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Bad for Your Health
James Vincent describes the impact of strip-mining for phosphate on the tiny Pacific island of Nauru (LRB, 14 August). In the late 1980s, as Vincent notes, Nauru briefly became the richest country per capita in the world. But what also happened is that the Nauruans, with 80 per cent of their land devastated by mining, became almost wholly dependent on imported food (often from countries whose fields were fertilised with their phosphate). Severe obesity developed, and with it one of the world's highest rates of type 2 diabetes.
Their main competitor for this unwanted title were the Akimel O'odham (Pima), indigenous to southern Arizona, whose traditional way of life depended on the waters of the Gila River, which they used to irrigate their crops. Successive damming of the river to provide water for the cities of Tuscon and Phoenix reduced flow in the Gila by nearly 90 per cent and traditional Akimel O'odham food production came to an end. Record levels of obesity and type 2 diabetes followed and by the 1970s cases of type 2 diabetes - until then a disease of middle-aged and older adults - began to emerge in children and adolescents.
Instead of paying attention to the environmental catastrophes underlying these population health disasters, researchers embarked on fruitless genetic studies looking to explain the apparently unique susceptibility of the Akimel O'odham and Nauruans to type 2 diabetes and the modern world ('the thrifty genotype'). Alas, much of the modern world has now caught up, and type 2 diabetes in young people has become commonplace.
A footnote to this story is that exendin-4, a protein isolated from the venom of the Gila monster, a lizard of spiritual importance to the Akimel O'odham, was the molecular base from which today's weight-loss drugs were developed.


Tim Cundy

				Auckland
			


Every Little Spark
Reviewing Zachary Leader's book about Richard Ellmann's 1959 biography of James Joyce, Seamus Perry gives a fine sense of Ellmann's geniality, tenacity and biographical artistry (LRB, 11 September). In the early 1980s Ellmann was my doctoral supervisor. Having heard him lecture on several literary biographies, I asked him which he regarded as the greatest. Without hesitation he answered: 'Boswell's Life of Johnson.' Hearing the awe in his voice, I was pleased but a little surprised: he hadn't mentioned Boswell in the lecture. When I asked why he was so sure, Ellmann pointed to the way Boswell built up his text out of so many minute vivid details, such as the precise manner in which Johnson moved his tongue against his gums.
I had at the time been reading Adam Smith's Lectures on Rhetoric and Belles Lettres. Boswell attributed something of his own detail-amassing 'Flemish picture' style of biography to Adam Smith, who 'in his rhetorical lectures at Glasgow, told us he was glad to know that Milton wore latchets in his shoes, instead of buckles'. As is clear from his biography of Joyce, Ellmann, too, loved the kind of minutiae that enabled the biographer to develop a painstaking portrait in which, as Boswell puts it, 'every little spark adds something to the general blaze.' Leader points out that Ellmann was educated at Yale at a time when Frederick Pottle's enthusiasm for Boswell was strong. Yet by the time the second edition of James Joyce was published in 1982, not everyone welcomed Ellmann's style and method. In the 1980s one Oxford don denounced him to me as a 'card-indexer', and there were tensions between his American cultural co-ordinates (his 'dialect', as he sometimes put it) and some of the attitudes he encountered in Oxford.
In combining resonant detail with style, Ellmann's biography of Joyce owes much to his American background and training. The book's arresting first sentence - 'We are still learning to be James Joyce's contemporaries, to understand our interpreter' - remains splendid. In retrospect, it also seems a Cold War sentence, presenting Joyce as the developer of a superior modern technology dauntingly far in advance of everyone else's.


Robert Crawford

				Edinburgh
			

  Seamus Perry says that Leopold Bloom's tender care for his cat is 'hardly Homeric'. Is it not? The difference is merely canine versus feline: Odysseus is almost betrayed back on Ithaca by Argos,  his faithful dog, whose final breath is a whimper of recognition that almost gives his master away. Joyce chose the Odyssey as his model, surely, because Odysseus is the most human of  heroes and the most heroic of humans.


Steve Carey

				Mentone, Victoria
			


Nothing without the Barbarians
  Like the imperial state in J.M. Coetzee's Waiting for the Barbarians, Jackson Lears writes, 'the US and Israel are convinced of their exalted status as Chosen Nations; their leaders are  drunk on exceptionalist fantasies and committed to conquering populations they deem inferior' (LRB, 24 July). In C.P. Cavafy's poem of 1904 which gives  Coetzee's novel its title, the way the empire imagines such populations is exactly what enables it to constitute itself. Eventually, when the enemy fails to appear at the gates, uncertainty reigns:  'And now what is to become of us without barbarians? Those people were a solution of a sort.'


Ian Ellison

				Wadham College, Oxford
			


The Price of Safety
  Clair Wills writes about the trial of Constance Marten and Mark Gordon (LRB, 14 August). One theme consistent across the various accounts I have read,  Wