of Shanghai.
A girl is born, youngest of many.
One day -
if it helps say the bowls are empty -
the girl is
sold to strangers.
If it helps say it sounds like a fairy tale.
Did you see the look in her mother's eyes?
This is what happened/happens
then/now
where money buys
desire/silence.
If it helps say her mother was dead.
What she went on to live, what she became
you
can
imagine.
*
Imagine,
can
you,
what she went on to live? What she became -
if it helps, say. Her mother was dead
desire/silence.
Where money buys
then/now
this is. What happened/happens?
Did you see? The look in her mother's eyes -
if it helps say it sounds like a fairy tale -
sold to strangers.
The girl is,
if it helps. Say the bowls are empty.
One day
a girl is born, youngest of many.
The limits of Shanghai
within/outside
what I know begins.
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Do you feel like a failure?
Emily Witt

4513 wordsLast a utumn, during a particularly enervating phase of the United States presidential election, it became clear that one of the themes of the campaign was going to be men. Never mind the overturning of Roe v. Wade, the demonisation of immigrants and the plans to put thousands of them in for-profit jails, the genocide in Gaza, climate change. The Democrats, according to the polls, had lost their appeal to men. We read about the voter gender gap. We read that the disparity was greatest between divorced women (who lean heavily Democratic) and divorced men (who tend to vote Republican). We read that Black men were no longer loyal to the Democratic Party, that they were going to vote for Trump or not at all. Men, men, men: their diminished career prospects, their loneliness crisis, their suicide rates. In the final stretch of the campaign, the Democrats made a desperate attempt to appeal to them. The film director Tyler Perry gave a speech about being a self-made billionaire; Michelle Obama gave a speech about the person bleeding out in the delivery room being your wife. Kamala Harris promised to 'protect crypto'. It didn't work.
Donald Trump was better at pandering to the mythology of the patriarchy. Men didn't need to listen to a lady lawyer lecturing them about how to live their lives, nor did they need a social safety net. A real man didn't care about the minimum hourly wage or Medicaid. He was an independent agent. His windfall was always just around the corner, with the right crypto investment, the right sports bet, the right meme stock. It was the sweepstake election, with Elon Musk handing a giant cardboard cheque for a million dollars to a real estate agent called Jason who homeschools his six children in Michigan. No, it was the podcast election. We read that the left needed more podcasts, more men offering hour after hour of meandering banter that made listeners feel as if they were hanging out with the bros. 'Whatever happened to the strong silent type?' a friend of mine grumbled. A few months later, we learned that Democratic Party operatives had proposed a project called 'Speaking with American Men' to study male 'syntax, language and content'.
Among my friends, the sort of women J.D. Vance likes to mock as miserable losers, the male loneliness crisis became a bitter joke. We discussed possible cures: becoming a Deadhead, getting into cycling, poker nights. We made approving comments when we saw straight guys doing things together, like the time a group of dads showed up at someone's Pilates class. There were movies and TV shows about the problems of contemporary manhood, some concerned (Adolescence), some satirical (Friendship). Mark Zuckerberg, whose male-to-male transition included bulking up, putting on an XL T-shirt and a gold chain, and becoming a fan of the Ultimate Fighting Championship, told Joe Rogan that the corporate world is 'culturally neutered' and needs more 'masculine energy'. He has proposed AI friends as one solution.
On the dark edge of all this has been the manosphere, the network of male supremacist websites, influencers and YouTube channels. The manosphere is confusing, because it's a place where one can find both benign advice about protein consumption and ideas that have led to mass shootings. Its theories of evolutionary biology, mostly concerning what women were 'built' to do, are reposted on social media by people such as Musk. It's annoying to have to take it seriously, just as it's annoying to have to take the Taliban's gender theories seriously. But in recent years the manosphere has forced us to pay attention through acts of extreme violence, and many of its advocates and theories have been taken up by democratically elected governments.
The men's liberation movement emerged in the 1970s. In books like Warren Farrell's The Liberated Man, male writers sympathetic to second-wave feminism explored the way systemic sexism affected their own wellbeing. But when feminism turned its focus towards male sexual predation and sexual harassment, some of these authors began to push back. In 1993, Farrell published The Myth of Male Power, which argued that men were in fact the victims of a culture that privileged women. As feminists tried to rewrite traditions of courtship and seduction, books such as Neil Strauss's The Game: Penetrating the Secret Society of Pick-Up Artists (2005) responded with a new and fundamentally hostile approach to gender relations, emphasising the need for deception and manipulation in romantic matters. The archetype of the chivalrous suitor, or the suave 1970s playboy mixing cocktails, was now replaced by the pick-up artist's tactics of 'negging' and 'peacocking'.
I was in my twenties when The Game was published. Its language and strategies were pervasive at the time. What I had been lucky enough to grow up with as a teenager - liberal ideals of gender equality which seemed to be widely shared by young people in the 1990s - was replaced in the 2000s by a palpable sexual antagonism. The sudden mass availability of video streaming, including an inundation of pornography, seemed to affect young men's ideas about what kind of sex they should be having, and what women wanted from them. Online, new ideas about masculinity began to coalesce into what we now call the manosphere, a term that first appeared in 2009. Misogynistic language and theories about sex and gender developed in communities such as PUAHate (a site originally intended to expose pick-up artistry as a scam but which became a forum for male grievance), Sluthate, Lookism, the False Rape Society, A Voice for Men and the Men's Rights subreddit. In 2014 Elliot Rodger, enraged that no woman had yet wanted to have sex with him, went on a killing spree in Southern California, murdering six people. Rodger left behind a 137-page document that introduced a new kind of person to the world: the involuntary celibate, or incel. Four years later, Alek Minassian drove a van down a crowded street in Toronto, killing ten people. 'The incel rebellion has already begun,' he wrote on Facebook shortly before the attack. 'All hail the Supreme Gentleman Elliot Rodger!'
Extremism and Radicalisation in the Manosphere by the American criminologist Deniese Kennedy-Kollar is an overview of the language and ideology of contemporary male supremacism. Kennedy-Kollar divides the manosphere into subgroups. Pick-up artists focus on the strategy and psychology involved in convincing a woman to have sex. Their online forums counsel men to ignore attempts at rejection, with the more extreme examples becoming guides on how to rape. Men's rights activists seek to reclaim the legal advantages they say have been granted to women at the expense of men. Their main concerns are the treatment of men in divorce and custody battles and the sexual harassment laws they claim discriminate against the free expression of masculine sexuality. The Men Going Their Own Way movement promotes male separatism and celibacy as acts of protest. Incels, whom Kennedy-Kollar identifies as the group with the greatest propensity to violence, blame feminism and a culture of liberal sexuality for their failure to form sexual relationships. There's also the idea of the red pill, a reference to the scene in The Matrix where Neo must choose between the blue pill, which would allow him the solace of a false reality, and the red pill, which would throw him into the pain of understanding the world as it really is. Red-pilled men, Kennedy-Kollar writes, 'believe that they have learned the secret of the real nature of women and the true nature of male/female relationships', knowledge that allows them to 'flip the script' and manipulate and dominate women.
The ideology of the manosphere as Kennedy-Kollar describes it centres on an economic theory of heterosexuality. 'The manosphere largely defines a person according to the Sexual Market Value (SMV), or level of sexual desirability,' she writes. 'Alpha males and young, attractive, virginal women enjoy the highest SMV. Beta males and post-wall women have very low SMV and will generally have to settle for less appealing partners.' (The 'wall' is the loss of sexual desirability women supposedly hit in their thirties.) The notion, she continues, is that
if women are allowed to choose their own mates, the majority of men will be denied sex and the opportunity to find ideal mating partners. This is because they believe that human females are instinctively drawn to mate solely with dominant, brutish, violent men, leaving most other men out of the mating game due to female sexual choice. In a patriarchal society, this female tendency is held in check by denying women the right to choose their own mate and by severely penalising female sexual expression.

There's more. We learn about 'misogynatomy', pseudoscientific theories about the determinative power of oxytocin and the effect on women's bodies of having multiple sexual partners. In incel forums, women are often referred to as 'foids', short for 'female humanoids'. Foids are believed to exist in a state of false consciousness; since they don't know their own minds, their utterances, even their most plainly stated desires, can be ignored - only men know what women really want. Male-female friendship is discouraged in the manosphere, viewed as the 'friend zone': a sexless purgatory to which foids consign men they don't take seriously. 'The ideology of the manosphere may be particularly attractive to white, heterosexual men because it appeals to and reinforces their sense of aggrieved entitlement,' Kennedy-Kollar writes. 'Their dissatisfaction and anger stem, ultimately, from the feeling that they are being denied something to which they are entitled, namely women and the masculine identity marker that sexual success ensures. What they feel deprived of, and what they feel so entitled to, is hegemonic masculine identity that they cannot achieve without female co-operation.'
In the last few years, the 38-year-old Anglo-American influencer Andrew Tate has emerged as the manosphere's figurehead. A former professional kickboxer and Big Brother contestant, Tate has said that wives are the property of their husbands, rape victims are responsible for their own assault and men shouldn't let their girlfriends go to nightclubs without them - standard stuff, along with a lot of 'it was just a joke.' (In one memorable tweet, Tate suggested that men who have sex with women without getting them pregnant are gay. 'Oh my pee pee feels good this is great!' he wrote. 'All that feel-good pee pee sex and hardly any genetic legacy?') In the taxonomy of the manosphere, Tate began as both a pick-up artist and a red-pill influencer. He promised to reveal the truth inaccessible to the blue-pilled masses living in what he sometimes refers to as 'the matrix' and at other times as 'Clown World'. He has advertised himself as the 'most competent person on the planet to teach you about male-female interactions', and acquired an online following by recruiting men to courses that claimed to teach the science of seduction. He has been charged with rape and human trafficking in Romania and the UK, and has been the subject of civil lawsuits in the US and UK. (Tate has denied all the criminal charges against him; he will be extradited to the UK to face 21 charges there after his case in Romania is resolved.)
Jamie Tahsin and Matt Shea's Clown World follows the authors through the making of two documentaries, The Dangerous Rise of Andrew Tate and Andrew Tate: The Man Who Groomed the World. Tahsin, a self-described 'mid-90s millennial Vice journalist who spent his time trawling the internet for cults and conspiracies', first heard about Tate in 2019 from a colleague who knew of a young man who had fallen under his spell. At that point Tate was still relatively unknown, although he was already skilled at acquiring followers by generating a particular kind of internet pile-on. In 2017, he responded to a comic book artist who was raising money for his son's operation by tweeting: 'Do you feel like a failure that the amount you need to help your own son is less than a quarter of what I spend on one of my five cars?' Having presented himself as an avatar of free thought, Tate then encouraged his followers to sign up for a PhD (Pimping Hoes Degree), with the promise of teaching them the secrets of the female mind ('make them do anything you say'). A supplementary course, Webcam Dreams, told them how to turn their girlfriends into a steady source of income.
Tahsin and Shea made contact with Tate in an attempt to get him to agree to appear in their documentary. As they courted him, Tate, speaking with an accent they describe as 'a grating mix of Luton and Chicago', alternated between hazing and flattery, at times boasting about the documentary on social media, at other times taking a more bullying tone. Finally he agreed to let them attend a meeting in Romania of the War Room, a private network available to men who pay just under $8000 to be trained in Tate's techniques of seduction and entrepreneurship. (The War Room is advertised on his website as 'a global network in which exemplars of individualism work to free the modern man from socially induced incarceration'.)
The trip to Romania was delayed for two years by the Covid pandemic. In the meantime, Tahsin and Shea continued their research. It soon became apparent that Tate wasn't just a grifter who liked to use shock tactics, but someone whose fortune was built on the sexual labour of women whom he exploited on webcam sites, by means of what appears to have been a mixture of coercion, manipulation and violence. The curriculum of the Pimping Hoes Degree includes strategies to attract women, have sex with them and make them fall in love with you. The next step is to convince them to start 'camming' (performing sex acts on a webcam), isolate them and control the passwords to their bank accounts so they can't access the money they earn. 'Tate's empire is built on making men feel deficient,' Tahsin and Shea write, 'and then offering solutions that require buying further into the group's ideology.'
In 2022 they finally travelled to Bucharest to meet Tate and his younger brother, Tristan, at their compound. (Tristan is thought to be Tate's closest confidant. Romanian prosecutors have alleged that he played a key role in the recruitment of women to perform on webcam, which he denies.) 'Women in stilettos cleaned surfaces as soon as our cameras started rolling, then disappeared when the cameras were off.' A painting of Tristan Tate hung on the wall; a Ferrari, a Lamborghini and a Rolls-Royce were parked out front. Meals were 'black plastic boxes filled with steak and chicken'. The authors pointed out to Tate the strangeness of 'two brothers in their mid-thirties' living together in 'this compound that felt like a reality-TV set'. 'I will never live alone exclusively just with a woman,' he replied, 'because I think that's where men go soft.'
Things got weirder when the authors attended the War Room seminar at a hotel in Transylvania. They were introduced to Tate lieutenants dressed in tight suits who had nicknames like Alpha Wolf and Sartorial Shooter. At workshops they learned that 'being a good man was more important than being a good person.' 'For a woman to be fulfilled,' they were told, 'you'll be better served in terms of your happiness if you listen to the oestrogen and oxytocin in your blood, which lead you towards feminine-based gender roles: which is nurturing, which is caring, which is listening, which is raising a family.' Having paid $5000 for the workshop, the attendees were presented with a test: a cage fight against a professional fighter. Those who, like Shea, agreed to take part trained for three days and got pummelled. Those who didn't spent the next few days being lectured about it: 'their first task was to face a wall for hours, making a list of all their inadequacies, and the ways they felt they had failed as men.'
It's not surprising that Andrew and Tristan Tate have daddy issues. Central to their mythology is their father, Emory, a professional chess player and compulsive social media poster who died of a heart attack in 2015. Tate describes his father as 'authoritarian', but in a good way: 'Every single thing around you was built on the back of children getting hit when they make a mistake,' he tells the authors. 'The real world does the same thing.' Clown World is strangely silent on the Tates' mother, Eileen - we learn only that she is from Luton, and that she moved from the US back to the UK with the boys after divorcing Emory in 1997. There is also a Tate sister, Janine, whom Andrew calls a 'dumb Bernie supporter' in a video about why men should not be friends with their sisters.
When the journalists visited, Tate had recently launched an online Hustlers University, which for $49 a month provides access to a chatroom and 'courses in things like e-commerce, copywriting and trading cryptocurrencies'. Much of Tate's online success stems from his subscription services, which act as multi-level marketing schemes: social media is filled with mini Tates, producers of imitative social media posts and shock content who receive a commission for any subscribers they refer back to the original. (Tate sees traditional higher education as 'a lie and ... a scam', telling Tahsin and Shea that people with degrees don't have Lamborghinis.)
Who's signing up to this? As the authors put it, Tate appeals to 'a new global subculture of young and middle-aged men who are now ubiquitous on social media':
They post pictures with captions like 'wealth is a mindset.' They live in places like Dubai and Miami, pose next to supercars (which they often don't own), post videos of themselves buying Rolexes (or pretending to buy Rolexes) ... They talk constantly about working hard to become rich, but strangely the only two methods of making wealth that seem to exist in their worlds are trading cryptocurrencies and forms of e-commerce like drop shipping (selling stuff directly from manufacturers to customers so you never had to spend money acquiring stock). Almost all of them do combat sports.

Many of Tate's followers are adolescents, drawn by his Grand Theft Auto aesthetic of fast cars, tight suits, women in bikinis and wads of cash. One YouGov study found that 60 per cent of British boys aged between six and fifteen had heard of Tate and 23 per cent of boys between thirteen and fifteen had a positive view of him (a majority had a negative view).
As Tahsin and Shea continued to work on their documentary, they heard from two women who had accused Tate of rape; a third said she had witnessed one of the assaults. One had received text messages from Tate that said 'I love raping you' and 'Are you seriously so offended I strangled you a little bit.' These three women went to the police in 2014 and 2015, but the CPS decided against going to court (a civil case is ongoing). After Tahsin and Shea started making their material public, they began to have run-ins with Tate fans: 'they all had the exact same look and mannerisms - muscular, perfect posture, speaking in short, terse sentences as the War Room instructs, domineering body language and formal attire.' They also heard from women who had been ensnared in camming by Tate's followers. They were leaked logs from a Telegram chat made up of four hundred War Room members, who 'solicited and gave advice about how to recruit, "train", and then financially exploit future girlfriends in the online sex industry.' One strategy is to get women to bring chocolate to a first meeting - those who obey are thought to be more susceptible to manipulation later. 'This is how you train dogs,' one post reads.
The reporters learned more about Iggy Semmelweis, a Tate lieutenant who operates as an online propagandist, goading and encouraging Tate's followers, and advising them to isolate themselves from their families. His real name turns out to be Miles Gary Sonkin. His life follows the recent history of American grifts: high probability selling, neurolinguistic programming, the Rajneesh movement. 'We'd long started to feel that the War Room resembled a cult,' Tahsin and Shea write, 'and given that Iggy, who seemed to be playing a central role within the organisation, had previous experience in an alleged cult, as well as an interest in mind control and hypnotism, it was starting to look as though he had created this cult intentionally.'
One of their sources, a man who lives on a diet of raw meat, raw milk and Red Bull to increase his testosterone levels and hasn't brushed his teeth for two years, told them about his defection from the War Room. He was surprised to discover that women liked him better when he was sincere than when he tried to manipulate them. 'You only see the cringe just once you're outside,' he admitted.
Tate  has for years remained at one degree of separation from Donald Trump. He has been interviewed by Tucker Carlson on Fox News, and posted photos of himself with Donald Trump Jr, Nigel Farage and Alex Jones. He has received a warm welcome on some of the podcasts credited with helping Trump win over young male voters. After Trump's inauguration, Tate tweeted that 'The Tates will be free, Trump is the president.' Less than a month later the brothers were released from house arrest in Romania and flew to Florida. They spent a few weeks in the US, during which Tate allegedly sexually assaulted his ex-girlfriend in Los Angeles, before they returned to Romania and registered with the authorities to show compliance with the criminal investigation. The Trump administration didn't take the credit for negotiating the Tates' return to the US, but a Romanian official told the Financial Times that their case had been raised by Trump's special envoy Richard Grenell. Paul Ingrassia, a former member of the Tates' legal team who has described Andrew Tate as 'the embodiment of the ancient ideal of excellence', was Trump's nominee for the US Office of Special Counsel before being pulled over his past associations with neo-Nazis.
The Tates' legal problems don't seem to have affected their operations. Every few days Tate posts videos of himself on the right-wing social media platform Rumble, driving around, smoking a cigar or diving into a swimming pool. Sometimes he's accompanied by a woman, but usually he's just surrounded by other men, whom he insults while they act like they enjoy it. Ever attuned to the zeitgeist, he is now selling himself as the only person who knows how to keep making money after AI brings about the collapse of the labour market. 'Everything will be controlled by the AI autocrats, the matrix will finally close the gates, this is the last analogue generation,' he intones in a recent video animated with flames. 'This is the last season of the human series in which people could live an analogue life.'
The anxieties Tate addresses are real, which is part of the reason his sales pitch is so effective. 'The system is deliberately designed to oppress and keep people working jobs which barely pay their rent and everyone is semi-depressed,' he tells Tahsin and Shea. 'But it doesn't matter because the elites get to do whatever they want. So, the rules are for poor people. And when you understand how to break the rules, then you can find a very easy way to become rich.' It's not just rules that are for simps, but manners, decorum and kindness too. Some of his power, like Trump's, comes from his acknowledgment that traditional paths to economic and social stability are increasingly blocked off, and in ways that undermine traditional markers of masculine success. 'We live in a world where you cannot play fair any more,' he says.
In a recent interview in Jacobin, the anthropologist Kristen Ghodsee described the theories of the manosphere and its female counterpart, the tradwife, as 'individual escape fantasies' - a dream that there is some way out of material and social reality, and that the key to comfort, protection and meaning in life is deciphering the messages sent by your endocrine system. 'It's sad,' Ghodsee said, 'because there's almost a nascent anti-capitalist impulse here being hijacked toward reactionary ends.' The clips of young mothers with facial fillers wearing eyelet dresses and stirring with wooden spoons, the thick-necked men discussing their paleo diets and their crypto positions - even the videos of the morning dew on a banana yellow sports car - bely a desperation. If the keys to the good life have been discovered, why this incessant gabbing at the camera?
As in the early days of men's liberation, the manosphere could have gone in another direction and rejected the idea of a gendered fate. It's often pointed out (if not by the red-pilled) that the Wachowskis directed The Matrix as closeted trans women. Elon Musk wants to put a computer chip in your brain and to colonise Mars, yet sees no value in using technology to alter secondary sex characteristics, and is estranged from his trans daughter. That the futurists who want to break the bounds of mortality are the ones most committed to the immutability of gender says something about how useful the concept is to them. Their insistence on masculine hegemony is an insistence on order and hierarchy.
The winners in an autocracy have little in common with the losers, but putting on aviator sunglasses or a leather jacket and watching UFC seems to build gender solidarity. It remains unclear whether young men will do better under Trump, but at least they will feel pandered to. Tens of billions of dollars have flooded into the Immigration and Customs Enforcement Agency this year, creating security-state jobs that are being advertised directly to men: a tweet by the Department of Homeland Security asked 'Which way, American man?', an apparent reference to the book Which Way Western Man? by the white nationalist William Gayley Simpson. Hungry for these breadcrumbs, men are voting in ways that hurt others, defining an increasingly narrow corridor of people who 'deserve' the benefits of citizenship, healthcare, a home. The embrace of politicians and celebrities who have been accused of sexual assault and mistreating women makes clear that such behaviour has few consequences. The disenfranchised men of the manosphere disdain women, and yet women continue to be asked to feel pity and concern for them. Rahm Emanuel, the longtime Democratic Party operative, wrote recently in the Washington Post that the lack of affordable housing affects men 'with particular potency', because, 'like it or not, American men are still raised to believe that their role is to act as providers and protectors.' Flatter them or they'll turn on you.
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At the British Museum
At the British Museum
Vivien Bird

1590 wordsThe British Museum  was founded in 1753, following the bequest to the nation of Hans Sloane's remarkable collection, and its development was shaped by the scholarly collectors among its trustees. Of those, perhaps the most significant was Richard Payne Knight (1751-1824), who not only played a role in the museum's acquisition of Charles Townley's collection of sculpture and antiquities, but also bequeathed his own collection of Greek coins, ancient bronzes, gems, vases and Old Master and modern drawings to the museum. By doing this, he helped to determine the character of the institution in the early 19th century.
Payne Knight is still somewhat unfairly known as 'the arrogant connoisseur', the title of a fine exhibition dedicated to him and his collection held at the Whitworth Art Gallery forty years ago. He was a significant figure in the history of aesthetic theory and criticism, particularly on account of his views on the picturesque and landscape design. He is also known for his interest in the survival and interpretation of the cult of Priapus. Another interest was the origins and development of the Greek alphabet, and he made an important contribution to international debates about the authorship of the Homeric epics.
The Townley and Payne Knight bequests to the British Museum considerably enhanced its collection of Greek and Roman antiquities. Payne Knight's greatest desire was that the museum would provide the public free access to an unrivalled resource for the study of antiquity and of art. His collection was, first and foremost, a scholarly one, which, in his own words, would serve 'to gratify taste and curiosity - to please and to instruct'.
[image: ]Drawing by Michael Dahl (c.1700-20).




The bicentenary of the Payne Knight bequest would have passed unnoticed but for the British Museum's Department of Prints and Drawings, which has put together an exhibition of drawings from his collection (until 14 September). They display not only Payne Knight's discernment, but also the range of his collection, which includes light sketches and finished compositional studies, watercolours by his contemporaries, 'academic' studies of the nude, and scenes from literature and ancient myth. He also acquired landscape drawings of different periods and schools, from a 16th-century watercolour by Federico Barocci and a 17th-century drawing by the Dutch artist Bartholomeus Breenbergh, to contemporary British artists such as Amelia Long, Paul Sandby and Thomas Gainsborough, a selection of which are on display. His admiration for Claude Lorrain led him to acquire more than 270 of Lorrain's landscape drawings, seven of which are included in the show.
Of particular interest among the works on display is a drawing of a group of figures dated c.1325-50. Once attributed to Giotto, it is an extremely rare example of early Italian drawing. The chronological scope of Payne Knight's collection, not to mention the range of genres represented, suggests that it may have been assembled as a comprehensive historical survey. Payne Knight and his fellow collector Clayton Mordaunt Cracherode were among the first in Europe to bequeath their private collections of drawings to a public institution. Both were ahead of their time; subsequent British Museum trustees did not consider drawings a priority until the mid-19th century. That the collection was formed partly with an institutional destination in mind - it was originally intended for the Royal Academy - is made clear by the trouble and expense Payne Knight took to include works by (or supposedly by) Michelangelo. These were not to his taste, but he recognised their importance. The exhibition includes The Holy Family with the Infant St John, the first drawing by Michelangelo to enter the British Museum's collection.
[image: ]Onyx cameo engraved with an image of Dionysos and Ariadne (first or second century AD).




It is a pity that more is not made of Payne Knight's other interests and bequests. As the curators of the exhibition point out, the 'superb quality' of his collection of drawings 'transformed the museum's holdings of works on paper'. The same could also be said of his bequest of Greek coins, and of Greek, Etruscan and Roman bronzes. These parts of his collection are noted only in passing, in a somewhat misleading label which states that 'Payne Knight's love of Italy, nurtured over two extended stays there, led to his collecting of Italian art, including ancient Roman bronzes, gems, marbles and coins.' In fact, Payne Knight was first and foremost a Hellenist, and many of his Roman bronzes and gems were thought to be Greek at the time he acquired them. He specialised in Greek coins (including those from Greek states under Roman occupation, which were known as 'Greek Imperial' or 'Roman Provincial' coinage), and his collection of them was among the most important formed at the time. Britain lagged behind the Continent in the study of ancient coinage throughout the early modern period, but, in the 19th century, the British Museum became a leading force in numismatics - and by the start of the 20th century was dominant internationally. Payne Knight's bequest not only helped to establish the museum's collection of Greek coins, but allowed subsequent curators to access an unrivalled resource for the advancement of numismatics. In addition to providing evidence for the chronological development of the Greek language, coins could also offer valuable insights into the stylistic evolution of ancient Greek art, particularly in its earliest phases where other evidence was lacking.
In 1809, Payne Knight published what Nicholas Penny has called 'the first significant work of art history undertaken in the English language' in the form of the preliminary essay for the Society of Dilettanti's Specimens of Antient Sculpture: Aegyptian, Etruscan, Greek and Roman. The exhibition includes a drawing in pen and grey ink by Henry Howard of the marble Head of Niobe, which served as a print study for the illustration in the volume. Payne Knight wrote about the Head of Niobe in the highest terms, but he seems to have had a greater interest in ancient works in bronze. Although such statuettes had been coveted by antiquarians and collectors since at least the Renaissance, they were generally considered to be subordinate to Greco-Roman statues in marble, and Payne Knight's decision to focus on them was unusual.
The fate of antiquities made of bronze or silver, and found before archaeology became an established discipline, was often the furnace. Great statues were melted down during times of increased demand for weapons and coins and, up until the 18th century, the demand for antiquities by collectors did not prevent many from being recycled for their metal. According to Payne Knight's records, some of the bronze statuettes from the Paramythia Hoard, discovered in the 1790s, narrowly escaped destruction after being 'rescued' by a Greek merchant 'from the hands of a coppersmith ... who had bought them for the value of the metal'. He took them to Russia to be sold to Catherine the Great, who died before the sale was completed. They were instead sold to other collectors. On encountering a stray statuette in the possession of a dragoman working in London for the Turkish ambassador, Payne Knight set out to acquire as many pieces from the hoard as he could. He was eventually able to acquire twelve bronzes, which can now be seen in Room 70 of the British Museum. The whereabouts of the other statuettes mentioned in early accounts of the hoard isn't known. Room 70 also contains eight Roman silver statuettes found in Macon in 1764 and bequeathed to the museum by Payne Knight. These are the only surviving items from the Macon Treasure, which was said to have included more than thirty thousand Roman gold and silver coins, as well as jewellery and silverware. The statuettes passed through the hands of several French collectors, antiquarians and dealers, before he reunited them.
[image: ]Bronze of Jupiter from the Paramythia Hoard (second century AD).




The study of one type of object that Payne Knight avidly collected has been somewhat neglected by the museum: cameos and intaglios (carved and engraved gems). These relics were highly desired by 18th-century collectors, and many scholars, including Johann Joachim Winckelmann, Philipp von Stosch and Pierre-Jean Mariette, considered them fundamental to a greater understanding of the ancient world. Through the work of Mariette, the study of gems was closely associated with the history of connoisseurship. The publications on ancient gems by Stosch in 1724 and Mariette in 1750 were among the best illustrated volumes on art before Payne Knight's Specimens. With other British Museum trustees, Payne Knight encouraged Taylor Combe to arrange an exhibition of gems in 1814 and gems continued to be an important subject of study well into the late 19th century, not least through the work of Adolf Furtwangler.
[image: ]Henry Howard's 'Head of Niobe' (c.1809).




Some of the gems that Payne Knight referred to in his writings cannot currently be viewed in the museum, due to the investigations that still continue into the thefts from the collection. Earlier this year, in a piece written by four members of the museum's Recovery Programme curatorial team, it was revealed that as many as 1200 gems, registered in the early 20th century as having uncertain provenance, have now been identified as belonging to Townley's collection. Collectors such as Payne Knight were often very careful in the documentation of their own collections and keen to ensure that knowledge of antiquities was widely disseminated. Considerable effort was taken to produce plaster and glass paste impressions of ancient gems and to increase public knowledge of them in the decades before their arrival in the British Museum. Trays of these impressions can be found in the museum's Enlightenment Gallery, which captures something of the intellectual fervour of these 18th-century inquiries into the origins and development of civilisations.
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The Mask Is Off
Tom Stevenson in El Salvador

6971 wordsFor four decades  El Salvador was known for death squads and civil war, and then for gang violence. But now, under President Nayib Bukele, the gangs that carved up the country have been routed. The members of the pandillas - the two main gangs were Mara Salvatrucha (or MS-13) and Barrio 18 (split into two factions, the Revolucionarios and Surenos) - have been imprisoned or have scattered. In the mid-2010s the level of violence in El Salvador was at times comparable with Iraq and Syria; by 2024, the murder rate had dropped by 98 per cent. The blunt tool responsible for this transformation was the imprisonment of three out of every hundred adult men. By this method, Bukele said last year, 'we turned the world's murder capital into the safest country in the Western hemisphere.'
Relieving the country of its reputation for lawlessness, and gaining for it the title of the world's highest per capita prison population, meant dispensing with the rule of law. Under the State of Exception declared by Bukele in 2022, constitutional rights were suspended. Those arrested didn't have to be taken before a judge or even given a reason for their arrest. Bukele didn't stop there. Political opponents have been jailed or driven into exile and Bukele has embraced his extemporary powers. Calling himself the 'coolest dictator in the world', the restorer of the state monopoly on violence has replaced the state and seized the monopoly for himself. Giving the US access to El Salvador's expanded prison system as an offshore gulag has made him a darling of the American right. They praise him as a visionary leader, but his appeal lies in something more primordial: the assertion that a broken country can be fixed with sufficient state violence.
At first, Bukele's rise appears to follow a familiar pattern: a privileged member of the ruling class opportunistically breaks with it and poses as an anti-establishment force. Born in 1981 to a millionaire father with sprawling business interests and a taste for wives, Bukele isn't an outsider. He attended the elite bilingual Escuela Panamericana. When he dropped out of university it was to work for the family businesses: first a nightclub called Mario's, then a motorcycle dealership. He became involved in politics through the family advertising company, which had a contract with the former paramilitary organisation, the Farabundo Marti National Liberation Front (FMLN). It was in this role (in Eastern Europe he would have been called a 'political technologist') that Bukele found his metier. A brilliant publicist, a master of spin and image, he was too talented to remain behind the scenes.
The coming of Bukele is incomprehensible without considering the duopoly that preceded him. Since the days of President Maximiliano Hernandez Martinez, who executed a violent coup in 1931, El Salvador had been run as a joint project by the army and a small landowning oligarchy. In 1979, that system collapsed when the US-backed junta and its paramilitaries launched a vicious war against the communist and socialist guerrillas and peasant movements that grouped together as the FMLN. The junta was responsible for the vast majority of deaths in the conflict, but didn't win a clear victory: though the fledgling democratic social forces were damaged, the junta's custody of the state was undermined too. The war ended with the signing of the Chapultepec Peace Accords in Mexico in 1992. For the next three decades, the domesticated FMLN and the moderated oligarchic party of the right, the Alianza Republicana Nacionalista (ARENA), swapped tight election victories for the legislature (ARENA comfortably held the presidency). The war had destroyed the country's economy, and with a large surplus population of young men, El Salvador became a country defined by its corrupt political superstructure and gang violence.
'Historically, politics meant the presidency in this country - as it does now,' according to Ruben Zamora, one of the signatories of the 1992 peace accords, a presidential candidate in the 1994 elections and an elder statesman of Salvadoran politics. In the postwar years, however, no single president became dominant in the way Bukele is now. His political party, Nuevas Ideas, boasts of social transformation but the country is run as a traditional fiefdom. Zamora met Bukele early in his political career. 'He spoke so well, and he seemed like someone who wanted to do something new,' Zamora told me. 'Yet now we can say that the great dictators of this country's history are Martinez and Bukele, and they have a lot in common.'
In San Salvador, the country's capital, I met Oscar Picardo, who has known Bukele since he was a student at the Escuela Panamericana, where Picardo taught. 'He was an introverted kid. Nothing exceptional academically,' Picardo said. 'But he was always ambitious - his was a character in continuous evolution.' In 2012, when he was thirty, Bukele was elected mayor of Nuevo Cuscatlan, a small suburb of San Salvador. He stood as the FMLN candidate: 'Back then he presented himself as a casual guy, he wore his baseball cap backwards and had all the progressive talking points,' Picardo said. 'Now he likes to wear embroidered jackets and play the sophisticate.' Nuevo Cuscatlan was a sleepy area on the edge of the capital, but Bukele was able to present what he did there as being of national significance. Minor municipal projects came to stand for an energetic programme of rejuvenation. Some felt Bukele was a classic example of a vendedor de humo - a 'smoke seller'.
Bukele's rise to the presidency began in earnest in 2015, when he ran for mayor of San Salvador. Victory gave him a truly national profile and he soon distanced himself from the FMLN, which had only ever been a ladder to the top. In 2017, when he finally left the party, he invited Picardo for lunch. 'He wanted to explain his new political party,' Picardo said, 'how it would be neither left-wing nor right-wing' but a movement that would transcend old politics. Picardo said he was not convinced of the project's novelty, or that the people involved in Nuevas Ideas were more than empty suits, many of them plucked from small business. With so many decisions taken personally by the president there isn't much for the party to do. 'One thing you must understand about Bukele is that almost everything he does is improvised,' he told me. 'Nothing is planned and anything can happen.'
Bukele won the presidency in 2019. 'At that moment all of us believed in him,' according to Ronal Umana, a former member of the legislative assembly and an old friend of Bukele's vice president, Felix Ulloa. 'The country had for so many years been under the two-party dynamic, and society was tired of it. Bukele seemed like an outsider. He came with promises that he would change the dynamic of the rich on top and the majority in poverty below.' For many former supporters, 9 February 2020, when Bukele marched into the legislative assembly flanked by soldiers to demand approval for one of his projects, was an inflection point. Umana continued to meet Ulloa every Saturday to play poker. But in March 2022, the businessman Catalino Miranda, another regular, was arrested. 'They spoke very powerfully about the need for democracy,' Umana said. 'The truth is Bukele fooled us. He knew from the beginning what he wanted and in which direction he was going.'
In the first years of his presidency, Bukele gave interviews freely. Now most of his international media appearances are managed by a Trump lackey in Florida (on trips to the US, Bukele employs the services of MAGA's top make-up artist). His circle has grown smaller in the six years he has been president. He still has a house in Residencial Los Suenos, near Nuevo Cuscatlan. He likes to hold social events at the President Hotel in the Zona Rosa district, a dolled-up area infected with American restaurant brands. His closest advisers are family members, with his three full brothers - Karim and the twins Yusef and Ibrajim - forming a fraternal cabinet. For a time Karim ran the legislative assembly and organised Bukele's international meetings; Yusuf still liaises with domestic and international business; Ibrajim screens public appointments from the family's Yamaha showroom. Bukele's cousin Xavier Zablah is the president of Nuevas Ideas and Zablah's wife, Sofia Medina, is communications secretary. Two of Bukele's old schoolmates are government ministers.
For his national address on 1 June this year, Bukele wore a black tunic with pharaonic gold embroidery and a sash in the national colours, a self-conscious caricature of el presidente. 'Bukele now is like a messianic figure,' Picardo said. 'Every event must have a red carpet. Ministers must stand when he enters a room. In their speeches, they always say "as President Bukele said", or "according to President Bukele".' He is free to be vain; to declaim about Western civilisation and keep peacocks at the Casa Presidencial.
Bukele describes his success in suppressing the pandillas as a 'miracle'. Unlike the more familiar Latin American drug cartels, which made their profits from smuggling cocaine to the US or Europe, El Salvador's gangs were essentially modest street operations. Their mode was territorial control, not control of trade. They extorted small businesses, taxed minibus routes, charged rent to purveyors of vice and carried out turf wars. Both MS-13 and Barrio 18 have their roots in Los Angeles gang culture. Refugees of the Salvadoran civil war fled north to find themselves living in an LA underworld run by the Mexican mafia and formed their own gangs to survive. From the 1990s onwards, Salvadorans were deported from the US in great numbers (150,000 were sent back to El Salvador during Obama's two terms alone). The gangs brought back with them the system of neighbourhood control they had refined in southern California and imposed it on a weak state still riven by war.
In El Salvador the gangs were first and foremost a phenomenon of the comunidades. Extortion went on in the more middle-class quarters of the city, but the gangs were embedded in the slums and dense working-class neighbourhoods. There, they could exercise enormous pressure. In Plaza Libertad, Barrio 18 charged shoe-shiners to work the square. Along Bulevar Venezuela, a street lined with shanties painted a faded turquoise and terra di siena, gang territory shifted so often that the road couldn't be used after dark. In the east of the city, where most of the population lives, many neighbourhoods were taken over, even though one of them, La Chacra, was next to a special forces base. Bodies were regularly dumped in the drainage ditches beside the Autopista de Oro, or hastily buried in the nearby hills. In effect, the gangs became a form of local government, brutally enforcing order in places the state couldn't or wouldn't run.
I visited La Campanera, a social housing project on the far north-east edge of the city that became an MS-13 stronghold, almost a company town. From the central street, roads of terraced bungalows built from breeze blocks and corrugated tin branched out, like the skeleton of a fish. There were no street signs or house numbers, making it easier to disappear into the warren. The authorities claim that almost everyone who lives in La Campanera was a gang member or had one in the family. When MS-13 ran the neighbourhood, no non-resident could enter without special dispensation from the pandilla. Trucks with supplies for local shops had to leave their wares at the end of the main street, which is the only way in to the area. When the State of Exception was declared in 2022, La Campanera was raided in a military-style operation. The security forces rounded up hundreds of people and took them away - no one knew where. They seized houses they claimed were gang hideouts (casas destroyer) and removed the roofs to prevent anyone moving back in.
The government now wants to present La Campanera as an example of successful rehabilitation. The police outpost that once stood outside the entrance to the area has been moved inside, though when I visited it wasn't yet open. The houses and alleys to the right of the main street had begun to be renovated, which seemed to mean a new coat of paint. Gang graffiti had been covered over with murals, and a small park had been cleaned up. Along the street there are a few small shops, one of which was advertising chocolate-covered watermelon slices. The woman running it had been there on the night of the first raid. She said it was terrifying: in the middle of the night she heard screams and the sound of doors being battered down. Police and soldiers were suddenly everywhere. She used to pay $10 a week to the gang (up from $5 when she opened her shop). Now that the gang had gone, her sister was thinking about visiting from the US - before, she had been too scared to come. Business wasn't great, but what else could she do? With a La Campanera address on her ID card she would never get a job in the city centre.
La Campanera was, and still is, a reservation of the poor. The open rubbish tip where the houses meet the trees remains. The main government project in the community was the renovation of the local school. They seemed to have done a good job: a new roof, ramps, air conditioning. The headmistress had been working there for twelve years. She said the gang had never really interfered, but now families felt more comfortable sending their children to school. The big problem, she said, was that there was still no good transport out of the area, just a bus that sometimes runs to Soyapango, from where you can get to other parts of the city.
The  improvement in basic security in El Salvador is undeniable. The government's story, loyally repeated by the American media, is that this was a straightforward example of manodurismo. True, strong-arm tactics had been tried before, but Bukele was more determined and more ferocious. (Call it the Duterte theory: long-standing social malaise is really a result of an insufficient commitment to state violence.) There are serious problems with this account. By the time Bukele became president, the murder rate had already halved from the highs it reached during the last gang war in 2015. For the first three years, Bukele's attitude to the gangs differed little from that of past governments: talking tough but co-existing with them. The level of violence continued to drop between 2019 and the introduction of the State of Exception in 2022. Bukele ascribes these successes to the Territorial Control Plan, his first anti-gang policy. But that plan, which was limited in geographical scope, doesn't account for the reduction in murders, which was nationwide.
At first, Bukele's government made targeted arrests while negotiating behind the scenes in an attempt to keep the violence contained in the slums. Bukele now denies that any such negotiations took place, but this can't be taken seriously. He must have dealt with the gangs while mayor of San Salvador: how else could he have got anything done in the areas they controlled? Earlier this year, investigative reporting by the Salvadoran media outlet El Faro showed that Bukele's ties with Barrio 18 Surenos went back at least to 2014. One palabrero described a deal in which Bukele's team paid $250,000 to Barrio 18 to secure their support for his mayoral run. While the FMLN and the gangs were at war, Bukele's main fixer, the former football hooligan Carlos Marroquin, continued to receive local gang leaders in the nightclubs of San Salvador. The gangs called Bukele 'Batman'. On his election as president, MS-13 issued a statement saying 'we trust in God and in the new president, Nayib.' During his first years in power, Bukele allowed gang members to visit their bosses in Zacatecoluca prison. The gangs supported him again in the 2021 legislative elections.
It was only in 2022 that Bukele broke with them. In response to three massacres that March, probably a result of the breakdown of the pact with the government, Bukele declared the State of Exception and switched to a policy of mass arrests. Both the Policia Nacional Civil and the military were brought out in full force to arrest anyone who might be involved with the pandillas. More than sixty thousand people were detained in the first year (a few thousand people were subsequently released). Relative to population size, more than ten times as many people were imprisoned as in the Mexican crackdown of the mid-2000s. Under the State of Exception there was no due process, no right to legal representation and little chance of redress. The default sentence was life imprisonment. Thousands of gang members remain in hiding in rural areas, but the territorial system of the pandillas was destroyed. El Salvador's neighbours observed all this with interest (I spotted the Costa Rican minister of justice in the lobby of my hotel in San Salvador, taking pictures with his security guard). In Honduras, Xiomara Castro has used similar techniques, though less effectively. In Ecuador, Daniel Noboa claims Bukele as an inspiration. But it's unlikely that any neighbouring state has the prerequisites for success. Bukele had already hollowed out the judiciary and arrested or intimidated opposition politicians, and the gangs' senior leadership had been imprisoned years before. Almost all of the MS-13 bosses were in Zacatecoluca prison (some senior figures who were living abroad have been rounded up by the US and are due to be tried in New York) and ran the gang's operations from there. By 2022 the gangs no longer had multiple layers of organisation to fall back on. Perhaps they had also been lulled into the belief that waves of violence would always result in a new pact and a return to business as usual.
Bukele had understood, however, that there was an enormous public desire for the gangs' brutal and public defeat. The symbol of the new era is the Centro de Confinamiento del Terrorismo (CECOT), a megaprison 75 kilometres outside San Salvador, surrounded by rings of nine-metre-high concrete walls, with seven watchtowers on the outer perimeter and twelve on the inner. Like the immigration detention centres scattered across the southern US, it looks like one of Amazon's distribution centres from above. Inside there are eight prison blocks, each containing 32 cells. Each cell can hold up to eighty inmates. Very few of the fifteen thousand prisoners have had a trial. They sleep on metal bunks. They are allowed out of the cells once a day for half an hour, always in shackles. Their heads are shaved every five days. Prison guards walk on the perforated metal ceilings above the cells. Once they've arrived at CECOT, transported in silver buses, the inmates have no contact with the outside world. Phone signals are jammed in the surrounding area.
El Salvador is not unique in having prisons into which people disappear. The essential difference between the Bukele prison state and, say, the Egyptian one is its visibility. In Egypt, as in Assad's Syria, the brutality is meant to take place in secret, and even to inquire into it is dangerous. Bukele's government likes to give tours of CECOT to social media grifters. The US secretary of homeland security, Kristi Noem, had herself filmed posing in front of caged prisoners. Videos on YouTube, in Spanish, Arabic and English, all show the same basic tour of the same two blocks of crowded but clean cells. Dozens of men in one cell stare out from behind the bars, their faces covered in tattoos; in the next cell the prisoners have glasses and paunches. The armoury and the solitary confinement cell always feature, and many of the videos include an interview with the same prisoner, a man identified as 'Psycho', who discusses his violent past.
CECOT's purpose, as its name suggests, is to treat gang members as terrorists, in a way obviously influenced by Guantanamo. The stage-managed tours reveal little about the way prison violence is suppressed or about the conditions in the blocks visitors aren't shown. One problem with mass incarceration is that it can make gangs stronger: prisons are good for recruitment. El Salvador has plenty of older prisons like Zacatecoluca in which gangs have operated for decades; CECOT may be an attempt to make this harder, but however well-contained they are, the gangs have not gone.
Many  of Bukele's preoccupations are common to putschists eager to mark a new dawn. Street hawkers have been expelled from the historic centre of San Salvador because they looked messy. Grand construction projects of uncertain merit have been announced, and some started. The construction of a new 'airport of the Pacific' near the eastern city of La Union is underway. A pledge to bring back rail travel has not yet been fulfilled. The vaunted adoption of bitcoin as legal tender appears to be largely fictional: it wasn't accepted anywhere I went. Being attracted most of all to power, Bukele is supportive of Israel. His brief flirtation with China - in return for a donation to the new National Library, he cut El Salvador's ties with Taiwan - has come to an end thanks to his wish to keep in with Trump.
At home, Bukele is smart enough to make popular gestures: there is a government programme to provide laptops to children in state schools, for example. In San Salvador I went to El Magico football stadium, where the government had laid on an event to announce some university scholarships. Coaches had brought in thousands of uniformed schoolchildren, who held up blue and white cards to form the national flag. Advertising boards around the ground showed the slogan 'Una Generacion que Florece'; a banner in English read 'Tourism contributes to the rebirth of El Salvador.' Everything was filmed from above by quadcopter drones, while a DJ hopped around shouting and encouraging the kids to post on social media. Every couple of minutes she would tell the crowd to 'scream for President Nayib Bukele!'
I travelled south to Surf City, a project opened by the government in 2019 to boost tourism. The city is really a small beach town with a mud and pebble beach and a pig-shaped sea stack called 'El Tunco'. The waves were good (the town has hosted the world surfing games twice and will again next month) and a dozen or so surfers were making use of them. There were surf shops, places selling bao, juice bars, burger shops and a pizzeria. One cafe offered the presidential coffee brand, Bean of Fire, a personal 'passion project' launched by Bukele last year to showcase Salvadoran excellence (the company is fully owned by him and registered in Miami). I saw only a handful of tourists: a few sandy gringos hanging around with their sun-bleached children. Young Americans clutching water bottles. Two German women discussing their allergies. Like so many Bukele projects, Surf City felt like a place built for social media.
I approached various members of the government, who were at first enthusiastic about giving me an interview, only to report that they had been denied permission by Bukele's office. The only person willing to meet without permission was Alejandro Gutman, head of the newest government department, the Directorate of Integration. I went to his office in Mejicanos, a working-class district of San Salvador where, in 2010, Barrio 18 set fire to one minibus and shot at another, killing nineteen people. The directorate was set up in 2022 and the building was still under construction, but in the reception area there were two portraits, one of the president and another of his wife.
Gutman, who is Argentinian, first came to El Salvador in 2004 with the idea of running football projects in areas afflicted by gang violence. 'The idea was to use sport as a way of learning lessons for life,' he told me. The project was a success, 'but at the end of the day, people's lives didn't change much. The reality around them was misery and violence which takes away everything else.' Still, he stayed and continued to run social programmes in the comunidades. The charity he founded was one of the few willing to work in the gang areas. Gutman's theory is that the gangs thrived because of a fracture in Salvadoran society. 'In El Salvador there are really two worlds,' he said. 'There are the people who have access to education, health, employment, entertainment, cultural things, a political and emotional life, and then there are the people who live in communities that no one wants to be in for one hour, let alone a day, and the only people who go there are those who live there and the police.' The purpose of the Department of Integration, which he had named himself, was to end that bifurcation.
Gutman said that Bukele, who invited him to join the government three years ago, was the first political leader to understand his ideas. 'From the beginning we had an incredible relationship - I cannot describe it. We meet late at night and for long hours,' he said. 'I've met with all the presidents and vice presidents of this country and I never met anyone with a real interest in transformation until him.' Rhetoric about transformation and healing social fractures is exactly what Bukele likes. But poverty in El Salvador has increased during his presidency. Gutman argued that UN and World Bank data 'don't make a proper assessment of the situation: integration is about feeling that you are part of this world, and that others receive you as part of this world.' On this qualitative basis, he was confident that the country was going in the right direction.
It's true that international institutions have questionable records in assessing poverty, but if poverty was the condition that allowed the rise of the gangs, a quantifiable improvement would surely be welcome. I saw no sign of the kind of development that Gutman advocates. Anyone who visits San Salvador will spend a good deal of time stuck in traffic. Yet like his predecessors, Bukele has failed to establish a public bus system. The last public transportation project was terminated by him in 2022. While sitting in traffic you have plenty of time to contemplate the old bus stops along Alameda Juan Pablo II, which were meant to connect Plaza Salvador del Mundo in the city centre with Soyapango to the east. A homeless couple with three lively dogs seemed to be living in one of them.
Gutman remains widely respected in El Salvador, even among critics of the government. But some feel that the Department of Integration is just a fig leaf for Bukele. It was Gutman who had put on the event at the football stadium and come up with the slogan 'Una Generacion que Florece'. I asked him whether it's possible for people to flourish under a dictatorship. He became visibly uncomfortable. 'Look, I will tell you about this authoritarian thing,' he said, before tailing off. 'I live in the short term. I only will say that the fight of my life was the transformation of the people, and of course I see some things I don't like ... but how can I say something bad about the first guy I really think is giving me the opportunity to transform the country?'
Outside the Department of Integration was an example of one of the government's most interesting social programmes: small, two-storey glass cubes built in run-down areas. From the outside they look like tech offices inexplicably dropped in a slum, but the cubos are in essence miniature public libraries. Inside this one was a meeting area with a couple of tables, a children's play area, books and a dozen computers. It was clean and air-conditioned. The staff said it had opened four years ago and was one of eleven in the country. The bookshelves held a small selection of Latin American classics, including a chunky collection of Roque Dalton. It seemed to me that this was a fine project, and that eleven cubos weren't nearly enough.
Earlier this year,  Bukele launched a fresh campaign of intimidation against human rights groups. On 18 May, Ruth Lopez, possibly the country's most prominent civil dissident and a member of the Central American human rights monitor Cristosal, was arrested and charged with embezzlement. I had planned to meet the constitutional lawyer Enrique Anaya, but he had just been arrested by plainclothes police. Ingrid Escobar, the director of Socorro Juridico Humanitario, an NGO that provides legal advice and humanitarian assistance to the families of the detained, went into hiding shortly before our scheduled meeting. The costs of opposing the president can be high. Bukele's successor as mayor of San Salvador, the ARENA politician Ernesto Muyshondt, was placed under house arrest in June 2021, beaten in prison and transferred to a psychiatric hospital the day before his scheduled release. His cousin Alejandro Muyshondt, a former Bukele adviser who had fallen out of favour, was imprisoned and died soon afterwards of pulmonary oedema. His family claims he was tortured. Many of Bukele's opponents seem to have given up on democratic means of dissent; many have given up entirely.
In 2021, after packing the Supreme Court with loyalist judges, Bukele secured a ruling that allowed him to stand for a second consecutive five-year term. He won re-election in February last year, with Nuevas Ideas winning 54 of the 60 seats in parliament. Three of the other seats went to small parties connected to Bukele. When I visited the assembly building, known as the Salon Azul, it looked deserted, apart from what seemed to be dozens of suited parking attendants. I was meeting Marcela Villatoro, one of the three remaining opposition parliamentarians and a deputy for what is left of ARENA. 'Bukele runs everything, all the institutions - he has kidnapped the state,' she said. 'He needs an opposition to pretend it isn't a dictatorship, that's the reason he has us.' Villatoro claimed that the head of Nuevas Ideas, Bukele's cousin Xavier Zablah, was trying to put pressure on her. 'If I get up from the assembly to go to the bathroom he takes a photo and posts it online, very obviously and openly,' she said. She had no confidence that Bukele would agree to leave office in 2029, and she was proved right on 31 July, when the assembly passed a law permitting an indefinite number of presidential terms, with each term extended from five years to six. The measure passed, as all measures tend to, by 57 votes to 3.
Claudia Ortiz, another opposition deputy in the assembly, asked to meet me at a health food restaurant in the city centre. She said her office was probably bugged. Ortiz is the leader of Vamos, a new party which describes itself as Christian Democratic. She said that Bukele had built his reputation on defeating the gangs, but his method of government was not sustainable. 'People now feel safer, but we are experiencing massive violations of human rights due to the State of Exception.' A former employee of Transparency International, she spoke of her commitment to pluralistic government, accountability, limits to state power and human rights. In Brussels she would be a star; in El Salvador these principles are not in play. She rejected the idea that the existence of a tiny opposition was useful to Bukele. 'We are not a comfortable opposition,' she said. 'We want power and we want to govern.'
In a small cafe with a lockable front gate, I met Lourdes Palacios, a member of the FMLN turned activist for the Committee of the Families of Political Prisoners in El Salvador. COFAPPES was founded in 2021 in response to the arrest of five members of the previous government. (Of the three most recent former presidents of El Salvador, Antonio Saca is in prison, Mauricio Funes is dead and Salvador Sanchez Ceren is in exile in Nicaragua.) Although it began its work by protesting against the arrest of politicians, COFAPPES has now extended its remit: Bukele has used the State of Exception to go after everyone from gang members to environmental protesters and farming co-operatives. Once someone is in jail, there is rarely proof of life. COFAPPES has documented 412 deaths in custody, but the organisation believes there are more. 'The families of prisoners who die in custody often have no idea what happened to them: they just receive the corpses,' Palacios said. 'The situation is now worse here than in any other place in Latin America.'
Many of Bukele's  critics are reluctant to accept that he remains very popular. On 5 June, the front page of Diario El Salvador ran a headline boasting of his 90 per cent approval rating above a story about a gang member who had been sentenced to a hundred years in prison. Bukele's opponents are often sceptical of these polls because they are commissioned by firms with ties to the government. His resounding victory in the 2024 elections is chalked up, at least in part, to the fact the elections were far from fair. It seems implausible that so many still support him. Extreme poverty has doubled since he became president. There has been no peace dividend from the defeat of the gangs. Economic growth remains low, below even that of Nicaragua. But Edwin Segura, a specialist in polling and data analysis at La Prensa Grafica, the leading opposition newspaper, told me that 'those in the opposition have to face the fact that Bukele remains very popular.' At the beginning of June, his newspaper published its own poll, which showed 85.2 per cent support for Bukele. 'People still very highly value the security improvement,' Segura told me. The country's problems are not blamed on the government. 'The thinking seems to be that the economy is something we all contribute to, but security is not something you can do anything about as an ordinary citizen. That's the government's responsibility - if it fails it takes the blame and when it succeeds it is rewarded.'
An underappreciated aspect of support for Bukele may be that he set the traditional criollo oligarchy on its toes. By background, Bukele belonged to a peripheral part of the capital class (as Palestinian 'Turks' who had emigrated to El Salvador in the 1920s, his father's family was prevented on ethnic grounds from joining the Club Campestre). One of the first targets for political repression was the former president Alfredo Cristiani, who as owner of one of the country's largest pharmaceutical concerns had always prevailed over Bukele's father in the scrimmage for state contracts. Cristiani's properties were expropriated and he was forced into exile. Bukele has found new supporters among the wealthy: the aviation magnate Roberto Kriete publicly backs him and the foreign minister, Alexandra Hill-Tinoco, comes from another dynastic family. But most of the capital class is cowed. Meanwhile the Bukele family's own interests have grown to include a coffee plantation, the classic symbol of the Salvadoran oligarchy.
On 20 May, the legislative assembly passed a Foreign Agents Law, intended to suppress the government's critics. Under the law, the state will establish a database of individuals and groups that receive funding from abroad, which in a country dependent on remittances from relatives in the US could be almost anyone. Bukele and his ministers have not been shy about naming the intended targets - the civil opposition and the human rights movement, which it claims is a tool of undefined 'foreign interests'. Many countries have registers of foreign agents and lobbying outfits, but the idea that the human rights movement in El Salvador - which Bukele himself describes as marginal - is being used by an external power to destabilise the state isn't plausible and it's hard to see why Bukele felt the need to launch this attack. Perhaps it's just that he's running short of enemies, and it's still useful to have them.
The only foreign interest to interfere in El Salvador is the US. For years, the US supported Salvadoran special forces and their fondness for extrajudicial executions. The American embassy in the Santa Elena district on the edge of the capital covers 25 acres: it's the largest in the region. During Trump's first term, the US ambassador, Ronald Johnson, a former CIA man who had been involved in the brutal US meddling in the civil war, developed a close relationship with Bukele, who visited Johnson's house in Miami, where the two men went out to dine on lobster. American scrutiny of Bukele's dealings with the gangs was mysteriously suspended. 'Put simply, Johnson had Bukele's back,' one insider told me. Bukele subsequently awarded Johnson the Grand Cross Silver Plate and the Grand Order of Francisco Morazan - designed specifically for him.
Bukele, like Jair Bolsonaro in Brazil, Javier Milei in Argentina and Jose Antonio Kast in Chile, is more than merely a collateral political phenomenon of the age of Trump, even if he is more closely tied to the US than any other Latin American leader. His relationship with Trump cost him during the Biden years, when there was a Justice Department investigation into the links between his government and the gangs, and the US briefly redirected some of its aid to civil society. The US military has a 'co-operative security location' - an airfield from which surveillance flights operate - at Comalapa, near the border with Honduras. On a tour of Central America earlier this year, the secretary of state, Marco Rubio, claimed that 'American leadership is back in the Western hemisphere.' Trump's second term seems to have brought a rhetorical return to the junta-first Latin America policy of the 1980s. And Bukele takes pride of place.
Rubio visited San Salvador during his tour and announced that Bukele had agreed to take deportees of any nationality off US hands and imprison them in El Salvador. 'We have offered the US the opportunity to outsource part of its prison system,' Bukele said. A month later, Rubio reported that hundreds of 'alien enemy members' of the Venezuelan criminal organisation Tren de Aragua had been sent to El Salvador to be imprisoned indefinitely in CECOT. He said Bukele was 'the strongest security leader in our region' and 'a great friend of the US'. The Venezuelans, along with some Salvadorans (at least one of whom had been included because of an 'administrative error'), had been deported in secret by executive order and identified as gang members on the basis of a shoddy analysis of their tattoos. 'There's a saying in El Salvador,' Alex Kravetz, a former ambassador to the UN and the WTO in Geneva, told me. '"Trying to block out the sun with a finger." Anyone who denies this is a dictatorial regime is trying to block out the sun with a finger. The mask is off.' For Bukele, the relationship with the US is now vital. 'He has hitched his wagon to Trump and the MAGA movement. Trump is behind him, and he's emboldened as a result,' Kravetz said. 'Of course we've seen how getting too close to Trump can mean getting burned.'
Bukele will be credited with the defeat of the gangs, whatever else his legacy may be. Yet it was because the Salvadoran gangs were peripheral to pan-American organised crime that their defeat was possible. Bukele cut out that little slice - to the enormous benefit of Salvadorans - but the gangs survive in Guatemala, in Honduras, in Mexico and in the US. El Salvador is now faced with the question of what kind of society can be built in a country whose young men are in prison. Bukele's answer seems to be to make El Salvador an offshore holding facility for the US, a national Alcatraz. It's hardly an inspiring vision.
I visited Comunidad Iberia in the east of San Salvador, an old MS-13 neighbourhood behind the Mercado La Tiendona. People were going about their business, delivering canisters of water and fixing beaten-up motorbikes. There were fewer young men than one would normally expect to see. Near the entrance to the area, I found people playing Loteria, a form of bingo, and stayed to gamble some quarter-dollars with the locals. In front of each person were piles of dried corn kernels to place on boards with stylised illustrations on them. 'El Borracho!' the caller shouted out. 'El Negrito!' I had both on my board and placed a kernel on the illustrations. 'El Gorrito!' I didn't know the word, which made it difficult to beat the regulars (it means 'little bonnet'). The owner came over to check my board. He said that it was good that outsiders could come to the area now. Not long ago, if you walked in down the road, as I just had, there was a good chance you wouldn't walk back out. The gangs used to hang out here, he said. It was a dangerous place, but fortunately he had never had to pay them 'rent'. He put one of my kernels on the symbol for gourd, which I had also missed. He said business was much worse than in the time of the gangs, and a lot worse than in the 1980s, when the place was always packed. 'El Valiente!' 'And then, of course, a lot of people have been arrested and that's fewer customers,' he said. 'You know, there are a lot of innocent people in prison.' 'El Apache!'
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Dance in the Rain
Dani Garavelli

4035 wordsOn  the afternoon of 14 August - the publication day of her memoir - Nicola Sturgeon was interviewed by Kirsty Wark in the McEwan Hall in Edinburgh. Sturgeon was wearing a red top and red shoes: she wears red on days she needs to feel in control. But the audience members didn't want to tell her off, rather to thank her for 'all you've done for Scotland'. For a woman who thought herself too divisive to continue to lead the SNP, it must have felt like stepping in from a blizzard to find the fire blazing and a whisky labelled 'spirit of 2015' on the hearth. Outside the hall, however, the reception wasn't so cheering. The extracts run by the Times were in turn chopped up into little packages of sensation in the Daily Mail and the Telegraph, and J.K. Rowling reposted a well-known selfie from October 2022 in which she wore a T-shirt emblazoned with the slogan 'Nicola Sturgeon: Destroyer of Women's Rights'.
Polarised politics aren't new in Scotland, but the tribalism, appetite for conspiracy theories and lack of empathy for 'the other side' evident in the latter stages of the independence referendum campaign of 2014, and which only increased after the result, created the perfect conditions for the uproar over the Gender Recognition Reform Act, which would have brought in self-identification for trans people. It was passed by the Scottish Parliament in December 2022 but subsequently blocked by Westminster. The bill, which was supported by the large majority of MSPs from all the mainstream parties at Holyrood except the Tories, became the most controversial and divisive piece of legislation in the Scottish Parliament's history. In the end, it was the Gender Recognition Reform Act that killed Sturgeon's leadership, not any failures during Covid (her mysteriously deleted WhatsApp messages, and the fact that despite her clear superiority to Boris Johnson in behaviour and messaging, the Scottish fatality rate was similar to that in England); not her feud with her mentor and predecessor as party leader, Alex Salmond; not even Operation Branchform, the fraud investigation that led to a raid on her house and her husband - Peter Murrell, then the SNP chief executive - being charged with embezzlement of more than PS660,000 donated to the party.
Sturgeon believes that the rights of transgender people are not (and can never be) in conflict with the rights of women. When Isla Bryson - a transgender rapist who was briefly sent to a female jail - challenged that belief, all hell broke loose. Sturgeon couldn't bring herself to say that Bryson was not a woman. She writes in her memoir that 'it seemed obvious' to her 'that the gender question was not the relevant issue ... What mattered was that Isla Bryson is a rapist. Identifying as a woman did not confer any automatic right to be accommodated in a female prison.' Sturgeon admits that she 'lost the dressing room', but still insists, as she did at the time, that many of those who fought against single-sex spaces such as domestic violence shelters and prisons being used to accommodate trans people were not only transphobic, but 'deeply misogynist, often homophobic, possibly, some of them, racist as well'. In the review of Frankly she published on her website, Rowling calls Sturgeon's comments about her opponents at the time of the Bryson furore Sturgeon's 'basket of deplorables moment'.
In Frankly, Sturgeon concedes that she should have 'hit the pause button when I realised, sometime in 2022, just how polarised the issue was becoming'. But it's also true that the affair quickly became a vehicle for the transphobia that Sturgeon identified. 'When your belief in your cause is so deeply rooted that there is literally no evidence that could shake it, it has become religious, and opposition will inevitably come to be seen, not as rational disagreement, but as a fundamental moral failing,' Rowling writes of Sturgeon's supposed inability to empathise with those who voted 'No' in the referendum. Yet the thing about the clash of two fundamentalisms is that each side believes this to be true of the other. Sturgeon's opponents didn't see the showdown over self-identification as a schism within feminism; for them it was a battle between misogynists and champions of women, with Sturgeon one of the misogynists - though gender equality was one of her earliest political priorities.
It's hard to articulate what Sturgeon's feminism meant to someone like me who moved back to Scotland in the mid-1990s, a country stifled by all-male clubs and all-male panels, with its politics and journalism dominated by 'big beasts', pretty much all of them men. Sturgeon was always willing to address what it meant to be a woman in power. Unlike Theresa May, she railed against the Daily Mail's 'Never mind Brexit, who won Legs-it!' headline, and talked about her anxieties over the menopause. She continues to call attention to sexism in her memoir, though occasionally she seems to use it to protect herself from accountability. 'I was hounded by journalists determined to find a way of making me responsible for the sexual behaviour of a man,' she writes about the legitimate attempt to find out what she knew about the messages sent to a 16-year-old boy by her then finance secretary, Derek Mackay.
In the de-Sturgeonisation process that took place in the wake of her resignation in February 2023, the narrative was rewritten. Her relatability, gravitas and high approval ratings were forgotten; her managerialism, insularity and lack of transparency were stressed. That she had always seen herself as a cut above came as a surprise to those of us who had watched her stack chairs in dusty community halls. That she was aloof jarred with what I'd seen of her on the campaign trail chatting to all and sundry. But nearly thirty years after I came back to a Scotland that didn't make room for women, the bonhomie of male politicians like Salmond was still the default mode. It wasn't really that Sturgeon was 'aloof', more that she wasn't clubbable. When she moved into Bute House, it ceased being a centre of late-night hobnobbing. She worked hard without playing hard, and some people didn't like that. They were used to seeing the Scottish government as a Tudor court, and themselves as members of it.
Frankly is Sturgeon's attempt to change the narrative again; she places at its centre her diligence and hard work, which she sees as born of a fear of failure. Her lack of confidence in childhood was accompanied, she writes, by 'a burning ambition, a drive to succeed, a craving to be "seen". I had - at risk of sounding daft - a very strong sense of "destiny", a feeling that whatever I did in life would not be "ordinary".' Some have mocked this, saying that she sounds like Boris Johnson. But Johnson saw success as his birthright, while Sturgeon believed it would come to her only through the furious application that makes Jill a dull girl.
The tension between Sturgeon's ambition and her 'impostor syndrome' is a recurring theme. It drives her to achieve, but also leads her to act against her own and others' interests. When she finally became an MSP in 1999, after two failed attempts at a Westminster seat, she could take no pleasure in it. To lose on the constituency vote and sneak in on the list felt like cheating: 'I had not been good enough to win Govan,' she writes. 'I didn't deserve to be there.' Her ambition may be the reason she did so little to damp down the mass adulation she attracted after taking over as leader and first minister, though she claims to have felt uncomfortable about it. Or perhaps, as her popularity grew, she began to believe in her own invincibility. Either way, it was catastrophic for the SNP, which was happy enough to stamp #ImWithNicola on election leaflets and merchandise, but was left stranded when the bubble burst. By then, Sturgeon's reluctance to delegate or confer meant that there was no one to share the blame for her missteps, and no one capable of assuming her mantle, as she had Salmond's.
Sturgeon doesn't gloss over the extent to which she was Salmond's creation. He saw in her a means to change the party - from rural to urban, from centrist to left of Labour, taking on her own characteristics - and appointed himself her mentor. It was Salmond who suggested she should stand for Westminster in 1992 at the age of 21, while she was still a law student at Glasgow University. It was Salmond who pushed her to withdraw from the 2004 leadership contest, after he belatedly decided to stand to become party leader for a second time, in exchange for becoming his deputy and anointed successor. As first minister, he made her health secretary, a job she loved but had to give up when he decided she should be in charge of referendum planning. In her interview with Wark, Sturgeon chafed at the suggestion that Salmond was guilty of coercive control, but conceded: 'His approval mattered too much and his disapproval knocked my confidence ... he probably played on that a little bit.'
As his deputy, Sturgeon tended to defer to his judgment even when she disagreed with it. She didn't openly challenge him over the release on compassionate grounds of the Lockerbie bomber, Abdelbaset Ali Mohamed al-Megrahi, though she feared it might bring down the government. She thought his 2010 election slogan, 'More Nats, less Cuts', was weak and 'grammatically offensive', but didn't say so. He took a week-long trip to China when he had promised to read her White Paper on independence; she claims he never read the whole thing. When she became first minister, Salmond resented being sidelined. He blamed her 'softly, softly' approach to a second independence referendum - he had resigned as leader in Holyrood after the failure of the 2014 vote - for the loss of his Gordon seat in the 2017 Westminster election; she was incensed by his decision later that year to host a show on the Kremlin-funded channel RT.
But it was the events leading up to Salmond's trial and acquittal on a string of sexual assault charges that sparked the feud that continues to dominate Scottish politics almost a year after his death. It will have come as no surprise to Sturgeon that the chapter of her memoir devoted to their co-dependent relationship has made his supporters furious. It is full of digs and includes the unsubstantiated suggestion that Salmond himself might have leaked the sexual harassment allegations to the Daily Record, in order to get ahead of the story. His widow, Moira, said Sturgeon's criticisms of Salmond have caused her 'great distress'; she intends to continue the legal action her husband initiated, accusing the Scottish government of misfeasance - the wrongful exercise of lawful authority - over the handling of charges against him.
What strikes the reader is not Sturgeon's desire for revenge, but the void their falling-out left in her life. Long after they stopped speaking, she continued to hold conversations with him in her head; at night she dreamed they were still on good terms and woke up feeling 'utterly bereft'. By the time he died of a heart attack in Macedonia last October, she thought she felt nothing, only to experience an 'overwhelming sense of sadness and loss'. But in response to his claims to be the victim of a conspiracy to destroy him, she comes out swinging. These were, she writes, 'the cries of a man who was not prepared to look honestly at himself in the mirror ... He died without reckoning with himself.'
Sturgeon herself lurches between the self-justifying and the self-lacerating. When it comes to the miscarriage she suffered in January 2011, she is unflinching. Though Murrell was thrilled about the pregnancy, she was less sure how she felt, and so when she lost the baby at eleven weeks, she wondered if she was being punished for not wanting it 'badly enough'. This confession, along with a harrowing description of the four days she spent waiting for the baby to 'pass', again shows Sturgeon using her platform to challenge taboos. Any hint of coldness, inferred by some critics because of the graphic details she includes, is countered by the way she considers the teenage daughter, Isla, she might now have had. 'I don't feel that my life is worth less because I am not a mum,' she writes. 'But I do deeply regret not getting the chance to be Isla's mum ... and I know I will mourn her for the rest of my life.'
By contrast, the revelation that she has 'never considered sexuality, my own included, to be binary' feels a bit cheap. It comes after a discussion of the harm caused by the false rumours that she had an affair with the (female) French ambassador. But the line itself is a tease, an invitation to further speculation. On her political mistakes, Sturgeon is similarly erratic. She agonises over minor misjudgments, such as the broadside she launched at Labour during a rally arranged to foster cross-party support for a devolved parliament in 1992, yet on some of her government's greatest failures - not reforming council tax, failing to narrow the gap in attainment between richer and poorer pupils - she says almost nothing.
For all  the introspection, there is also evidence of the Sturgeon sleight of hand: a display of self-flagellation used to extricate herself from a sticky situation. It's a trick she stumbled on in 2010 when she 'came close to killing' her political career. Approached by the wife of a constituent charged with benefit fraud, she wrote a letter in which she referred to his crime as a 'mistake', set out a list of mitigating factors, and asked the sheriff to consider a non-custodial sentence. The letter was read out in court and seized on by a journalist, leading to calls for her resignation as health secretary. 'Never explain, never apologise' was Salmond's mantra. In a rare pre-leadership act of rebellion, Sturgeon ignored him and threw herself on the mercy of her fellow MSPs. After she apologised, she writes, 'the debate quickly became about whether politics would be better if politicians had more space to admit mistakes.' What she doesn't say is that Salmond in fact robustly defended her, only to find, according to Annabel Goldie, then leader of the Scottish Tories, his 'decibel delivery of rhetoric and arrogance' being compared unfavourably to her 'humility'.
Sturgeon learned the lesson well. Her memoir is littered with such admissions and quasi-admissions. Some of them are accompanied by excuses that suggest her errors of judgment were a result of her goodness. Should she have sacked the permanent secretary to the Scottish government, Leslie Evans, after a judicial review found her investigation into the initial allegations of sexual harassment against Salmond to be 'tainted by apparent bias'? Well, maybe. But Evans's mistake was not malicious, Sturgeon writes, and 'for a man accused of sexual misconduct to be able to bully the woman responsible for investigating him out of her job would have sent a signal ... that powerful men always win in the end, no matter how they behave.'
Was she wrong to ignore Salmond's advice that Murrell should resign as the party's chief executive to avoid a conflict of interest? Perhaps, she says, but she didn't want to deprive her husband of a job he loved, and she suspected that Salmond just didn't like him. It is interesting to note that on both occasions her decision appears to have been based on second-guessing what Salmond wanted and then thwarting it, which might be understandable but doesn't seem like a good way to run a government. If Murrell had resigned, there would have been no Operation Branchform. A more valid excuse is the one she gives for the pledges she failed to deliver on. She points out that she had to fight the Brexit referendum (2016), three general elections (2015, 2017 and 2019) and two Holyrood elections (2016 and 2021) as well as steering the country through a pandemic. During her time as first minister, no fewer than five prime ministers - Cameron, May, Johnson, Truss and Sunak - held office. No wonder she was exhausted.
Her main achievements, she argues, include the Scottish Child Payment (which isn't restricted to two children); the expansion of early years provision; the baby box given to every newborn, which contains an impressive selection of clothes and essential items; the National Investment Bank; and Scotland's departure from the UK's structure of income tax, which, she says, has made the system more progressive while raising millions of pounds in extra revenue. (Scotland has six tax bands to England, Wales and Northern Ireland's three. The top band is currently 48 per cent as opposed to 45 per cent in the rest of the UK.) But this legacy can be seen as disappointingly scant: it's hard to avoid the feeling that given the party's popularity, and her own, she could have done more. And there are other policy failures for critics to note. In 2016 Sturgeon's government slashed funding to the Alcohol and Drug Partnerships despite warnings it would lead to a rise in drug deaths (Scotland now has the highest per capita toll in Western Europe). During Covid, it allowed untested hospital patients into care homes, a decision some believe contributed to many deaths of staff and residents. Perhaps the biggest scandal of Sturgeon's time as first minister involved the procurement of the Glen Sannox and the Glen Rosa from Ferguson Marine Ltd for CalMac, whose ferries provide a 'lifeline service' between the islands and the mainland. Both ships were years behind schedule and hugely over budget. The total cost is now estimated at PS460 million, more than four and a half times the original price. The Glen Sannox was delivered in November 2024, nearly seven years late. The Glen Rosa is expected between April and June next year, around eight years late. A BBC documentary found evidence that potential preferential treatment was given to Ferguson Marine; an investigation led by Barry Smith KC found no evidence of fraud, but said questions remained over the integrity of the process.
Sturgeon sometimes resorted to grievance politics, blaming Westminster for Holyrood's lack of powers while failing to use the ones she had. But one of her often overlooked successes is the SNP's positive messaging on immigration. In part this was possible because Scotland's demographics make it more dependent on imported labour, but it was also born of a genuine desire on Sturgeon's part to portray Scotland as an inclusive, welcoming place. Some may call it virtue signalling, but when you consider the xenophobia currently being whipped up in Britain, it becomes clear that messaging matters. Despite all the setbacks, when her performance is measured against that of any of her UK counterparts it's not surprising she was the one who kept her job for so many years.
Sturgeon  also had the matter of independence to deal with. It's easy for 'No' voters to criticise the amount of time this took up, but what is the leader of a party whose founding mission is separation from the rest of the UK supposed to do? From 2016 onwards, she had to placate both the movement's radicals, who wanted her to push towards independence, and the critics who wanted her to concentrate on running the country. The referendum was supposed to have settled the matter for a generation, but Brexit pulled Remain-voting Scotland out of the EU against its will. The SNP held that this 'significant and material change of circumstances' justified another attempt to gain independence. Sturgeon wasn't convinced she should hold a second referendum, but when, the day after the Brexit vote, a journalist asked her about the chances of one being held, she found herself saying it was 'highly likely', which boxed her in. In March 2017, after May refused to give 'even cursory consideration' to proposals that would have allowed Scotland a closer relationship with the EU, Sturgeon gained Holyrood's approval to ask Westminster for the delegation of powers necessary for the Scottish government to hold a vote.
The naivety of this strategy seems unfathomable now. Sturgeon herself says it was 'absolutely right and catastrophically wrong'. May immediately rejected the idea, saying 'Now is not the time'; in the snap general election called soon afterwards the SNP lost more than a third of its seats. And so the party found itself trapped in a conundrum it is still trying to resolve: how do you deliver independence if the country you want to separate from has control over the only mechanism by which voters can demonstrate their support for separation? What use is it returning successive SNP administrations to the Scottish Parliament if the UK government refuses to accept them as having a mandate?
In 2022, Sturgeon unexpectedly decided to ask the Supreme Court to rule on whether Scotland had the legal competence to hold a binding referendum without Westminster's say-so. This had never been tested because in 2012 Cameron agreed to a vote. In Frankly, Sturgeon explains that the move was not, as many assumed, a wildly optimistic gamble, but a means of managing expectations. Though she was almost certain the Supreme Court would say no, the position on legal competence had become 'something akin to a collective delusion, allowing too many independence supporters to ignore the reality of our situation'. After the Supreme Court's judgment, Sturgeon declared that the 2024 general election should serve as a de facto vote on independence. This was, she admits, 'terminology that made me seem to be doing what I had always rejected: staging some kind of wild cat referendum with no legitimacy'. Well, exactly. Her position appears to be that independence will be achieved only when it is the 'settled will of the nation', as the demand for a Scottish Parliament was at the time of the devolution referendum in 1997. It seems strange, then, with support for independence hovering around 50 per cent, that the party should expend so much energy on process, and so little on making the economic and social case for separation.
Sturgeon resigned before her de facto referendum plan could be put into action. The resignation in January 2023 of the New Zealand premier Jacinda Ardern, with whom she had always felt an affinity, was the unlikely trigger for Sturgeon's own departure weeks later. In Frankly, she says she had three main motivations: exhaustion, fear that she was destroying the chances for independence and a sense that she was 'becoming an increasingly polarising figure in Scottish politics'.
Her arrest in June that year was 'the worst day of [her] life' and the two years she had to wait to find out she had been cleared 'a form of mental torture'. The toll that leadership had taken on her was clear to see when she broke down in front of the Covid inquiry. She writes that she went for counselling, having come 'perilously close to a breakdown'. You can tell: Frankly is full of wellbeing platitudes. She has 'endured [her] darkest days', 'found reserves of strength' and learned to 'dance in the rain'. Writing the book was, she says, a form of 'therapy in action'. This is the problem. Tempted, no doubt, by a PS300,000 advance and an opportunity to face down her critics, she kept on writing as her husband was charged, her marriage imploded and her mentor died, all of which gives her memoir an unusual rawness. But how could she produce a considered account of her time in office when she was still so emotionally involved, and her story was not at an end? Frankly tells the story of a shy working-class girl who made her way to the top, and what it cost her. But until events have run their course - until Murrell has appeared in court, which is unlikely to happen until after May next year, and the culture war has subsided - Sturgeon's legacy will remain fiercely contested.
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Greased with Complaints
Gazelle Mba

4364 wordsIn  2009 the Nigerian writer Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie delivered a TED talk called 'The Danger of a Single Story', which addressed the unflattering stereotype of Africans in Western media and literature - what she called a 'single story' of half-truths and 'incomplete' tales. Adichie's account recalled Binyavanga Wainaina's seminal essay 'How to Write about Africa', published a few years earlier in Granta, in which he noted the tendency of Western writers to 'treat Africa as if it were one country' and 'adopt a sotto voice, in conspiracy with the reader, and a sad I expected-so-much-tone' intended to demonstrate an 'impeccable' liberalism.
Adichie discusses this liberal condescension in her TED talk. Her college roommate in the US 'felt sorry for me even before she saw me' and was surprised that she could use a cooker, owned a Mariah Carey CD instead of something more 'tribal' and spoke fluent English. Until the arrival of Adichie's generation, it had seemed impossible to speak of or understand the 'African novel' outside the colonial experience. African writers were always said to be 'writing back', challenging the authority of the Western canon. In the second half of the 20th century, a coming of age story set in Lagos or Freetown would always have been seen by Western audiences as an allegory of a culture clash between Europe and Africa or a polemic against the legacy of colonialism. By the 2000s, this was beginning to change. African writers seemed to be more interested in writing novels that reflected their middle-class lives and concerns. Adichie grew up on a university campus: her father was a professor of statistics at the University of Nigeria, Nsukka, and her mother was its first female registrar. These writers didn't ignore politics: Adichie's first novel, Purple Hibiscus, published in 2003, explores the relationship between a 15-year-old girl and her abusive father, a successful businessman, philanthropist and devout Catholic as well as an outspoken critic of the country's military government whose political views endanger his family. At the start of the novel, he has just 'flung his heavy missal across the room', aiming at his son's head but succeeding only in breaking 'the figurines on the etagere'.
Adichie's second novel, Half of a Yellow Sun (2006), is set during the Biafran War. Her parents were both Igbo and came from Biafra; Adichie herself was brought up in Enugu, the capital of the short-lived Republic of Biafra. The novel centres on Ugwu, a 13-year-old boy who leaves his village to work as a houseboy for Professor Odenigbo, who teaches maths:
He had never seen anything like the streets that appeared after they went past the university gates, streets so smooth and tarred that he itched to lay his cheek down on them. He would never be able to describe to his sister Anulika how the bungalows here were painted the colour of the sky and sat side by side like polite well-dressed men, how the hedges separating them were trimmed so flat on top that they looked like tables wrapped with leaves.

The horrors of the Biafran War are thrown into sharper relief by the sight of Odenigbo's home, where his revolutionary speeches, often recited to a group of sympathetic intellectuals, are burnished by the scholarly authority embodied in his large library with its high, 'piercingly white' ceilings and what Ugwu sees as its 'alien furniture'. Both of these novels reject the 'single story' of Africa as a place of catastrophe, arguing that Africans are not defined by war, humanitarian disaster and domestic violence. Africans also own etageres and figurines; they drive cars, win awards and read books in tasteful libraries.
In their portrayal of a moneyed Nigerian elite, Adichie's earlier books marry a European tradition of literary realism - she has named Balzac and Trollope as influences - with a distinctly Nigerian and Igbo sensibility. But in Dream Count, her first novel in twelve years, she is more rebellious, critiquing and often lampooning the literary and media establishments that have helped to make her a household name. It's a work born of a writer's inflated sense of her moral responsibility: its central preoccupation is the urgent need to fix things. It was written in the wake of the deaths of Adichie's father in 2020 and her mother five months later (the novel is dedicated to her memory). A novelist might not be able to bring back the dead, but she can at least order the moral universe her characters inhabit.
Dream Count concerns the lives of four African women: Chiamaka, Zikora, Omelogor and Kadiatou, the first three of whom are Nigerian and from the same upper-middle-class background as most of Adichie's main characters. The women's stories are told in four linked novellas, each named after its narrator, with a concluding chapter narrated by Chiamaka. In this final section, set during the Covid lockdown, the three Nigerian women hold a group call. Chiamaka, a travel writer and aspiring novelist based in Maryland, comes from a rich Nigerian family and is known to friends and relatives as 'Milk Butter' because she is spoiled and self-indulgent; Zikora is a pragmatic lawyer at a prestigious DC law firm who yearns to have a picture-perfect family; Omelogor is a brash investment banker in Abuja who launders money for Nigerian politicians and redistributes funds to poor women (she calls the scheme 'Robyn Hood'). Omelogor and Chiamaka are cousins; Zikora is Chiamaka's childhood best friend. The three are discussing a criminal case involving Kadiatou, Chiamaka's Guinean housekeeper. Zikora has set up the call to give the others some new information on the case; Chiamaka instinctively feels it will not be 'good news'.
Kadiatou had accused a French diplomat (referred to as 'VIP'), a guest at the hotel where she previously worked as a maid, of assaulting her. The reader knows he is guilty, since the rape was described in an earlier chapter. English is Kadiatou's second language; she lacks the legal resources of the accused and has struggled to navigate the proceedings. Zikora tells the others that 'the charges will be dropped ... They said she's lied about too many things and they can't trust her.' Kadiatou had lied during her asylum interview after her partner, Amadou, told her that 'we need a good story that will get you to America. You're not lying. It's just a story.'
Dressed as if for a funeral - 'my dull black-grey dress felt right, sombre enough' - Chiamaka drives to Kadiatou's house and finds her sitting on a 'well-worn chair' with the impatient expression of someone who expects bad news. When Chiamaka tells her 'they will dismiss the case. They've dropped it. They won't go to court,' Kadiatou is at first puzzled, but then smiles and makes 'a sound that was neither crying nor laughter, a low-toned keening'. Her teenage daughter, Binta, tells Chiamaka that her mother 'has been dreading the court case. She's been praying that it won't happen. She didn't want to stand there and answer all these questions about her private life.' Chiamaka had known of Kadiatou's anxieties, but still encouraged her not to withdraw from the process. She looks at 'the unfolding of Kadi, a woman becoming anew before my eyes. How in a moment despair was flung away.'
Kadiatou's character was inspired by the case of Nafissatou Diallo, a maid at a New York hotel, who in May 2011 alleged that Dominique Strauss-Kahn, the head of the International Monetary Fund, had assaulted and attempted to rape her when she came to clean his suite. It transpired that Diallo had lied on her asylum application and made irregular financial transactions. She was depicted in the media and by Strauss-Kahn's lawyers as untrustworthy. In August 2011, the judge dismissed all charges against Strauss-Kahn after the district attorney's office said that Diallo's lies made it impossible to credit her evidence.
At the time, Adichie wrote an article condemning Diallo's treatment by the press: 'on television, Strauss-Kahn's lawyer called her "evil or pathetic or both". He repeated "she lied" and by saying it over and over again, as many commentators have done, turned it into an all-encompassing truth. She became nothing but a liar.' Dream Count includes an author's note that Adichie agreed to publish reluctantly, for legal reasons:
The creative impulse can be roused by the urge to right a wrong, no matter how obliquely. In this case, to 'write' a wrong in the balance of stories. Nafissatou Diallo had accused a man so well-known and so floridly in the public eye that it was impossible to reduce him to a single thing: a man accused of assault. But she became, in the public imagination, the woman whose case against an important man was dropped because she was said to have lied. An ungenerous, undignified representation, incomplete and flattening.

Her response to this was to write a novel of what she calls 'clear-eyed realism' as a 'gesture of returned dignity'. For Adichie, this means a 'relentlessly human portrait'. She shows Kadiatou as an immigrant with ambitions of opening a restaurant, a lover of Nollywood movies, a great cook, a daughter and friend, and dramatises the assault. She becomes Diallo's champion, speaking for her, just as Kadiatou's decency is recognised only after it has been witnessed by Chiamaka.
Some of the central questions posed by the novel relate to justice: what form should it take, who should be responsible for its delivery, how do identity and class complicate efforts to achieve it? For Kadiatou, justice means going back to her normal life. For Chiamaka, it's the recuperation of lost dignity through the courts. Kadiatou and Chiamaka's divergent perspectives are at least in part a function of their class positions, and Adichie takes pains not to subordinate the reality of one character to the other: one strength of Dream Count is the way it acknowledges the often under-represented social tensions and dynamics between African migrants living in the West. But her desire to see justice done, to 'right the balance of stories', makes for a rather tepid novel. The image which closes Dream Count, of a saintly Kadiatou 'bathed in light', casts her as a martyr to a cause she hasn't signed up to.
In  2012 Adichie gave a second TED talk, 'We Should All Be Feminists'. It was sampled by Beyonce the following year on her song 'Flawless', and later published as a book. The talk announced Adichie's feminist credentials. But in the West at least, her position became more vexed following an interview with Channel 4 in 2017. Asked whether a trans woman was 'any less of a woman', Adichie replied that 'trans women are trans women,' adding: 'if you've lived in the world as a man with privileges the world accords to men ... it's difficult for me to accept that then we can equate your experience with the experience of a woman who has lived from the beginning as a woman.' She was accused of implying that trans women are not 'real women', a claim she has vigorously denied.
The picture in Nigeria, a deeply religious and conservative country, is more complicated. Same-sex relations can be punished with up to fourteen years in prison and even supporting LGBTQ+ causes carries a maximum sentence of ten years. One of Nigeria's most prominent trans people, a social media personality called Bobrisky, was arrested last year and jailed for four months for 'spraying' naira (throwing banknotes into the air), a common practice that is technically illegal but rarely prosecuted. In Nigeria feminists are sometimes mockingly referred to as 'Chimamanda's children', and Adichie is seen by certain sections of the population as a dissident advancing radical feminist ideas. I still remember the controversy caused by an essay she wrote in a Nigerian newspaper in 2014, around the time of the passing of the Same Sex Marriage (Prohibition) Act, describing her childhood friendship with a gay boy.
Adichie has to perform a balancing act between these different audiences. Whose standards should she be held to? And what makes a proper feminist? In a blog post, Omelogor describes a 'famous academic feminist': 'She didn't like women. She liked only the idea of women. She posted cryptic quotes about feminism that you were supposed to feel guilty about but not understand, and vaguely threatening conditions for how to be a feminist.' Adichie's argument is that feminists shouldn't be wedded to dogma. 'Ideology blocks different ways of seeing,' she writes in her author's note, 'and art requires many eyes.' Dream Count is a product of her more ambivalent African feminism. The novel is written entirely from the perspective of women,but their primary interest appears to be their relationships with men. Their desires are not all romantic or sexual, but they all betray a conflict between the women's attempts to live on their own terms and the relationships that impede them.
Alone in her house during lockdown, Chiamaka tries to keep up with her self-care routine: 'oil my thinning edges every day, drink eight tall glasses of water, jog on the treadmill, sleep long, luxurious hours, and pat rich serums on my skin'. She toys with writing 'travel pieces from old unused notes', in the hope that she might one day have 'the heft I needed for a book'. But she grows increasingly introspective and begins to 'sift through my life and give names to things long unnamed'. During one of their lockdown calls, Zikora tells Chiamaka that she has 'found this really good online therapy site. But you wouldn't need that, would you, Madam Milk Butter, because normal people spent lockdown suffering anxiety while you were busy looking up your exes and reviewing your body count.' Chiamaka corrects her, saying that it's her 'dream count'. This becomes her way of describing the lovers who got away, the men who hurt her. It's also a response to the novel's central proposition, introduced early on, when Chiamaka discovers a 'grey hair' and is suddenly gripped by fear:
I'm growing old. I'm growing old and the world has changed and I have never been truly known. A rush of raw melancholy brought tears to my eyes. This is all there is, this fragile breathing in and out. Where have all the years gone, and have I made the most of life? But what is the final measure for making the most of life, and how would I know if I have?

She googles the men in her past, and grieves 'what I did not even know to be true, that there was someone out there who had passed me by, who might not just have loved me but truly known me'. She begins by telling the story of her relationship with Darnell, the African American art history postdoc whose actions barely conceal an unacknowledged dislike and jealousy. He ignores her phone calls and messages for days on end, dismisses her as 'hormonal' and makes snide comments about her family: 'You know Chia's people probably sold my people?' She goes with him to Paris and orders a mimosa one evening during dinner. 'Don't take her seriously,' Darnell tells the waiter. 'A mimosa is a vulgar drink. She'll have the same as me.' Back at the hotel, she tries to defend herself and he responds: 'that's some Ugly American shit right there.'
Then there's the Englishman, a writer, the first in Chiamaka's 'tall thin white men phase'. Their romance brings humour to a novel that often portrays heterosexuality as a carnival of humiliation. But the Englishman is married, and delays telling Chiamaka because of his 'barking mad' fear of losing her. Despite this, and 'a hesitation about him that might, in different circumstances, be read as weakness', the two begin an affair. They sleep together for the first time at Chiamaka's parents' house in Buckinghamshire, on a 'flowered bedspread' in a bedroom that 'reminded me of the year I failed my A levels, the year I lived there, mostly alone'. The sex is of the metaphysical variety: 'It didn't feel physical. It was a merging of those parts of us that dream, a full unmasking of two human beings.' But he knows he must return to his long-suffering wife, an NHS nurse: 'He got up and sat on the bed next to me. "Everything feels so precious," he said quietly, and all became as it should be in the world.'
Zikora mocks Chiamaka's 'dream count', but her story is also one of romantic frustration. At the start of her novella, she is in an 'airless hospital' room, preparing to give birth. Her only distraction is her phone, which she uses to text updates to Kwame, the baby's father. She has no idea where he is. When she told him about the pregnancy, the boyishly charming Kwame, usually someone 'who talked things through', responded with a shrug and left her apartment. He ignored her calls and texts, then 'sent back her apartment key by courier, in a clasp envelope, the lone piece of metal wrapped in plain white paper'. After she texts him to say that she has had a boy, he blocks her number.
At times Dream Count reads like a satire of men behaving terribly. Adichie's determination to restore dignity and right wrongs doesn't extend to relationships. It's as though she is punishing the characters drawn to the most traditional versions of heterosexuality. Zikora is as driven in her romantic life as in her professional life. She is the kind of woman who has a plan: 'She had always imagined her future in a vivid timeline - first a lucrative and prestigious job, then a splashy Catholic wedding, followed shortly by two children, or maybe three.' She doesn't get the idealised family she desires. All she has is her baby boy, Chidera, whose 'tiny arms were raised high up in the air as though in salute to sleep', and her mother's words: 'what blessing can be greater than this?'
Adichie also explores what a life without straight men might look like. Omelogor has an unconventional life (for a Nigerian woman). She has no husband or children and lives in Abuja in a mansion frequently visited by her gay best friend, Jide, and her close friend Hauwa, with whom there is a frisson of sexual tension, especially when the two attend a sex party.
But all of these women are in stark contrast to Kadiatou, who grew up in a village, sharing a room with several siblings. Her father died in a mining disaster. Kadiatou was close to her older sister, Binta, who wanted to get out of their village: 'Binta was born dreaming, always talking of other places, other worlds, where girls went to school and clean water gushed from taps ... you looked at Binta and wondered what she would become.' But Binta couldn't always shield them, and when the girls reached adolescence they were cut: 'Kadiatou felt the metal's warm touch and then the pressure against her skin before the exploding pain. She was shocked that she had been cut, so shocked she made no sound. Such painful pain. Her head felt like a whole waterfall trapped in a shell.'
At a beachside restaurant where she works as a cook, Kadiatou is raped by the owner, Francois. He assaults her in a storage room, leaving her with 'shame, shame like hot water scalded through her. And shock. Shame and shock.' She tells no one. But then, at the behest of Amadou, she tells her US asylum officer about a rape that didn't happen. One rape becomes available for public scrutiny, capable of damaging the victim's credibility; the other is ignored. The contrasting treatment of the two rapes shows the importance of the power, or lack of it, possessed by the teller of a story; the moral imperative in Dream Count is for those with power to tell the 'right' stories and undo the damage of the wrong ones.
Each woman's story is distinct, but they all have an opinion on the stories of the others. When Zikora tells Chiamaka that Kwame has left her, Chiamaka sends her a piece Omelogor wrote for her blog, For Men Only. 'Women know more about your bodies than you know about theirs,' it begins. 'You watch porn and you think women are always shaved smooth and women never have periods and pregnancy can be wished away.' It ends: 'Stop being fuzzy and go do your homework.' The article irritates Zikora. 'How absurd,' she thinks, 'to infantilise men like this.'
Omelogor has little time for Zikora. 'In Chia's mind we are a united trio, as though her separate intimacy with each of us has somehow tightly knitted all, a delusion I do not understand. How blind she is to Zikora's venom, my darling Chia.' For Zikora, Omelogor is only tolerable on the rare occasions when she agrees with Zikora's feelings of romantic betrayal: she wants 'a story of how I discovered on Facebook that a boyfriend was engaged, or of how a boyfriend took my money for a fake business deal, or suddenly stopped calling me after proposing marriage'. But when Omelogor says 'I guess I've been lucky to be with mostly good men,' Zikora scoffs: 'who all hate porn, I'm sure.' Omelogor puts Zikora's anger down to the fact she wants to trade in 'love-inflicted wounds'. These differences are not resolved and no character is granted moral authority.
Adichie  is at her most biting when criticising what she regards as the parochialism of American higher education and parts of the media. Her bogeymen are Darnell's friends, the kind of people 'who believed they knew things. Their conversations were always greased with complaints; everything was "problematic", even the things of which they approved. They were tribal, but anxiously so, always circling each other, watching each other, to sniff out a fault, a failing, a budding sabotage.'
In 2021, Adichie wrote an essay called 'It Is Obscene' about a conflict with two former students, which began when they accused her of transphobia. In the essay she describes a particular type of 'young person' found in elite universities and on social media:
People who claim to love literature - the messy stories of our humanity - but are also monomaniacally obsessed with whatever is the prevailing ideological orthodoxy. People who demand that you denounce your friends for flimsy reasons in order to remain a member of the chosen puritan class. People who ask you to 'educate' yourself while not having actually read any books themselves, while not being able to intelligently defend their own ideological positions, because by 'educate' they actually mean 'parrot what I say, flatten all nuance, wish away complexity.' People who do not recognise that what they call a sophisticated take is really a simplistic mix of abstraction and orthodoxy - sophistication in this case being a showing off of how au fait they are on the current version of ideological orthodoxy. People who wield the words 'violence' and 'weaponise' like tarnished pitchforks. People who depend on obfuscation, who have no compassion for anybody genuinely curious or confused.

In Dream Count, Chiamaka is dismissed by Darnell's friends, who tell her that 'travel writing is a self-indulgent genre.' When she mentions her family home in Maryland, they say that 'there's a violence to the wealthy buying homes that are only occupied for part of the year while there's a housing crisis.' After the man she is sleeping with slaps her breast, Omelogor decides to leave her investment banking job to study pornography in the US. She senses very early that her life is 'wrong' in the eyes of the students she meets. 'Their quick exchange of looks when I said something, the apartness when we gathered in the coffee area, all tilted away from me as if repelled by rays I was unconsciously emitting.' These students, Omelogor observes, are all younger than she is, the kind of people who preface every statement with 'as a multiracial person' and speak excitedly about foraging for mushrooms in the Catskills. They believe banking is 'inherently flawed' and accuse her of moving money for 'murderous dictators'. Her only friends are a white South African and a conservative Nigerian-American whose catchphrase is 'the problem is that liberals are not realistic.' The students are followers of a 'contemporary ideology' that Adichie identifies in her author's note, one that 'seems not only incompatible with, but opposed to, art, by shying away from the all too human possibility of contradiction, and reaching answers before questions are asked, if questions are asked at all'.
Omelogor 'had come to America hoping to find a part of me that was more noble and good; I came in search of repair.' She thinks America is a place where she can 'look up higher and be reminded of things I could believe again', unlike Nigeria, where 'money is at the heart of everything, absolutely everything.' But America disappoints; it is a set of rules she cannot live up to: 'If you don't know blah blah blah about Bangladesh then you're not a feminist, if you don't liberate this and that then you're no feminist.'
Dream Count intervenes in a polarised discourse, though the arrests and deportations of students at American universities make Adichie's complaints seem less urgent. The novel documents the loss of vitality in the country that launched her career. But Darnell's friends and Omelogor's fellow students are not so different from the college roommate Adichie described in her talk more than a decade ago. 'You Americans need to climb out of your cribs,' Omelogor writes on her blog. 'You think the world is American; you don't realise that only America is American. To be so provincial and not even know that you are.'
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Goodbye to Grangemouth
Ewan Gibbs

2258 wordsAt the end  of April, the fuel trading company Petroineos quietly announced that more than a century of oil refining at Grangemouth had ended. The manner of the refinery closure, which had been announced in November 2023, confirmed how peripheral the plant and its workforce were to the international petroleum business. Scotland remains a significant oil producer, but has no refining capacity. The UK as a whole now has just four major refineries, down from twelve in 2000. The Grangemouth site is owned by Petroineos, which is part-owned by PetroChina. In 2023, days after the closure of the refinery was announced, Angus Robertson, Scotland's cabinet secretary for the constitution, external affairs and culture, was photographed in a Beijing boardroom meeting officials from PetroChina. It did little good. Most of the Grangemouth refinery workforce has been made redundant, though some have found jobs at the fuel import terminal that replaced their old workplace.
More oil refineries are expected to close if Britain is to reach net zero by 2050. One of Labour's stated 'missions' on winning last year's general election was to 'make Britain a clean energy superpower'. According to its manifesto, this will secure energy independence and create '650,000 new high-quality jobs'. There is little sign of either so far. Figures from the International Renewable Energy Agency show that Britain is among the world's largest importers of wind energy equipment - we are just as reliant on international supply chains and multinationals in the renewables sector as in other areas.
Grangemouth opened in the mid-1920s to refine petroleum shipped to the docks from the Anglo-Persian Oil Company's oilfields: there was cheap flat land beside the River Forth where the refinery could be built and there were workers in the area with a background in the shale oil industry. Some became managers, engineers, technicians and electricians in the Persian Gulf. In Oil, Nationalism and British Policy in Iran: The End of Informal Empire, 1941-53 (Bloomsbury, PS28.99), Jack Taylor describes their lives of relative luxury at Grangemouth's sister refinery in Abadan. (He suggests that the Scottish manager of the oil-linked Imperial Bank of Persia may have been responsible for introducing football to Iran.) In the 1950s Anglo-Persian became British Petroleum. As well as increasing its refining capacity, Grangemouth became the site of Europe's first petrochemicals plant, commissioned in 1951. Workers moved from Clydeside to the Forth as Glasgow's chemical works, shipyards and railway yards closed. The town's population boomed, with more jobs and better housing. The refinery workers I spoke to after the closure was announced talked about the opportunities that petrochemicals and refining jobs had given to generations of families.
In 2005 the refinery was sold to Ineos, the fourth largest chemicals company in the world, majority-owned by Jim Ratcliffe, and in 2011 it formed a joint venture with PetroChina. Most of the press coverage of Grangemouth has focused on Ineos, not least because Ratcliffe is outspoken about government energy policy and the defence of free enterprise, and is prominent as the co-owner of Manchester United. It might seem surprising that there hasn't been more interest in the fact that the Chinese state is part-owner of one of Britain's key energy facilities, but this isn't unusual. Nationalised firms from Ireland, France, Norway and Denmark own onshore and offshore wind farms in the UK as well as nuclear power stations.
The closure at Grangemouth had little to do with net zero. Petroineos's reluctance to invest in upgrades to the refinery was due, it said, to 'dramatically reduced demand'. But the new fuel import terminal means the area is still tied to the petroleum economy, and the complex as a whole, which employs 2600 people, remains integral to Britain's hydrocarbon production. In 1975, BP linked Grangemouth to its Forties field - one of the earliest to produce oil from the North Sea - with the Forties Pipeline System. The pipeline is a marvel of engineering that connects 85 oilfields and carries around a third of total North Sea production. More than a hundred miles of pipeline transport petroleum from the Forties to land at Cruden Bay, north of Aberdeen. From there, the subterranean pipeline goes to Kinneil Terminal at Grangemouth, where the oil is stabilised and the gas separated. The crude oil that used to be refined is now pumped to Hound Point in the Firth of Forth, where it is loaded onto tankers and exported. For now, the pipeline continues to operate.
Offshore production has fallen by two-thirds since its peak around the time of the millennium. What are often called the 'majors' have sold off their interests in the North Sea. In 2003, not long before it sold the Grangemouth refinery and petrochemicals plants to Ineos, BP agreed a deal with the Texan firm Apache for the Forties platforms. The pipeline followed in 2017. The priorities of the majors moved towards profitable 'upstream' activities - those associated with exploration and production in newer oilfields. By the 2010s the North Sea had become what is called a 'mature basin', characterised by high costs and lower profits.
Any obligation BP might have felt towards the UK economy or national interest was severely dented by the sale of government shares, which began in the late 1970s under Callaghan and accelerated under Thatcher. At the time, the sell-off didn't seem as dramatic as the privatisations of wholly state-owned enterprises, yet, as Adam Hanieh writes in Crude Capitalism: Oil, Corporate Power and the Making of the World Market (Verso, PS22), BP equity accounted for more than a third of the proceeds of privatisation between 1977 and 1990. It was a major retreat by the British government from a huge conglomerate with a global presence. In the years that followed, BP reduced its stake in British refining, petrochemicals and the North Sea. The impact was visible across the UK, from the refinery at Llandarcy in South Wales, opened by Anglo-Persian in 1922 and decommissioned in 1998, to the terminal at Sullom Voe on Shetland, sold to EnQuest in 2017.
During the general election campaign last year, the Scottish Labour leader, Anas Sarwar, promised that Labour would take decisive action to prevent job losses at Grangemouth. Shortly after the election, Keir Starmer described it as a 'real priority' and Ed Miliband visited the town, promising 'to leave no stone unturned'. But Brian Leishman, who was elected as the new Labour MP for Alloa and Grangemouth in 2024, was suspended from the Parliamentary Labour Party in July this year after demanding that the government fulfil its pledge to keep manufacturing jobs in Grangemouth. Leishman cut an isolated figure when he championed the 'Keep Grangemouth Working' campaign launched by the refinery workers, refusing to accept the government's conclusion that there was no alternative to mass redundancy. While politicians from both major parties have been keen in recent years to present decarbonisation as an economic opportunity, Reform has rejected this consensus, prompting the Tories to retreat: in March Kemi Badenoch claimed that net zero by 2050 meant 'bankrupting the country'.
Any form of 'just transition' - managing the move to a greener economy while also protecting workers and communities such as Grangemouth - seems implausible in the context of spiralling energy costs, failed climate targets and mounting closures in older manufacturing sectors without compensatory growth in newer industries. Grangemouth is only one entry in a growing list, which includes the Port Talbot steelworks in South Wales in late 2024, the Vauxhall factory in Luton in March and the closure of Lindsey refinery in Lincolnshire this summer. In 2022, I spoke to a contracting electrician employed at Mossmorran, Scotland's other major petrochemicals complex, which is located across the Firth of Forth in Fife. As a miner's son who came of age after the strike, he was unable to work in the same industry as his father and grandfather. Instead, he flitted between Grangemouth, Longannet power station and Mossmorran. Another tradesman told me that he had worked intermittently as a contractor at Grangemouth since the 1980s. The impending closure of the refinery meant the end of the dependable plant 'shutdown' spells that created demand for maintenance contractors like him.
Around four hundred workers were made redundant at Grangemouth. Thanks to an agreement negotiated between the union and Petroineos, they were given eighteen months' salary in compensation. Union officials were unimpressed when Starmer appeared to take credit for this achievement at the Scottish Labour Party Conference in February. But hundreds of contractors and thousands more involved in the supply chain will also be affected. A report commissioned by Scottish Enterprise estimated that 2822 jobs depended on oil refining in Grangemouth. It's hard to estimate the overall loss of economic activity, from food vans to specialised suppliers and administrative staff.
Accounts of globalisation often adopt the premise that labour is local but capital is global. The closure of Grangemouth might seem to validate that perspective, but industrial workers, particularly in the oil sector, are often mobile. One man who had spent decades 'on the tools' welding talked to me last year about the personal costs of being a 'travelling man', who spends weeks at a time away from his family. He remembered making phone calls home on a Thursday night or Friday morning, weighing up whether the overtime on offer was worth missing a weekend with his wife and children. He suggested that the Grangemouth contractors might relocate and work at new nuclear power stations, such as Hinkley Point C on the south coast of England. I've heard of careers spanning the Gulf of Mexico, the Caspian Sea, the Pacific and Indian Oceans. In 2013, when there was a lockout at Grangemouth after Ineos tried (with eventual success) to freeze wages and close the pension scheme, oil companies held jobs fairs in the town offering lucrative opportunities in the Middle East. One refinery worker I spoke to told me he was thinking of taking a job in another refinery or in the mining or energy sectors in Australia or South Asia. He did not see this as an opportunity, but as a defeat. The highly qualified refinery workforce wanted and expected to be part of the energy transition. But Grangemouth has been left only with a vague prospectus, Project Willow, sponsored by the UK and Scottish governments. The plan describes opportunities for greener manufacturing in hydrogen production, biofuels and recycling, but gives no timetable for investment or job creation.
In April, the same month Grangemouth stopped refining, the British government took drastic action to save Scunthorpe steelworks. The symbolic cost of closing the UK's last remaining blast furnaces would have been enormous. As in Grangemouth, the multinational that owned the Scunthorpe steelworks felt little responsibility for sustaining Britain's essential infrastructure. The government takeover was necessitated by the need to keep the two blast furnaces hot, since it is difficult and expensive to start them up again once they cool. Jingye, the plant's Chinese owners, had refused a government offer of half a billion pounds to keep the steelworks going and had turned away supplies for the furnaces; after taking control via emergency legislation, the government waited anxiously for a coking coal shipment to arrive from Australia. The British steel industry originally prospered in Central Scotland, South Wales, the North-East, South Yorkshire and the Midlands because these areas had bountiful supplies of coking coal. Now it is imported from distant lands and, despite Farage's comments on a recent visit to Port Talbot that the mines of South Wales should be reopened, the industry is not going to return.
Why didn't Grangemouth and Port Talbot get the same treatment as Scunthorpe? One reason was that the owner of the Port Talbot steelworks, the Indian conglomerate Tata, was more co-operative, replacing the blast furnace that closed down last September with an electric arc furnace. Yet direct employment at Port Talbot has still fallen by nearly three thousand jobs and basic steelmaking has ended. Perhaps Port Talbot would have been treated differently if it had been the last blast furnace to close. Either way, these are not deals that lead to the British people owning industry, which Miliband claimed in 2023 was one of Labour's objectives. They are subsidies and incentives, large sums of public money accruing no equity.
Similar deals have been made at other moments of industrial crisis. Last December, when the Spanish state-owned shipbuilders Navantia took over Harland and Wolff (which owns naval shipyards in Belfast and Appledore as well as fabrication yards on Lewis and in Methil in Fife) the deal involved the Labour government renegotiating a contract for three support ships for the Royal Navy. The Lewis and Methil yards now have their fourth owners in eight years. Work has been at best intermittent. British facilities are minor players in global supply chains and the offshore wind boom has not resulted in the manufacturing contracts many anticipated.
Apache announced last November that it would begin decommissioning the Forties oil field by 2030 and end all its other North Sea operations, blaming the windfall tax imposed on oil profits after the price spiral in 2022. Production has been dropping in the North Sea basin for many years, particularly since the 2014 price crash, but the government was nevertheless attacked by industry lobbyists, the Tories, Reform, the SNP and the unions. The jobs at the new fuel import terminal in Grangemouth are threatened by dwindling demand. Private companies and foreign state-owned interests have long been prominent in sectors that the government claims are central to Britain's security and prosperity, but no government seems prepared to do more than prop up the market.
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Priest of the Devil
Mike Jay

3791 wordsOn  the remote island of Siberut off the west coast of Sumatra, the Mentawai have a well-documented tradition of shamans: individuals known as sikerei heal people by communing with spirits. Manvir Singh, in the middle of his doctoral research in human evolutionary biology, went there in 2014 to undertake fieldwork. Sikerei were easy to spot, with their long hair, loincloths, strings of beads and spidery tattoos, which traced patterns and broken lines up their spines, limbs and torsos and across their faces. Singh was hoping to embed himself in a traditional community and witness its ceremonies. But during the 1970s most of them had been relocated from their longhouses in the forest to government-built villages; by the 1990s guides were organising 'tribal tours' for foreigners and marketing the sikerei as a spectacle of 'living Stone Age culture'. A long and muddy trek to an isolated longhouse in the interior of the island led him not to a pristine shamanic community but to a small family subsisting in isolation with a few pigs. Exhausted by the tropical heat, unable to grasp the language or to find what he was looking for, he abandoned this first visit to Siberut after a fortnight and took the ferry back to Sumatra.
Singh would have no such problems, in subsequent years, connecting with shamans on visits to the Peruvian Andes and the Amazon. Here, their ceremonies are not merely open to tourists but have been reconceived with them in mind. They are the basis of lucrative local businesses, with a dollar-power that draws experienced shamans from far-flung mestizo communities, where their traditional role is low in status, economically precarious and fraught with disputes and vendettas. There is much more money and status to be had conducting visitors on medico-spiritual 'journeys' of healing, personal growth and self-actualisation under the influence of ayahuasca, cacti and magic mushrooms.
Traditionally, it was the shaman who swallowed or sniffed intoxicating plants as a way of gaining access to the world of the spirits, but the new Western clients are focused on their own psychedelic experiences. They rarely show any interest in Indigenous cosmology or in the local uses of the ceremonies, which are typically in healing physical illness or answering questions about lost possessions or a suspicious run of misfortune. The visitors are steered away from shamanism's dark undercurrents, its involvement with sorcery, evil spirits and psychic warfare, and towards what Singh characterises as psychedelic-assisted psychotherapy, to help with mental health issues such as depression or trauma.
The world of the shaman is always changing. Indeed the ayahuasca traditions of many Amazon tribal groups date back only as far as their encounter with Jesuit missionaries and the rubber boom of the early 20th century. The plant sources of the most potent hallucinogen in the ayahuasca brew, DMT (dimethyltryptamine), were once typically powdered and sniffed or propelled up into the sinuses with blowpipes. The antiquity of this practice was confirmed with the find in 2008 of a thousand-year-old ritual bundle in an Andean cave containing the powdered ingredients of ayahuasca together with a bone snuffing tube. Only after previously isolated communities were threaded into a network in the years around 1900, notably by Black rubber tappers who encountered ayahuasca in the forest and adapted its use for Christian worship in the cities, did the secret of macerating and boiling together a specific combination of plants to produce a brew for oral consumption spread across the region and replace older traditions.
Despite this long history of mutual influence, the potential for culture shock remains, on both sides. One veteran shaman, returning from his first experience performing at a top-dollar eco-lodge, asked the ayahuasca researcher Stephan Beyer why these people had come halfway round the world to see him when they weren't sick. And why do they all hate their parents? Yet many shamans are content to trade old practices for the new, and see the Western visitors as one more novelty in a rapidly changing and increasingly joined-up world. The visions of ayahuasqueros now commonly include futuristic Western surgeries and clinics, X-ray machines and brain scanners operated by spirits or extra-terrestrials dressed in surgical scrubs. Singh quotes a Mazatec mushroom healer: 'We have to adapt to survive,' he shrugs, 'and we have to help those who need the medicine.'
Singh returned to Siberut, and after struggling for two months with climate, language, exhaustion, infections and motorbike injuries, finally found a longhouse upriver where he could observe sikerei rituals and in due course participate in them. When he asked Mentawai people their reasons for consulting sikerei, they invariably described physical illnesses: 'Not a single person mentioned an emotional or cognitive issue.' The predominant image of shamanism in the modern world reflects the hallucinatory Amazon ceremonies - the assumption is that shamanism is defined by the use of consciousness-altering plants for personal transformation - yet Singh's survey of the literature suggests that only around 5 per cent of shamanic practices around the world involve mind-altering plants or fungi. The 'healing journey' offered to Western visitors owes considerably more to 20th-century depth psychology than to non-Western cultures.
The mismatch between Western and Indigenous perspectives was evident in the encounter that kickstarted this modern mode of engagement, in the cloud forests of southern Mexico in 1955. R. Gordon Wasson, a vice president of J.P. Morgan and amateur mushroom hunter, was convinced that hallucinogenic mushrooms had been used in the sacrament of an ancient and long-suppressed pre-Christian global religion. On the trail of a Mazatec tradition that reportedly survived in the mountain villages of Oaxaca, he sought out a traditional healer or curandera, Maria Sabina, and asked her to perform a ritual on the pretext of healing his absent son. Under the influence of the mushrooms, Wasson had ecstatic visions of soul flight and the ineffable presence of the divine, which he wrote up at length for Life magazine in 1957 in a piece titled 'Seeking the Magic Mushroom'. Sabina, however, understood none of this: she was a devout Catholic, who communicated with the divine in church on Sundays. For her the mushrooms were her 'children' or 'little saints', whose special power was to cure sickness.
'Shamanism', as a concept, is of course a Western invention, and from the earliest cross-cultural encounters it was defined in opposition to Western norms as demonic, primitive or irrational. The first published account, from the Dutch explorer Nicolaas Witsen's trip to Siberia in the 1660s, included a woodcut of a shaman in animal furs and antlers, dancing and beating a drum, titled 'Tungus Shaman, or Priest of the Devil'. Subsequent accounts during the Enlightenment played down the spiritual powers of the shaman and instead stressed his fraudulence: Diderot, in his Encyclopedie of 1751-65, defined the shaman as a performer or 'juggler' who performs 'tricks that seem supernatural to an ignorant and superstitious people'. By the early 20th century, the modern taxonomy of mental illness provided the terms in which to theorise that shamanism gave a social role to abnormal individuals who in the West might be diagnosed with epilepsy or schizophrenia.
This was the backdrop to Mircea Eliade's Shamanism: Archaic Techniques of Ecstasy, which appeared in French in 1951 and can be said to have created today's Western image of the shaman. According to Eliade, shamans were neither tricksters nor schizophrenics but practitioners of the original, 'archaic' religion of prehistory, survivals from an era when humans cultivated the ability to commune with animals, nature and the spirit world. The traditional hunters of Siberia had maintained this ability, together with the cosmology that underpinned it: a three-tiered universe with a heaven above and a netherworld beneath, linked by an 'axis mundi' or 'world tree'. The shaman's powers were accessed by 'soul flight' into the upper realm.
Central to this practice was 'ecstasy', the 'going out of the self' that brought the shaman into contact with the sacred. This was accomplished by wearing animal skins or other non-human disguises, and by drumming, singing and performing other 'techniques of ecstasy' that were, the story went, universal at the dawn of humanity but had long been forgotten outside traditional Arctic societies. For Eliade, the 'archaic' shamanism of Siberia was more authentic than the similar practices it had seeded throughout the world. He regarded the techniques of ecstasy found in, among other places, Korea, Tibet, Indonesia and Africa - possession by gods or ancestors, the summoning of spirits and, notably, the consumption of hallucinogenic plants - as 'late' or 'degenerate'.
Eliade had never visited Siberia, met a shaman or observed a shamanic ceremony. The task he set himself as a historian of comparative religion was to assemble what Edmund Leach called 'snippets of exotic ethnography' into a suggestive portrait of a lost world before civilisation. Like near contemporaries such as Carl Jung and Joseph Campbell, his was a work of synthesis, densely sourced and annotated but sweepingly Romantic in style and scope. It reflected his own Orthodox Christian background, privileging descriptions of heavenward journeys and finding echoes of the shaman in the Christian mystics, while minimising evident connections to other traditions such as Buddhism. Subsequent scholarship has shown that soul journeying, possession, intoxication and other techniques of ecstasy are all widespread and frequently overlap, around the world and in Siberia itself. The Finnish researcher Anna-Leena Siikala found that the Evenki people of central and eastern Siberia, speakers of the Tungus language from which 'shaman' derives, use spirit summoning, possession and soul journeying together, often in a single session.
Eliade's magnum opus was translated into English in 1964, so was conveniently to hand for the Westerners who had been inspired by Wasson's mushroom trip. In the late 1960s Carlos Castaneda began publishing his series of bestselling books detailing his journeys into non-ordinary reality with the mysterious Mexican shaman Don Juan. These turned out to be a compendium of ethnographic excerpts, fictionalised from anthropological accounts of spirit journeys and traditional healing from tribal Mexico and the Amazon basin, often involving hallucinogenic plants. Castaneda studied at UCLA with several of the anthropologists on whose work he draws, including Barbara Myerhoff and Peter Furst; the university was also home to such scholars as Marija Gimbutas and Carlo Ginzburg, who had found shamanic traces in the archaeology and folklore of prehistoric and medieval Europe.
This new turn displaced armchair ethnography with participant-observation, which entered more imaginatively into the world of its subjects and loosened the grip of the old evolutionary narrative in which shamans represent a pristine form or lowest rung of development, to be replaced by a priestly hierarchy once societies became more civilised and stratified. Along the way, the idea grew that the archaic techniques of shamanism could be integrated into the modern quest for self-actualisation. The anthropologist Michael Harner, who studied and drank ayahuasca with Shipibo-Conibo and Jivaro shamans in the Upper Amazon and taught at Berkeley and elsewhere, boiled his experiences and Eliade's theories down to a programme he called 'core shamanism', which became a staple of New Age retreats and workshops: group drumming ceremonies that induced a 'shamanic state of consciousness', and communion with 'power animals' or 'guardian spirits'. Like Harner, Castaneda developed and marketed a practice that sidestepped the use of illicit drugs, in his case 'tensegrity', a combination of 'magical passes' with dance and breathwork exercises intended to cultivate the shaman's powers and 'warrior-traveller path'. A younger generation of anthropologists argued that Eliade had constructed an idiosyncratic vision of prehistoric religion which he had unhelpfully named 'shamanism'; at the same time, the term was taking on a new set of meanings unfamiliar to its Indigenous practitioners.
The subtitle of Singh's book describes shamanism as a religion, though he doesn't refer to it that way in the text (the blurb on the dust jacket calls it a 'spiritual practice'). One could even dispute whether the suffix '-ism' is appropriate: is 'shamanism' analogous to other religious frameworks such as Judaism or Hinduism? The equivalent to these would be animism, the worldview that underlies shamanism, according to which the natural world is peopled by spirits, ancestors and other non-human entities. Singh sets these questions aside, instead approaching shamanism as a set of practical techniques and reducing it to the simplest possible formula: 'The shaman is a specialist who, through non-ordinary states, engages with unseen realities and provides services like healing and divination.'
In the  1980s, Michael Winkelman conducted a global survey of shamanic practices and built a database that broke them down according to around 260 variables: whether spirits are summoned, drumming or dancing incorporated, talismanic objects used, and so on. One effect was to dislodge Siberia and soul flight from the privileged position that Eliade had given them. The database also demonstrated that the use of consciousness-altering plants was the exception rather than the rule, especially once the context was broadened beyond the Americas. Along with the work of subsequent researchers who have tracked the emergence of shamanism in isolated cultures, the database supports Singh's contention that, rather than diffusing from a Eurasian homeland, it is the product of convergent cultural evolution: 'Something about human minds or societies fates the practice to develop' in similar situations.
In the popular view of shamanism, the first part of Singh's definition - 'non-ordinary states' - is imagined through the Western lens of psychedelic experience, with its signature qualities of ego death and spiritual transformation. Harner's 'core shamanism', for instance, puts the emphasis on achieving the 'integrative' or 'shamanic state of consciousness'. But Eliade's 'ecstasy', and the many varieties of 'trance' and 'possession', are less about the shaman's mental processes and more to do with the communication they facilitate. The goal isn't to alter one's consciousness or enter a separate 'spirit realm', but something more like code-switching to a mode of reality in which it is possible to interact with the non-human persons who are present but invisible in normal life.
This code-switching entails not merely an altered relation to the external world but a performance that acts it out, allowing the contact with unseen reality to be witnessed by others. The shaman's performance is both a ritual enactment that operates within well-established conventions - costume, drumming, dance - and a genuine drama, chaotic and unpredictable: an 'ecstasy' in which the shaman leaves their body and loses control, often spectacularly. Singh draws comparison with the use in English of terms such as 'inspired' and 'genius', with their roots in spirits and possession. As the British ethnographer Carmen Blacker observed at shamanic ceremonies in Japan in the 1960s, a 'violent, inhuman and strange' performance was considered impressive, while decorous wand-waving was 'weak and unconvincing'. The performance is still more impressive if the shaman has no memory of it afterwards.
The ambiguous status of such performances invites questions about the line between authenticity and fakery. Enlightenment observers confidently concluded that the entire performance was a fraud perpetrated on the credulous, but the line is much blurrier. Often neither shamans nor their Indigenous audiences will be under any illusions. An Amazonian ayahuasquero who sucks at a patient's stomach before spitting a concealed thorn into his hand knows exactly what he is doing, and performs his sleight of hand with much dramatic gagging and retching. The Danish anthropologist Rane Willerslev, accompanying a group of Siberian Yukaghir people on a bear hunt, was struck by the way the hunters mocked the taboos and rituals involving the dead bear and shouted coarse insults at their helping-spirit. When he asked them about it, they laughed it off, telling him: 'We are just having fun ... without laughter there will be no luck.' Willerslev left this story out of his scholarly book on Yukaghir animism, and wondered how many other anthropologists had made similar editorial decisions. 'Shamans both believe and do not believe,' Singh concludes. 'They lie. They use ruses and subterfuge. But they are humans, too. They experience the vivid super-reality of some non-ordinary states. And they notice that some patients recover after healing ceremonies.'
This last point is significant: shamanism 'works', at least sometimes, and certainly has better odds of success than leaving things to chance. This is partly because it is deployed in situations of human powerlessness, such as illness, bad weather or curses, where it can be given the credit for good fortune. But it is also a potent form of what medical anthropologists call 'therapeutic emplotment': creating a narrative in which the source of distress has been identified, evil influences neutralised and the path to recovery signposted. It sets up a positive feedback loop which amplifies improvements and erodes ingrained beliefs that the patient is cursed, broken or helpless. And it does all this in a supportive social environment in which the individual's suffering is publicly recognised and shared.
Shamanism is, then, a social phenomenon, which serves others and involves their participation. Paradoxically, perhaps, this requires that shamans be situated outside social norms. In Siberut, Singh noticed that the sikerei, as well as marking themselves out with tattoos and ornaments, were prohibited from eating certain foods, including delicacies such as eels, and that they typically abstained from sex. Other Mentawai explained that the bodies of sikerei were different: regular people were simata, a word that also means 'raw' or 'unripe', while sikerei also means 'ripe' or 'cooked'. Singh coins the term 'xenising' for the forms of self-othering that shamans practise as visible signs of their spiritual power and outsider status. Tattoos and other body modifications are common, along with fasting and other forms of abnegation; initiation can involve ordeals such as taking poison, prolonged exposure to the elements or chopping off a finger joint. Shamans are more commonly men than women, but the men often disrupt gender binaries by adopting women's dress and roles. The Iban shamans of Borneo, for instance, at least until recent mass Christianisation, included a high-status cadre known as manang bali, 'transformed shamans', who dressed and acted like women, and even took husbands. In 1863 the white rajah of Sarawak, Charles Brooke, was astonished when a manang bali lectured him on the proper conduct of a raid against Sarawak's neighbours, the Kayan: 'I was dreadfully enraged at this ancient personage, who was dressed in woman's clothes.' They never joined men's hunting expeditions and rarely assisted women in their domestic chores, remaining a transgender law unto themselves.
Singh presents shamanism 'foremost as a mind technology', which 'assures people a practitioner can perform the extraordinary'. Yet the box of psychological tricks is only half the picture: it has to be complemented with an appropriate theatre, a social context in which to operate. Here Singh's ideas are less well developed, perhaps because attempting to define a 'shamanic culture' tends to usher in an evolutionary narrative he wishes to avoid, in which the phenomenon is confined to 'primitive' societies. In the final section of the book he moves in the opposite direction, considering ways in which shamanism might be opened up or extended beyond its traditional milieux.
The Holy Spirit Movement in Uganda, which stirred a mass uprising in the north of the country in the late 1980s, was led most unusually by a 30-year-old woman called Alice Lakwena who announced that she was a healer and clairvoyant, possessed by the spirit of a dead Italian officer who spoke 74 languages. Before this, she had been a village fishmonger who was abandoned by two husbands after failing to bear children. Now she stood at the head of an army of thousands, who worshipped her as a divinity and adopted her rituals to protect themselves against bullets and bombs as they took part in the insurgency against President Yoweri Museveni's government. They were eventually halted by Museveni's army as they approached Kampala, and Lakwena ended her days in a Kenyan refugee camp. The fighting remnants rallied around another messianic leader, Joseph Kony, whose Lord's Resistance Army ranged across the region, kidnapping and conscripting an estimated sixty thousand children. The LRA was eventually broken as a fighting force, but Kony's whereabouts are still unknown.
Lakwena was clearly, by Singh's definition, a shaman: 'She entered altered states, interacted with unseen agents, and provided services.' She also started a new religion and waged a civil war. Similar prophetic and millenarian uprisings are abundantly documented across the globe: the 'cargo cults' of Melanesia, the Ghost Dance of the Plains tribes in the US in 1890, the South-East Asian hill tribes surveyed by James C. Scott in The Art of Not Being Governed (2009). Were their rebel messiahs shamans too? Where do we draw the line? Some of the Old Testament prophets, for example, received their visions while asleep or in a trance state named, in the Greek translations of the third century BCE, 'ekstasis'; many prophesied with the divine spirit 'on' them, and Ezekiel describes a soul flight that transported him to the valley of dry bones. They emerged in an ancient Near East that was rife with prophets, oracles, healers and miracle-workers whose powers derived from trance or possession.
Singh also finds shamanic resonances in unexpected corners of a disenchanted Western modernity. Financial consultants and hedge fund managers, he suggests, wrangle uncertainty with a performance of expertise that often amounts to little more than smoke and mirrors. Psychedelic therapists appropriate the rhetoric and glamour of shamanism for Western psychiatric ends. Charismatic Christian leaders speak in tongues and perform rituals of prayer and miraculous healing in their megachurches and on TV shows. When we watch the evangelical pastor Rodney Howard-Browne enter a trance as he lays his hands on Donald Trump in the White House, our jarred response to the irruption of the irrational into our secular world might be an echo of Diderot's reflexive disgust at the jugglers and impostors of 18th-century Siberia.
Singh ends with a lament for the decline of comparative anthropology: as the discipline shifted to intensive fieldwork, 'studying patterns became taboo' and 'talk of universals' became 'especially seditious'. Yet doesn't the attempt to determine what shamanism is and is not by sifting through an endless array of similarities and differences recall the systematisers of Victorian armchair anthropology, from whom the discipline had to free itself in order to get closer to the facts and worldviews of the cultures being studied? As Franz Boas might have argued, the true task is to learn about the practices and role of the sikerei among the Mentawai, rather than to use these observations to construct a broader theory. Singh's attempt to reduce shamanism to a set of 'mind technologies' leads us out of Eliade's pristine cul-de-sac of Siberian reindeer hunters into a far more expansive landscape, but strips it of the social relations that characterise its most distinctive forms.
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Perpetual Sunshine
Malcolm Gaskill

1992 wordsThere's  a scene in Joe Dunthorne's novel Submarine in which Oliver, the teenage protagonist, is served carrots so overcooked they look 'out of focus'. It's a joke repurposed in Children of Radium to describe Dunthorne's acerbic grandmother's 'fuzzy' woollen jumper. Here, though, the blurring effect becomes a metaphor for our misty view of the past, a foreign country where the customs are silence and dissimulation. Unlike Submarine, Children of Radium is non-fiction but the humour comes from similar places: family eccentricities neatly skewered and the unguarded innocence of the narrator, who, colliding with the world, notices everything but is sometimes slow to grasp its meaning. It's not just that the past only grudgingly yields its secrets, but that their significance is often obscure until more details emerge. Starting out on his quest into his family history, Dunthorne doesn't know what to ask his grandmother about the experience of Jewish families such as theirs in Hitler's Germany. She tells him to go and read a book. He does, but it turns out she didn't like that book. So he decides to write one instead.
Dunthorne knew this part of his family history mostly through objects. He describes being given a poster advertising the toothpaste invented by his great-grandfather, a prominent chemist. At his wedding, his mother gives him a ring set with a bloodstone, and he pictures his family fleeing Nazi persecution in 1935, then returning during the Berlin Olympics the following year to smuggle out precious possessions, including the ring. He conjures these scenes with 'the unique clarity of someone untroubled by having done any research'. By the time he recognises the illusion, however, he's done enough digging to bring his grandmother's world back into definition. Freshly mined facts displace half-imagined stories until he is left with something like the truth - an account previous generations had either sugar-coated or dropped into an oubliette.
Seven years after the awkward interview with his grandmother and two years after her death, Dunthorne ventures into 'the family archive', the wallpaper-lined drawer containing letters, keepsakes and the bulky typescript, in German, of his great-grandfather's 'unpublished and unpublishable' autobiography. Siegfried Merzbacher's account turns out to be incongruent with family lore and exasperating in itself. Dunthorne realises it isn't a work of record but a chunk of tendentious self-representation. The dead are no less cunning than the living. 'If the narrator of the memoir was the ideal part of himself,' Dunthorne asks, 'then where had Siegfried hidden the rest?'
Unforthcoming about the important stuff, Siegfried is elsewhere far too generous with detail, which may explain why none of Dunthorne's family had actually read the memoir. Four hundred pages in, Dunthorne still hasn't reached his grandmother's birth, only her conception. At the time, Siegfried was working for Auer, a company that made lighting mantles, whose clean glow came from radioactive thorium. Its competitors were already rolling out radioactivity across various domestic products, from face cream to mineral water, all infused with the 'perpetual sunshine' of streaming alpha particles. Siegfried was tasked with developing a radioactive toothpaste, which he tried out on his pregnant wife and later supplied to the German army, so that, as Dunthorne remarks, 'troops pushing eastwards, brutalising and murdering, burning entire villages to the ground, could do so with radiant teeth.' He devised auto-asphyxiating experiments to develop a toxin-absorbing powder used in gas masks - work heavy with foreboding for Dunthorne's readers. The same is true of the factory's location: Oranienburg, a town north of Berlin, which later became infamous as the SS hub for managing the concentration camps.
In 1928, Siegfried silenced his own ethical misgivings to take up the directorship of a laboratory that made chemical weapons, an endeavour forbidden by the Treaty of Versailles. The venture was funded by the military but run by Auer. Siegfried was 45, ambitious for himself and his young family, and this was an opportunity to advance his career. He worked with diphosgene, waste from which was dumped in the river where his children swam. The plant also synthesised diphenyl arsine chloride, a fiendish gas that penetrated soldiers' respirators and made them vomit. The idea was that they would then remove their respirators and inhale deadly toxins such as mustard gas, which had burned out so many lungs during the First World War.
As Dunthorne makes progress with this story, he finds the past is not only indifferent to posterity but hostile to it. The records he needs were either spirited away by the Americans and Russians in 1945 or, in the case of Siegfried's correspondence from this phase of his life, thrown away by his daughter. Cleaving to his mission, Dunthorne takes his pregnant wife to Oranienburg, which is not only ridden with buried Allied bombs - one monster is defused while they're there - but, thanks to his great-grandfather's laboratory, still radioactive.
Like many other German-Jewish families, the Merzbachers let the antisemitic policies of the Nazis, and the power that accrued to those implementing them, creep up on their lives. What else could they do? In 1933 a brewery in the centre of Oranienburg was converted into a camp for political opponents, part of the wider dismantling of Weimar democracy. By degrees, Siegfried's town became, in his eyes, ungemutlich - an elusive word implying unfriendliness and discomfort. As unhelpful as ever, his memoir recounts this change, then abruptly ends.
Where Siegfried averted his gaze, his great-grandson tries to face facts head on. In the archives of the Jewish Museum in Berlin, he dusts off the original copy of the memoir, which was given to the library by Siegfried's son, and finds a final volume missing from his grandmother's typescript. But his excitement proves short-lived: it contains only evasive chatter and general history, adding nothing. The frustrations make fiction look easy. In the British Library, Dunthorne trawls through copies of the trade periodical Die Gasmaske, to which, contrary to what he'd heard, he finds Siegfried contributed an article. It concerns the dangers of carbon monoxide emissions from vehicle engines, and on the same page is another piece on the subject by Dr Ernst-Robert Grawitz, the future chief SS medical officer and Himmler's extermination adviser, who in 1945 killed himself, his wife and their son with hand grenades. Some of the Nazis' lethal experiments with carbon monoxide took place at Sachsenhausen camp, just outside Oranienburg.
Historical whodunnits tend not to lead to red-handed culprits. The backdrop to the story - Nazi crimes of genocide, accidentally abetted by his Jewish great-grandfather - justifies Dunthorne's determined detective work, but Siegfried only ever plays a walk-on part. It's not clear if he succeeded, as his bosses wished, in creating an 'improved' mustard gas, but in 1934 building work began on a factory to manufacture poisonous gases in Ammendorf, a suburb of the city of Halle. The company responsible, Orgacid, was a shady subsidiary of Auer, whose premises, Dunthorne discovers, have become an equally shady nightclub; the owner is in prison for drug trafficking and conspiracy to murder. Ammendorf's earth is polluted: thousands of tons of mustard gas were disposed of in 1945 with little regard for safety or the environment.
By the time production at Orgacid was in full swing, in the later 1930s, the Merzbachers had left for Turkey, where Siegfried took a job with the Red Crescent. Dunthorne at first sees the role as giving 'balance to his life story, from lethal gases to humanitarian aid'. Again, however, he is wrong-footed. Documents reveal that Auer continued to pay half his wages, at least until 1938, and even covered the family's relocation costs. This raises as many questions as it answers: chiefly, what was Siegfried really doing there? Dunthorne travels to Istanbul and spots some clues in a military museum, but they don't add up to much, and he wonders if his journey is just a self-beguiling exercise in imagination.
Surviving letters finally disclose Siegfried's real reason for heading east: to make gas masks for the Turkish army. Destined to stay neutral in the war, Turkey nonetheless nurtured a close relationship with Germany, its ally from the First World War. Not only were they trading partners, but representatives of Deutsche Bank found Istanbul a conducive environment in which to sell gold stolen from murdered Jews. Other discoveries open up. Dunthorne locates Siegfried's factory easily, 'on account of its still being a gas mask factory'. No less amazing, it transpires that letters recording Siegfried's involvement have survived, despite all the veil-drawing in the memoir and Mrs Dunthorne's recycling habit. This is especially surprising when we learn that Siegfried also had a hand in supplying mustard gas to Turkey, used between 1937 and 1938 to murder thousands of Kurds in Eastern Anatolia. Turkey's apology in 2011 is widely seen as politically calculated, and the memory remains fraught. By contrast, the forgiveness proffered to Dunthorne by his hosts in Dersim, the province where the massacre took place, is heartfelt.
It took the outbreak of war to sever completely Siegfried's links to Oranienburg, and to Germany. His family's citizenship was revoked. They stayed on in Istanbul, where, though stateless, they were better off than relatives at home. (Siegfried's brother-in-law was hauled off to Dachau, a cousin was transported to her death in Theresienstadt and others were forced to flee or chose suicide.) Siegfried's wife played Mendelssohn on the Bechstein piano they had shipped from Germany, their son graduated with a degree in physics and their daughter married a Scot - a marriage of convenience, according to Dunthorne's mother, which ensured at least one member of the family had citizenship.
After the war, the Merzbachers followed their son to America, where Siegfried's final years were dogged by disappointment, obsession with what his psychiatrist called 'impending calamity' and, beneath it all, guilt and a fumbling for atonement. With his mother's help, Dunthorne accesses Siegfried's medical records. Through the prism of the doctors' notes, his memoir looks like a confession: a ritual of expiation that begins as therapy in 1957 and ends up as two thousand typed pages that Siegfried, for his own enigmatic reasons, was still footnoting when he died in 1971. He may not have dwelled on the possibility that his work had contributed to the deaths of so many, including his own friends and family, but the thought lurked in the shadows of his mind. Not only did he assist catastrophe, in a small way, but in 1948 he helped to exonerate his former boss of war crimes. Dr Karl Quasebart may have supported his Jewish colleagues, avoided membership of the Nazi party and been labelled 'politically unreliable' by Himmler's office. But he had still thrived under the regime, in general as the beneficiary of Hitler's militarism and specifically by exploiting slave labourers.
The research that Dunthorne begins with only mild curiosity becomes, as the book progresses, something much more personal. Accepting German citizenship for himself and his children, he experiences 'a flash of connectedness, a sense of generations spreading out behind us'. He finds himself sharing not only his great-grandfather's bloodline and legacy, but the moral equivocation of Siegfried's life. In 2021, he addresses the Berlin state parliament about his family's experiences during the Third Reich. He has been invited to speak on the occasion of an exhibition that features his grandmother. It's a ten-minute story that, burdened now by superior knowledge, he is itching to complicate. This, he feels, is his chance to make a point about the ambiguities of responsibility and victimhood, and the need to square up to the complexity of history. But he doesn't, and so enters into a strange complicity with his cranky, gloomy, mysterious great-grandfather. 'It would have just been rude, wouldn't it,' Dunthorne writes, 'for either of us to mention the industrial production of poisonous gases.'
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At the Movies
'The Naked Gun'
Michael Wood

1343 wordsOne of the  signatures of classic film comedy is a kind of crazy grace amid peril, a performance of control where there seems to be none. We think of Harold Lloyd in Safety Last! hanging from the hands of a clock above the streets of New York, and dozens of moments involving Charlie Chaplin and Buster Keaton. There is a reverse tradition, but it doesn't produce classics, only extended parodies of bad luck. We laugh quite a bit but soon stop to wonder what we were laughing at. Farce has begun to look like a morbid destiny.
I don't know when this tradition began - perhaps with the first comic movie that didn't work - but it's certainly on clunky intentional display in the Naked Gun franchise, which until this month comprised a television show, a video game and three films (The Naked Gun: From the Files of Police Squad!, 1988; The Naked Gun 2 1/2: The Smell of Fear, 1991; and The Naked Gun 33 1/3: The Final Insult, 1994). In an early scene in the new movie, simply called The Naked Gun, photos on the walls of the police station recall a movie ancestry: the cops of an old world, three of them fathers of the new guys.
Here's a non-classic moment from the first film. The Los Angeles police department is holding a press conference to report on its plans to guarantee the safety of Queen Elizabeth when she comes to visit. Frank Drebin (Leslie Nielsen), a policeman, is not being heard when he speaks without a microphone, and this problem is remedied. The snag is that he needs to go to the bathroom and doesn't turn off his mic. You can imagine the rest, an audio opera of considerable volume and length.
There is a similar scene in the new movie, although this involves sight rather than sound. Liam Neeson and Pamela Anderson, as Frank Drebin Jr and Beth Davenport, a policeman and the sister of a murdered man, are playing with a dog in Frank's apartment. One of the film's bad guys, Sig Gustafson (Kevin Durand), is watching them across the rooftops with a pair of high-powered binoculars. But Frank's blind is down, and the watcher sees only lurid shapes, startling sexual acts that disgust even the bad guy. It's only a movie, Ingrid.
The makers of the new film - directed by Akiva Schaffer - like this kind of thing, and a more graceful example occurs near the beginning of the movie. Frank returns to his office at the police station and sees a silhouette through a curtained interior window. It is the dark shape of a parodically beautiful woman. Except that it isn't. When we enter the room, we are looking at a coat-hanger with jackets slung around it in the right way. Beth is sitting in another corner.
The film doesn't have much of a plot because it's too keen on its mishaps, many of them violent. But the bit of plot there is takes us, finally, to an interesting place. Richard Cane, brilliantly played by Danny Huston, is an infinitely rich man who owns every technology and invention and effectively rules the world. We are no doubt supposed to think of whichever American billionaire we like least. The trouble is that although Cane enjoys his eminence, he hates the world, and like many fascist programmers thinks there should be fewer people in it. He has a device that can make crowds of people instantly angry. It can also make them calm and kind, but he's not interested in that. He plans to use it at a vast New Year's Eve celebration. The milling guests will kill one another. Or a lot of them will. That would be a start.
Certain elementary rules govern the new movie, as they did its predecessors. The first is that if you can misunderstand a simple sentence, you will. In From the Files of Police Squad!, for example, a character says 'Cuban?', meaning to offer Frank a cigar. He responds: 'No, Dutch Irish.' In the new film if you mention UCLA you may seem interested in the scenery ('I see LA all the time!'). If you ask for 'sparkling' when you order a drink of water, you may get a sparkler instead. You can hear exchanges like this: 'May I speak freely?' 'I prefer English.'
The second rule is that if you get a chance to do harm to the very idea of logic or reason, you have to take it. Here's Beth describing the kind of books she writes: 'True crime novels based on fictional stories that I make up.' At another point, Frank tries to persuade Beth not to kill Cane, who is lying at their feet. His argument is that she would regret it, but he can't help but add that it would be the greatest moment of her life.
The third rule has to do with the frequency of physical damage. If wreckage or destruction - of a car, a building, furniture or people - doesn't occur every ten minutes or so, you're in the wrong movie. The illustration of the rule in the new film is Frank trying out a self-driving car that Cane has given him. He sits in the vehicle and says, 'Go back thirty yards.' The car does as it is told. Unfortunately, nobody tells it that it's still linked to a pump at the petrol station and also connected to the wall of a building. Pump and wall follow the car on its little journey. This rule can also help the plot's suspense. At one point in the same car, doors all locked, Frank is helplessly being driven (self-driving includes being controlled by Cane, who is somewhere else) to what is supposed to be his death. He is saved by the right kind of accident, just as Atlanta, where the film was shot, has, I hope, survived its impersonation of LA.
As you would expect, the best scenes in the film are the silliest. But sometimes silliness leads elsewhere. The movie opens with a bank robbery in full swing. We can't really tell the cops from the robbers. A little girl leaves the crowd gathered outside on the street and makes her way to the door of the bank. When she steps inside, no one knows what to do with her. Then she turns into Neeson, who takes care of the rest of the operation. He is wearing the same clothes as she was (white blouse, plaid skirt), but is also four times her size. How did this happen? Don't ask.
In the middle of the movie we get an interesting reward for our restraint. Sig, the person we saw with the binoculars, has been arrested and is in a hospital, handcuffed to his bed. He refuses to answer Frank's questions and the walls start to move. This isn't a hospital, it's a set. The move happens twice more. We are in new places, each the container of the previous one. Is there any reason why this game should stop? If we kept going, would the final set take us out of the fiction?
The movie ends on just this possibility. Frank and Beth know they are in a film. But can they break through the screen into the cinema? The soundtrack suggests they might, but I didn't stay in the building long enough to find out.
I don't think Schaffer and his colleagues are philosophising, but there is food for thought in the film's final gestures, where issues of power are everywhere, as they are in many more solemn works. Cane gets to use his device and chaos follows. Frank has a fight with Cane and switches the device the other way. All is peace and calm. A happy ending. But both moods are created by high tech and a single person. No consultation with the people either way. Does that sound familiar?
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Alien to the Community
Richard J. Evans

3270 wordsAt ten past ten  on the morning of 2 June 1948, Karl Brandt climbed on the black gallows in the courtyard of Landsberg Prison in Bavaria. An American military tribunal had sentenced him to death for crimes including 'planning and performing the mass murder of prisoners of war and civilians of occupied countries, stigmatised as aged, insane, incurably ill, deformed and so on, by gas, lethal injections and diverse other means in nursing homes, hospitals and asylums during the Euthanasia Programme and participating in the mass murder of concentration camp inmates'.
As the executioner and his assistants completed their preparations, Brandt delivered an impassioned speech to the handful of journalists and officials standing in the courtyard. He had done nothing wrong, he declared. He had only done his best to help humanity - above all, German humanity. His death was an act of political murder. The Americans had no right to condemn him, least of all after they had killed nearly a quarter of a million people by dropping atom bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki. As he ranted on, the executioner, who had warned Brandt to keep his remarks short, lost patience, placed a hood over his head, took a step back and pulled the trapdoor lever, sending him plunging to his death.
Tall, good-looking and married to a glamorous swimming champion, Brandt had been appointed Hitler's escort physician in 1934 after he had used the surgical skills honed on victims of mining accidents in the Ruhr to treat a Nazi official injured while driving in the Fuhrer's motorcade. A member of Hitler's inner circle from then on, Brandt was in 1939 ordered by him to investigate a petition by the parents of a severely disabled child asking for the infant to be killed. Brandt approved the murder and supervised it himself. This led to his being appointed to run what was termed a 'euthanasia' programme, Aktion T4, carried out with Hitler's authorisation under the cloak of the war. On Brandt's advice, first children, then adults were rounded up from their homes and from institutions, taken to killing centres in mental hospitals and gassed with carbon monoxide.
In the summer of 1941, after Clemens von Galen, a Catholic bishop, condemned the murders in a series of public sermons, copies of which he distributed across the country, the gassing teams were transferred to new sites in Eastern Europe, where they set up the gas chambers in which millions of Jews were killed. But the 'euthanasia' programme continued in secret, by means of lethal injection, starvation and the denial of medical treatment. Up to three hundred thousand victims, most though not all of them German, had been killed by the end of the war.
The 'euthanasia' programme was preceded by an even more widespread programme of compulsory sterilisation. After attaining power Hitler lost no time in issuing a Law for the Prevention of Hereditarily Diseased Offspring: it came into effect on 1 January 1934. Four hundred thousand people were subjected to forcible sterilisation - a practice common in countries from Sweden to the US, and used in some places well after the end of the Second World War, but nowhere so widely as in Germany. Behind the programme lay a belief that the quality of the German race had been badly affected by the First World War, in which more than two million soldiers, thought to be the best and bravest of their generation, had lost their lives. It was urgently necessary to replenish and rebalance the race, a goal that for the Nazis involved not only encouraging the 'fit' and healthy to have more children but also preventing the 'unfit' and unhealthy from reproducing. In Hitler's mind, this was part of Germany's long-term preparation for victory in the struggle between races. The effects of Nazi eugenic policies would not be immediate, but no matter: he was planning the 'thousand-year Reich'. Medical opinion in Germany was overwhelmingly in support of what doctors deemed to be a scientifically informed policy aimed at improving the quality of the population.
Not all Germans supported it. The American historian Dagmar Herzog points out in her new book that the Catholic Church, to which more than a third of Germans belonged, was opposed to eugenics and to 'euthanasia': 'life was to be protected from the moment of conception through to a natural death.' This was not entirely true, since the Church and its pre-1933 political wing, the Centre Party, had consistently supported the death penalty; priests attended executions and absolved malefactors of their sins. But since it was firmly opposed to contraception and abortion, the Church was not likely to approve of a law interfering with the God-given right of humans to reproduce.
The Protestant Church was a different matter. The main Protestant welfare organisation, the Inner Mission (so called to distinguish its work from that of overseas missionaries), was not opposed to compulsory sterilisation. Many pastors shared the anxieties that were driving the programme. Pastor Ernst Klessmann, an associate of the Inner Mission, articulated a widespread view when he declared in 1934 that 'the continued existence of our Volk is lethally threatened by the strong expansion of the biologically inferior.' There was, he added, 'much common ground between National Socialism and the gospel'.
During the 19th century a system of classification of mentally disabled people had emerged in Germany alongside the establishment of care institutions and the rise of the medical profession. The key criterion from the beginning was: could the disabled work? Care institutions generally welcomed inmates who could do menial domestic tasks or some kind of paid labour. As hereditarian thinking began to spread across the medical profession in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, however, anxieties emerged about the 'feeble-minded' passing on their 'defects' to future generations. It was claimed that mentally disabled people had a strong sexual drive and that it was better, therefore, to keep them confined in institutions or render them incapable of 'infecting' the body of the race.
The concept of 'feeble-mindedness' medicalised the consequences of social problems. One sub-category was 'moral feeble-mindedness', a diagnosis applied to social deviants like prostitutes and petty thieves. A growing body of pseudo-statistical literature was devoted to the supposedly hereditary effects of alcoholism, which, it was argued, led to generations of deviants and criminals, costing the state huge amounts of money. The overwhelming majority of intellectually impaired people were from a working-class background, but increasingly commentators ascribed their condition to hereditary rather than environmental factors. Three-quarters of all sterilisations under the Nazis were carried out for 'congenital feeble-mindedness', a definition so arbitrary that it was easy to apply it to individuals whose only crime was to be a member of the underclass or to deviate from bourgeois social norms.
As Herzog points out, the sterilised and the euthanised belonged to two distinct categories. Those diagnosed as suffering from inherited blindness or deafness, bipolar disorder, schizophrenia, 'congenital feeble-mindedness' or alcoholism, most of them living in the community, were earmarked by doctors for compulsory sterilisation by vasectomy or tubal ligation. The surgical procedures were often carried out clumsily and caused lifelong problems. Sterilisations became so common during the Third Reich that one Protestant care institution held a 'sterilisation day' every week. More than half the pupils in remedial schools were forcibly sterilised - the schools became popularly known as 'eunuch institutions'.
The 'euthanasia' programme, by contrast, especially affected those who suffered from profound brain damage or a physical disability that rendered them unable to perform even simple physical tasks. These people were, in the words of an essay published in 1920 by the lawyer Karl Binding and the psychiatrist Alfred Hoche, 'unworthy of life' (the title of Herzog's book fails to convey the full import of the term). The rationale was above all economic. These were what Hoche called 'ballast existences', weighing society down; they necessitated expenditure on care while bringing, in his view, no discernible benefit to the community. Nazi films and other propaganda justifying the killings during the war stressed above all the cost of care, while trying to arouse the public's revulsion by portraying severely disabled people as monsters of deformity.
Unsurprisingly, this economic rationale wasn't always adhered to. An ability to carry out 'mechanical' labour such as peeling potatoes or mopping floors or even weaving mats increasingly became regarded as insufficient to justify survival. In August 1940 the Catholic archbishop of Freiburg, Conrad Grober, complained to the chief of the Reich Chancellery, Hans Lammers, that 'euthanasia' had claimed 'a very large number of mentally ill and mentally weak individuals already', though 'many of those who died had been absolutely work-capable.' Some decades after the war, an East German woman wrote in a collection of pieces by those whose family members were affected that her uncle, brain-damaged after a childhood infection, had been much loved by the family and a strong employee in a bakery, greatly appreciated especially after his fellow workers had been conscripted, but had nevertheless been consigned to an institution and murdered. There were many similar cases. A man about to be taken to the killing centre at Grafeneck, where more than ten thousand victims were gassed in 1940, was reprieved by the officiating doctor in his care home, who needed someone to polish his boots. An administrator at another care home, in Wurttemberg, tried and failed to prevent his cook, Lina L., from being taken to a killing centre in one of the grey buses used by the murder programme. He worried that if she was gassed it would be hard to find a replacement. Usefulness counted for little in the eyes of Nazis determined to eliminate anyone who was obviously gemeinschaftsfremd - alien to the community.
Discussing the various degrees of opposition to, or reluctance to carry out, these policies, Herzog writes about Pastor Ludwig Schlaich, who ran an institution of the Inner Mission, where 323 out of 742 epileptic or 'feeble-minded' inmates were taken to Grafeneck to be gassed. Schlaich protested vigorously at the transports, and attempted to save patients by pleading with their families to take them back, or bargaining with the guards on the buses. Although he was an outspoken supporter of Nazi sterilisation policies, condemned 'racial mixing' and Jewish-Christian intermarriage, and lent his premises to the Hitler Youth for their meetings, he drew the line at murder. After the war, he published the testimonies of some victims and survivors in what Herzog calls an 'anguished' book-length confession of his failure. He remembered one wheelchair-bound inmate who was aware of his impending fate saying: 'Who will hide me, who would be my advocate?' The man survived, but another, who did not, shouted to his nurse as he was taken away: 'We'll see each other again in heaven!' To the guards who had come for him, he screamed: 'Our blood be upon you!'
After the war  the Nazis' eugenic policies continued to be implicitly or even explicitly condoned in West Germany. Courts accepted the excuse given by doctors accused of murdering the disabled that they hadn't known their actions were illegal. The judges in one trial held in Hamburg in 1949 even declared that 'the annihilation of the mentally completely dead' was not a priori immoral, and cited in support Binding and Hoche's tract, with its stigmatisation of the severely mentally impaired as 'empty human shells'. The prison sentences meted out to a small number of doctors aroused widespread outrage, with petitions and newspaper articles demanding their release. The 1933 sterilisation law was not rescinded, unlike the Nuremberg race laws passed two years later, and compensation was refused to victims of the sterilisation programme, though many of them were still suffering from the effects of the surgical procedures they had been forced to undergo.
A few medical witnesses told the Federal Parliament's reparations sub-committee in 1961 that supposedly hereditary conditions such as alcoholism, schizophrenia or 'feeble-mindedness' were nothing of the sort. But their voices were drowned out by the testimony of former members of the sterilisation tribunals who argued that eugenic sterilisation was an internationally accepted practice, and reminded the government that compensation for the victims would saddle it with a huge financial burden. A note made by an official in the Finance Ministry in 1962 claimed that 60 per cent of compensation would go to 'psychotics, imbeciles and alcoholics'. Interviewed by Der Spiegel in 1964, Werner Catel, one of the 'euthanasia' doctors against whom charges had been dropped in the Hamburg case, reminded readers that 'we are not talking about humans.'
In 1958 middle-class parents founded an organisation called Lebenshilfe ('help with life'), calling for an end to the segregation of disabled children and their integration as far as possible into the mainstream state education system. While the movement, perhaps inevitably, did not meet with universal success, it made a start in overcoming social prejudice, provided disabled people with better public facilities and improved conditions in the surviving institutions. But it was not until the 1980s that the situation really began to change in West Germany, thanks largely to two people: the historian Gisela Bock, who in Zwangssterilisation im Nationalsozialismus, a major work of academic history, established that sterilisation and 'euthanasia' were part of the racist policies of the Nazis; and the campaigning journalist Ernst Klee, who wrote a series of popular books based on extensive research that detailed the horrors of the 'euthanasia' murders. Some members of the new generation of doctors and social workers employed Marxist theory to link the treatment of the disabled to social structures and processes. The Nazi sterilisation law wasn't finally repealed until 2007, but by this time public attitudes towards disabled people had come a long way from the days of Binding and Hoche.
Herzog also points to the emergence of the so-called 'cripple movement', which demanded improved treatment for physically disabled people in the face of continuing discrimination. Prejudice against the disabled was still so widespread that in 1980 a Frankfurt court ordered the reimbursement of the cost of a hotel in Greece to a tourist who had been upset by the presence of a group of guests with cerebral palsy. The 'cripple movement' was founded at an outraged demonstration over the court's decision.
This was not the first German organisation to campaign on behalf of physically disabled people. Herzog doesn't mention that in 1919 the writer Otto Perl, prompted by the plight of men wounded in the First World War, founded the Self-Help League of the Physically Handicapped (Selbsthilfebund der Korperbehinderten). Perl, who suffered from a stiffness of the limbs bordering on paralysis, was confined to a series of institutions but still managed in 1926 to publish a history of disabled people. Pointing out that those who suffered only from physical problems were mostly still able to work, Perl included younger civilians as well as the war-wounded in his movement. He influenced the Nazi regime's decision to redesignate what were referred to as 'cripples' (Kruppel) in official documents as 'physically handicapped' (Korperbehinderte). In 1934, Perl's organisation was incorporated into the National Socialist People's Welfare and given the task of integrating physically disabled people into the economy. Those who couldn't easily work (such as haemophiliacs, or sufferers from severe rheumatoid arthritis or deformities of the hands or spine) were, however, ordered to be confined in institutions, and Perl and his movement had no problem with the Nazi stigmatisation of the mentally disabled.
The war-wounded continued to have higher status than disabled civilians. Until the emergence of the disability rights movement in the 1980s, West German society did little to provide facilities such as wheelchair lifts and wheelchair-friendly kerbs. Disabled children still had to contend with patronising and discriminatory behaviour from teachers and doctors. All too frequently they were confined to special schools and institutions in which, Herzog writes, 'the climate was infantilising, claustrophobic and repressive.'
At least physically disabled people could organise and campaign for better treatment; it was more difficult for the mentally disabled. Behind the scenes, as two members of the 'cripple movement', Nati Radtke and Udo Sierck, discovered in 1984, forced sterilisations had continued. In a sensational expose of the practices of doctors, charity workers and teachers at special schools, they showed that, as Der Spiegel put it, every year 'hundreds, potentially thousands, of girls and women are being sterilised in the Federal Republic,' 80 per cent of them without informed consent. A loophole in the law allowed doctors to sterilise teenage girls with mental disabilities if they secured consent from parents or guardians. Teachers in special schools encouraged this practice, and as a consequence 'often a third and sometimes even fully half of the females had been made infertile.' The same was true in Protestant welfare institutions. The practice was frequently justified with the spurious argument that sterilisation would liberate the girls to engage in sexual encounters and romantic relationships. In 1984 the German TV news programme Panorama interlaced a report on the scandal with clips from Nazi propaganda films. The result was a national debate that led to a new law banning the sterilisation of anyone under eighteen.
On the other side of the Iron Curtain, the GDR recognised the eugenic policies of the Nazis as anti-proletarian and repudiated them from the start. Its attitude to disabled people was governed by its emphasis on labour as the source of value. The state suffered from a chronic labour shortage, caused in part by the flight to the West of more than two and a half million people (out of 18.4 million in 1950). The communist regime needed those with mild intellectual difficulties to become part of the labour force; the care of more severely disabled people was handed over to the churches, above all the Inner Mission. So great was the need for labour that the regime tried to pressurise mothers into going to work by sending their disabled children to institutions.
The valorisation of work led to a widespread contempt for the disabled. The GDR relied heavily on the Protestant Church and its Inner Mission, but as an atheistic state left them chronically underfunded. State institutions became dumping grounds for the unwanted. The regime and the state-run media did their best to conceal the conditions in these homes. After the fall of the Berlin Wall and the reunification of Germany in 1990, however, Western journalists were able to gain access to these places and expose the atrocious conditions inside them. As Herzog writes, children 'were systematically neglected, tied down to beds, in some cases literally caged (in dog cages) and with no professionally trained, therapeutically encouraging or engaging staff anywhere in sight'. The immediate reaction to the exposure was outrage, not at the conditions in the institutions, but at the reporters, against whom charges of libel were brought (they were eventually dropped in 1994). After all, it was said, similar conditions had obtained in the West not long before. It was another decade or more before disability rights were generally accepted in the reunited Germany.
Herzog has written an important book, valuable especially for its detailed coverage of the postwar decades, but it is written in an indigestible, convoluted style, with sentences crammed with long subordinate clauses, parenthetical remarks and unhelpful neologisms such as 'Antipostfascism'. The optimism with which she ends her account may also be misplaced. The far-right Alternative fur Deutschland, now the second largest party in the Bundestag after doubling its seats at this year's election, is attempting to revive the stigmatisation of the disabled, on the basis of the populist fantasy that they are the product of incestuous unions between immigrants. Prejudice against disabled people and racial minorities is being whipped up once more.
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Burning Age of Rage
Mendez

3230 wordsIfirst encountered  Linton Kwesi Johnson on TV. My family was watching a rerun of his performance of 'Inglan Is a Bitch', which aired on The Old Grey Whistle Test in 1980. In a pork pie hat and dark glasses, Johnson delivered his poem about the Caribbean migrant experience of his parents' generation in a rhythmic laid-back drawl:
well mi dhu day wok an mi dhu nite wok
mi dhu clean wok an mi dhu dutty wok
dem seh dat black man is very lazy
but if yu si how mi wok yu woodah seh mi crazy

Inglan is a bitch
dere's no escapin it

The sight of a Black man openly criticising Britain on national television reverberated through diasporic circles. The Jamaican poet Mutabaruka responded with his own performance poem, 'White Man Country', whose central refrain Johnson quoted in a piece in the Guardian in 2005: 'it no good fi stay inna white man country too long.' The piece is collected in Time Come, a selection of Johnson's prose from 1975 to 2021. The book includes essays, interviews, fragments of memoir and elegies, unified by Johnson's central concerns - Black British experience, reggae culture and social justice. It's an index not only of his thought but also of the great upheavals in British race relations over the last fifty years.
Johnson was born in Clarendon, Jamaica, in 1952. His parents separated when he was seven. Johnson and his older sister were sent to live with their maternal grandmother in Sandy River, a village he describes in one of the pieces in the collection as 'almost untouched by modernity', lacking electricity, paved roads or public transport. 'I come from Jamaican peasantry,' he writes. 'We ate what we grew.' His grandmother was illiterate but immersed him in Jamaica's oral culture: folk songs, riddles, Anansi stories and especially the Psalms and Proverbs of the King James Bible. Johnson recalls these biblical cadences blending into the rhythms of everyday speech, and later into the language of reggae and dub poetry.
In November 1963, Johnson went to join his mother, who had emigrated to England to work as a nurse. London, he had heard, was a city of great ladies and dukes and horse-drawn carriages; instead he found a grey landscape of bleak buildings and biting winds. More shocking still was the existence of a white English peasantry; the 'arrivants' (to borrow Kamau Brathwaite's term) didn't know that there would be slums in England, or that the slums would be where they had to live. Johnson was enrolled in Tulse Hill School, a large comprehensive for boys. Despite having excellent grades, he was put in the lowest educational stream, a fate common to immigrant children. He describes it as one of his earliest experiences of institutional racism.
Johnson's adolescence coincided with a period of intensifying racial tensions, aggravated by Enoch Powell's fanatical campaigning and by the 'suspected person' or 'sus' law, which allowed police to stop and search people suspected of being in breach of the 1824 Vagrancy Act. The sus law was disproportionately deployed against Black youth in areas such as Brixton, which Johnson described as having 'a lot of the feel of Kingston'. He later satirised the law in his poem 'Sonny's Lettah', in which the speaker writes home to his mother about his brother's arrest. Poetry satisfied the 'need for self-expression at a formative period of my life'. But politics came with it: Johnson joined the British Black Panther Party while still at school, and was introduced to Black consciousness literature for the first time: W.E.B. Du Bois's The Souls of Black Folk, C.L.R. James's The Black Jacobins, Frantz Fanon's The Wretched of the Earth.
One piece collected here describes a Saturday afternoon in 1972 when Johnson came across a Black man being roughed up by plainclothes police in Brixton Market. He took out paper and pen and got the young man's name and address to make sure there was a record. Four officers intervened and threw Johnson, along with the young man, into the back of a police van, where two Black women were already being held. They were taken to Brixton police station. In his cell, Johnson requested medical attention. Once released, he saw his own doctor, whose notes would prove vital in ensuring that the police involved were assigned to other duties.
In 1973 Johnson went to Goldsmiths College to study sociology. 'When I enrolled I was a 21-year-old political and cultural activist dedicated to changing the world,' he later said. His degree didn't answer all the questions that 'haunted' him as a young immigrant, but 'I left Goldsmiths armed with ways of making sense of the world around me.' There were other formative influences. He read widely, and quickly absorbed the work of Leopold Senghor, Langston Hughes, Gwendolyn Brooks and Amiri Baraka, whose poetry drew on vernacular speech patterns and the rhythms of jazz and blues. Through New Beacon Books, a radical bookshop and publisher in North London, Johnson met the Trinidadian poet and activist John La Rose, who became his mentor. He was also introduced to Caribbean intellectuals including Brathwaite, Andrew Salkey and Sam Selvon.
With Selvon's encouragement, Johnson abandoned his attempts to write poetry in standard English and began experimenting with Jamaican Creole. His Goldsmiths dissertation on the sociology of reggae lyrics was important too. 'I wanted to write words that sounded like a bassline,' he told an interviewer. 'I wanted my metre to be the metre of the bassline, and the actual vocalisation of the words to be like the reggae bassline.' He was drawn to the work of the Jamaican poet and folklorist Louise 'Miss Lou' Bennett-Coverley and the improvised vocal styles of Jamaican sound system 'deejays' or 'toasters', who talked or chanted over instrumental tracks.
Johnson's first collection, Voices of the Living and the Dead, was published in 1974. A year earlier, he had performed the title poem on stage at London's Keskidee Centre, the first Black arts centre in Britain. (A group of Johnson's old schoolfriends, Rasta Love, provided musical accompaniment with Nyabinghi drumming.) His poems from this period document his early political activism from 'the frontline' in Brixton. 'Five Nights of Bleeding' was dedicated to Leroy Harris, a young Black man stabbed at a party in South London:
night number one was in BRIXTON:
SOFRANO B sound system
was a beating out a rhythm with a fire
coming down his reggae reggae wire.
it was a sound shaking down your spinal column,
a bad music tearing up your flesh;
and the rebels them start a fighting
the youth them just turn wild.
it's war amongst the rebels;
madness, madness, war.

In 'All Wi Doin is Defendin', Johnson addresses the police, warning that 'all oppression/can do is bring/passion to di heights of eruption.' Poems such as these came to seem almost a prediction of uprisings to come, in London, Birmingham and Liverpool, but Johnson denied having any special foresight:
After the carnival riots of 1976 and 1977 in Notting Hill ... people began to say that my early 1970s verse was prophetic. I don't know about that; what I do know is that if you were a young Black person in the early 1970s living in urban Britain, you did not have to be prescient to know that sooner or later the police would ignite an explosion.

Dread Beat an' Blood, Johnson's second book of poems, appeared in 1975. It includes 'Doun de Road', which addressed the rise of the National Front and the need for 'futile fighting' among Black men to come to an end:
and the National Front is on the rampage
making fire bombs fe burn we.

terror fire terror fire reach we:
such a suffering we suffering
in this burning age of rage.

Johnson described it as the book on which 'my reputation as a reggae poet was built' and it's often mentioned as one of the most influential works of poetry published in Britain during the 1970s. When he graduated from Goldsmiths in 1976, however, Johnson struggled to find paid work. Already a married father of three, he took various part-time jobs. Time Come includes a selection of the journalism he wrote to help make ends meet, often combining music criticism with cultural commentary and placing reggae in a sociological context.
Johnson's reviews shed light on his own practice as well as defining the parameters of dub poetry generally. He coined the term 'dub poetry' in 1975, in an essay on 'Jamaican Rebel Music'. 'Dub lyricism,' he writes, 'is a new form of (oral) music-poetry, wherein the lyricist overdubs rhythmic phrases onto the rhythm of a popular song.' In 'Writing Reggae' (2010), another essay collected here, he elaborates:
Dub is the recording engineers' art of deconstruction, where a reggae composition is stripped down to its drum and bass skeletal structure and reconfigured, recreated, with fragments of other instruments, enhancing the danceability of the music. This recreated minimalist rhythmic structure provided the perfect background for the deejay/toaster to hone his lyrical skills ... constitut[ing] a new form of oral poetry, something akin to the griot tradition in Africa, which I variously called 'dub-lyricism' and 'dub-poetry'.

In 1977 Johnson won a Cecil Day-Lewis Fellowship and became writer-in-residence for the London borough of Lambeth. He then got a job as a librarian at the Keskidee Centre, where he was responsible for building the collection and organising programmes for schools. This period is well captured in Franco Rosso's film Dread Beat an' Blood (1979), which includes interviews, recordings and clips of Johnson at poetry readings as well as footage of street riots and demonstrations. There's a great clip of Johnson sitting at a table with a group of young Black women, one of whom reads a passage in Creole while Johnson smokes a cigarette.
By the late 1970s, executives at Virgin Records had noticed, and begun to exploit, the growing market for reggae. Johnson had briefly worked for them as a freelance copywriter, and a friend gave him an address for Richard Branson, who was impressed by his demo tape and offered him a multi-album deal. Johnson had the foresight to turn it down, agreeing only to one album. (He would subsequently sign to Chris Blackwell's Island Records, then Bob Marley's Tuff Gong Records.) He had long dreamed of making a record with the sound engineer and producer Dennis Bovell,
the only recording engineer who knew how to record reggae properly, to get the drum and bass sound right. All the other English sound engineers would record reggae as though they were recording an ordinary rock band. You had to record the bass and drums for reggae in a particular way to get the right sound.

Bovell was working out of Gooseberry Studios in Soho at the time. Once Johnson had the go-ahead from Virgin, 'I linked up with Dennis, with some of these amateur and semi-professional musicians, and went and made the album.' Dread Beat an' Blood (1978), which set poems from Johnson's 1975 collection to reggae tracks, was named Reggae Album of the Year by Sounds. Further recordings, most notably the Bovell-produced Forces of Victory (1979) and Making History (1984), consolidated his critical standing, earning plaudits from John Peel and Robert Christgau.
Johnson  has maintained that 'writing poetry or making music ... is not a substitute for hardcore political activism.' But his poetry was intertwined with that activism: he drew inspiration from the anti-racist movement and chronicled it; he absorbed its language and also provided many of its most memorable lines. 'It Dread Inna Inglan' (1978) was written in response to the framing of George Lindo, a Black man jailed for burglary by an all-white jury in Bradford, despite three white colleagues giving clear evidence supporting his innocence. Johnson delivered the poem through a megaphone at a protest outside Bradford police station. (The song of the same title samples the crowd's chants.)
A number of poems and pieces concern the Met's Special Patrol Group, which was involved in a series of race-related controversies. Perhaps the most infamous of these occurred in 1979, when the white anti-racism activist Blair Peach died following a clash with police officers during a protest against the National Front in Southall. An internal investigation concluded that Peach had been killed by an SPG officer but the report wasn't made public and no one was ever charged. 'Reggae fi Peach', the third track on Johnson's album Bass Culture (1980), captured the widespread outrage at this miscarriage of justice: 'The SPG them are murderers (murderers)/We can't make them get no furtherer.'
In his prose, Johnson returns repeatedly to the riots of 1981, which started after a fire at a house party in New Cross in South-East London. Yvonne Ruddock, who died in hospital, and Angela Jackson, who survived, were celebrating their birthdays together when a blaze engulfed the Ruddocks' family home. Thirteen young Black people between the ages of 14 and 22 died. As Peter Fryer wrote in Staying Power (1984), 'the entire community [was] convinced that the fire had been started by fascists' - not least because an unexploded incendiary device was found outside the house and the Ruddocks had received racist hate mail.
There had been at least two devastating racist arson attacks in New Cross in the preceding years. In 1977, the Moonshot, a Black youth and community centre, was firebombed and National Front supporters clashed on the streets with members of the Anti-Nazi League. In 1980, Lewisham Way Youth and Community Centre was firebombed in a racist attack. Although there was no forensic evidence supporting initial reports of a firebomb at the New Cross house party, the police were heavily criticised for their failure to communicate with locals and to show they were investigating whether the fire was racially motivated. Members of the Black community accused the authorities and mainstream media of blaming the victims for the fire. 'Plenty paypah print pure lie/fi bline joe public eye,' Johnson wrote in 'New Crass Massakah'. He returned to the subject in 'We Have Not Forgotten', his brief, unblinking prologue to a 2021 reissue of The New Cross Massacre Story: Interviews with John La Rose (1984): 'There were two inquests into the New Cross fire, both of which returned open verdicts ... The response of the police, aided and abetted by sections of the media, with the implicit approval of the government, was to use their power to deny justice to the survivors of the fire, the bereaved and the dead.'
The repercussions of the house fire were enormous. 'Some six weeks after,' according to Johnson, 'the New Cross Massacre Action Committee, chaired by the late John La Rose, mobilised twenty thousand people for a march through the streets of London.' (Other estimates have it somewhere between six and fifteen thousand.) This televised display of Black solidarity became known as the Black People's Day of Action, drawing enraged marchers from up and down the country.
Brixton, to the west of New Cross, was another site of significant tension between Black residents and the police. It was widely believed that officers would 'leave stations with the express purpose of going n----- hunting', as one contemporary report put it. In early April 1981, the Met launched Swamp 81, an operation designed to combat crime in Brixton by maintaining a heavy police presence. The term 'swamp' had gained traction following Thatcher's 1978 interview with World in Action, in which she claimed that 'people are really rather afraid that this country might be rather swamped by people with a different culture.' Swamp 81 involved deploying 120 plainclothes officers to Brixton. In total they made 943 stops. Most of the targeted individuals were under the age of 21 and Black (the area was 64 per cent white). Houses and businesses were raided and 118 people were arrested.
If Swamp 81 was intended as a policing experiment, it illustrated the contempt of the police for Brixton's Black community. Locals saw it as the culmination of years of harassment. On 10 April police apprehended Michael Bailey, a young Black man who had just been stabbed. When Bailey refused to explain his injuries, he was accused of failing to co-operate with the police. Witnessing what seemed to be an unjust arrest, a concerned crowd intervened and Bailey ran to a nearby house; the family inside called for a cab to take him to hospital. The police stopped the cab and eventually called an ambulance, but the crowd intervened again, seized Bailey and took him to hospital themselves. Rumours quickly spread that the police had stabbed Bailey and even that he had died in police custody. Tensions erupted spectacularly the following night, leading to one of the worst public disturbances in recent British history: 82 arrests, injuries to 279 police officers and 45 civilians, damage to 145 properties and 117 vehicles (56 of which belonged to the police). The George, a Brixton pub that refused to serve non-white patrons, was burned to a shell.
Johnson wrote 'Di Great Insohreckshan' - 'dem seh wi bun dung di George/wi coulda bun di lanlaad' - about the April uprising and 'Mekkin Histri' about the subsequent riots in cities up and down Britain. 'The Black People's Day of Action and the uprisings that followed in 1981 and again in 1985 were the harbingers of change,' he writes in Time Come. 'These dramatic demonstrations of Black self-empowerment left the Conservative government of the day with no alternative but to implement policies that would accelerate the emergence of a Black middle class and a move towards inclusion.'
Johnson's work has done much to shape ideals of multiculturalism in Britain. Perhaps most significantly, he made white British readers recognise Jamaican patois. Most readers need to articulate the poems in order to understand their meaning: glancing at the page isn't enough. There are elisions, missing articles and phonetic spellings. Some words become more baroque in their transliteration - 'edificaeshun', 'reckreashun' - and there may be other meanings at play. In 2002, with the release of Mi Revalueshanary Fren, Johnson became the second living poet (after Czeslaw Milosz) to be published by Penguin Classics. His work is taught in schools and studied at universities. Even so, it can often seem all too relevant. 'Fite Dem Back', recorded in 1979, could have been written in response to the neofascist riots that swept the UK last summer:
Fashist an di attack
Noh baddah worry 'bout dat
Fashist an di attack
Wi wi' fite dem back
Fashist an di attack
Den wi countah-attack
Fashist an di attack
Den wi drive dem back

A petition in 2016 to make 'Fite Dem Back' the national anthem received enough signatures to be debated in Parliament; it was rejected on the grounds that 'the present national anthem is a matter of tradition.'
This year marks the fiftieth anniversary of Dread Beat an' Blood, Johnson's groundbreaking second collection, and Rosso's documentary has been newly restored for the occasion. But 1981 is the date when, as Johnson sees it, things began to change. 'For the last thirty or more years, I've been talking about 1981,' he told Paul Gilroy in 2021. 'The uprisings throughout urban England made the British state sit up and take note ... But one of the lessons that we can learn from what happened in 1981 is that we cannot afford to be complacent about racism and fascism in this country.' Aged 73, Johnson may no longer be writing, but he remains necessary.
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Diary
Out Birding
Oliver Whang

2578 wordsThe summer  after my first year at university, I worked in Panama as a research assistant for an evolutionary biologist. We were based at the Smithsonian Tropical Research Institute on Barro Colorado Island, which was formed in 1913 when the Chagres River was dammed to help make the Panama Canal. The buildings, clustered on the edge of the reservoir, house a few dozen rotating scientists and a similar number of guardabosques, who patrol the area in camouflage fatigues looking for poachers and re-hacking paths swallowed by the jungle. The rest of the island belongs to the many creatures that inhabit it, including ocelots, anteaters, sloths, monkeys, toucans, bats and crocodiles. The humidity is unbearably high. Bright uloborus spiders spin huge webs between the rafters of buildings. Ocean liners the size of city blocks drift past.
Christina Riehl, the biologist I was working for, studies the greater ani, a dark blue iridescent cuckoo with a crooked beak. Not much was known about the greater ani before Riehl came to Barro Colorado as a graduate student fifteen years ago. They're communal nesters, often building shared nests in tangled shrubs around water, and Riehl wanted to understand the way they co-operated. To reach them, she needed to motor around the island and its surrounding peninsulas in a small tin boat. When I arrived, she had a team of graduate students and research assistants working for her. Each morning, two boats were sent out to popular nesting locations. We would idle in the water scanning the shoreline, then, after spotting an ani, we would track it slowly, looking for its nest. Old tree stumps lay under the turquoise water, sometimes scraping the bottoms of the boats. We'd make notes after surveying an area. 'Gigante 1: Nothing.' 'Buena Vista 2: Nothing.' 'Pena Blanca: Two anis near large rock, no nest.' Clear skies almost invariably turned into heavy thunderstorms by early afternoon and the rain would come at us like a grey wall; we would open the throttle of the boat to outrun it.
Riehl has discerned a number of unexpected features of greater ani social life. Breeding pairs form small groups around nests, and when the first female in a group lays an egg, the others will roll it out of the nest into the water. When the next female lays an egg, the others, except for the first, will roll that out of the nest too. They keep doing this until the last female has laid an egg, at which point the behaviour stops. Each member of the group now takes a turn incubating the subsequent brood and the chicks begin to hatch. Apart from their reluctance to egg-roll once they've laid their first egg, there is nothing to suggest that individuals have any particular feeling for their own offspring. Chicks are fed fairly. All this may seem strange, but it reflects sophisticated evolutionary interplay. C0-operative breeding allows for more consistent protection of nests, reducing predation, and increases the resources chicks have access to, vastly improving chances of fledgling survival. The benefits are so great that, about 15 per cent of the time, anis will lay an egg in another group's nest. Rejected eggs serve to root out these free riders, promoting the group's ultimate cohesion.
This knowledge didn't come easily. After finding a nest we would return almost every day, numbering and swabbing each egg to capture the mother's DNA. To distinguish between chicks - and to distinguish between adults in years to come - we placed small metal bands around their spindly legs as soon as they were big enough to hold the weight. We checked cameras and sensors and recorded mating calls. Sometimes monkeys destroyed nests we had spent weeks locating; sometimes snakes ate the eggs; sometimes nests were abandoned inexplicably.
It was drudgery, but drudgery in service of a greater objective. One has to be a bit dogmatic and mechanical to advance science. Thomas Kuhn described the 'restricted vision' essential to research programmes, which allows for 'a knowledge and understanding of esoteric detail that could not have been achieved in any other way'. To make an empirical claim you need data, and to get there you need to spend time collecting data. Coming to know the world - really coming to know the world - is hard work, even if you're just trying to understand one bird.
My own efforts lacked competency. On my second night in Barro Colorado I fell ill and had to be taken to a hospital in Panama City. I backed boats into trees. I didn't know how to look through binoculars. My eyes grew sore. I got sunburned. After finishing on the water in the afternoon, the others were happy to spend the rest of the day birding. Riehl once travelled to the Darien Gap to look for birds. My co-workers logged sightings on their phones and stared intensely at the sky. I mistook vultures for snail kites and cormorants for ducks and grackles for anis and martins for flycatchers. I saw one PhD student shaking with excitement after spotting a pygmy kingfisher.
This enthusiasm confounded me. Watching birders in the middle of the act, weighed down with binoculars and cameras, standing in silence, is a bit like watching a church service. As Mary Oliver wrote, 'do you bow your head when you pray or do you look/up into that blue space?' The intensity of locating something so small and quick requires both force and passivity. Many birders spend long days in nature looking for an example of a particular species, and then, on finding it, do nothing. They just jot something down, or maybe take a photograph. This makes their fervour, the 'nakedness of their seeking' and 'so-public twitching hunger', as Jonathan Franzen, a birder himself, has put it, mysterious and, to me, somewhat off-putting.
Birding for science has the more clearly delineated goal of describing the natural world, of explaining the otherwise inexplicable. Observations are purposeful; the enterprise is clear. Recreational birding seems nebulous by comparison. The first birders, rather than seeking to explain or exploit nature, considered the ways in which the experience might settle what Thoreau called the 'reptile and sensual' animal in us. In her 1898 birdwatching guide, Birds through an Opera Glass, Florence Merriam wrote that 'it is above all the careworn indoor workers to whom I would bring a breath of the woods, pictures of sunlit fields and a hint of the simple, childlike gladness, the peace and comfort that is offered us every day by these blessed winged messengers of nature.' Kant saw nature as allowing for a special kind of harmony between our understanding and imagination, a 'lawfulness without law' in which we realise both the rules that organise the world as it is and the world's 'freedom, without particular purposes', an effect epitomised in 'the beauty of flowers' or 'the plumage of birds'.
In his recent memoir, Better Living through Birding: Notes from a Black Man in the Natural World (Random House, PS15.99), Christian Cooper describes birdwatching as a child on Long Island. The solitary attentiveness appealed to him, and the activity in turn shaped the way he saw himself. Social stereotypes, he realised as a young man, were like the overall 'jizz', or gestalt, generated when a birder glimpses a familiar bird. 'You hear a snippet of sound or catch a glimpse of colour or behaviour, and your subconscious mind has already reached certain conclusions about what the bird might be.' He was birdwatching in Central Park when the 9/11 attacks took place, and remembers a fellow birder refusing to leave the park despite the sirens and drifting debris. He compares a brief relationship to an encounter with a hooded warbler. He was birdwatching on 25 May 2020, when George Floyd was murdered by police officers in Minneapolis.
That day, Cooper was out for a walk in a protected section of Central Park when he encountered a woman walking her cocker spaniel. The dog wasn't on a lead, so Cooper approached the woman and asked her to leash it; she refused to comply. He then took out a bag of treats he was in the habit of carrying to lure dogs away from trees. The woman shouted at him and Cooper began recording her. Flustered, she asked him to stop, then threatened to call the police, saying: 'I'm going to tell them that there's an African American man threatening my life.' Which is what she did.
Cooper posted the recording on Facebook and his sister posted it on Twitter. It spread quickly and was picked up by media outlets just as the video of a white police officer kneeling on Floyd's neck began to circulate. Cooper became something of a celebrity. He sat for a number of interviews over the next few years and, in 2023, hosted a National Geographic documentary series called Extraordinary Birder, for which he travelled around the country looking for birds.
In his memoir, Cooper links his encounter and Floyd's killing. 'For once, all Americans could witness for themselves, in moments adjacent to each other by a few hours, what we African Americans have been saying for decades,' he writes. 'In the morning, the underlying bias affecting police perceptions; and in the afternoon, its fatal consequences.' He is right that the line between everyday racism and hate crimes can be very thin. But it's unclear exactly what we're supposed to take from Cooper's story beyond this. Are we meant to see some parallel between his birdwatching and social justice? In the aftermath of the 2020 protests, a number of industries made efforts to increase the visibility of Black people. For someone like Cooper, who benefited from this trend, there is a choice to be made. Do you allow yourself to be typified as the 'Black birder'? Or do you downplay the importance of race and risk seeming disingenuous?
Amy Tan also recently published a birdwatching book, The Backyard Bird Chronicles (Little Brown, PS20), a collection of birding journal entries recorded during Trump's first presidency and the Covid pandemic, accompanied by her own drawings. Although this was one of the more tumultuous periods in recent American history, Tan's diaries are serene. 'While watching hummingbirds buzz around me,' she writes in her first entry, in September 2017, 'I recalled a fantasy every child has: that I could win the trust of wild animals and they would willingly come to me.' A few months later, looking at her bird feeders from her bathroom, she sees a sick pine siskin, unable to eat - a sign of a salmonellosis outbreak. She tries to catch it but fails. 'I've taken down the feeders,' she writes. 'I gave away the bird food I had recently bought, sacks of sunflower seeds and nyjer, blocks of suet. I am not sure I will ever use the feeders again.' Four months later, after the outbreak has ended, she puts them back up.
The drama of the book takes place within the narrow arena of Tan's backyard in Sausalito, just north of San Francisco. Townsend's warblers, white-throated sparrows, chestnut-backed chickadees, pygmy nuthatches and dark-eyed juncos battle for space around birdbaths; Tan buys hot pepper suet to keep the squirrels at bay, experiences 'new bird tachycardia' and goes through a thousand mealworms a day. 'My view of seasons no longer follows the Earth's spin axis,' she writes. 'Spring, summer, fall and winter have been replaced by spring migration, nesting season, fledging season and fall migration.'
It's a not unwelcome myopia. The rare interruptions from the outside world come as asides. Sometimes wildfire smoke floats from the north-west through the Bay Area and Tan's backyard remains empty for days. In spring 2020, when the pandemic begins, Tan considers some titmice. 'Almost everything seems like a potential transmitter of disease and death - the groceries, a doorknob, another person,' she writes. 'But not the birds.'
It is easy to imagine one of the characters in Tan's novels taking up birdwatching. Her protagonists, primarily Chinese-American immigrant women and their first-generation daughters, reveal suppressed emotions through small actions and indirect statements. They are constrained by the social expectations peculiar to American-born Asian women: be good in school, dress conservatively, speak softly, marry a white man. Tan doesn't mention race in her journal, but on her website she explains that when 'racism against Asians became more blatant' in 2016, she turned to nature for 'calm and resilience'. The pandemic, and the conspiracy theories about Wuhan, only made things worse. A study of hate crimes in the US during Covid found that anti-Asian incidents more than doubled in 2021. Thirty per cent of Asian Americans said they feared being attacked because of their race and almost half said they had experienced some form of racially motivated harassment or assault in the past year.
The most frequent criticism of Tan's work is that her success is predicated on portraying Asia, and Asian Americans, in ways that make white readers feel good. Against the stereotype of Asian culture as patriarchal, the Asian-American women in Tan's books are liberated; against the stereotype of Asian culture as illiterate, her characters are writers. It's tempting to view her diaries as similarly unchallenging, with Tan sublimating her anxiety about racism into a book about birds.
It is a difficult balance to strike. In a short, impressionistic graphic novel called It's a Bird, which Cooper wrote for DC Comics only a few months after the Central Park incident, a Black birdwatcher looks through binoculars at a tree and, instead of seeing a warbler, sees George Floyd's face. Cooper has adopted one attitude; Tan another. Both are valuable in their own ways. But neither writer takes on the more complex dimensions of racism, such as the fact that many anti-Asian hate crimes are perpetrated by Black people or that Asian Americans have been instrumental in rolling back affirmative action in hiring and university admissions. It's hard to imagine birdwatching holding many insights there.
Near the end of my summer studying the greater ani, I decided I would never go birding again. It's a promise I've kept. I felt trapped on the island, which has only a few crossings to the mainland each day. I was frustrated by the zeal of my colleagues, who seemed too excited about too little. Most mornings I was woken by the yells of howler monkeys. I knew this reaction was melodramatic. The island was by most measures a paradise. I ate mangoes fresh from the tree, skinning them with my Swiss army knife; I cracked green coconuts on the ground and drank the water from their shells. And, at times, when my adolescent impatience abated, I was struck by the tenacity of the scientists I was with. On the island with us were researchers studying ants and primates, fig wasps and reptiles, rodents and bats. During thunderstorms, a team studying lightning would set up their camera equipment on the porch. Little of this research would make it out to the general public. At best it might end up in an academic journal, and maybe inform the writer of a reference book. But they were doing it anyway, buried deep in their craft. Much to the better. The world rarely offers itself undistorted, and the project of straightening it out is meticulous and error-prone, riddled with dead ends and endlessly demanding.
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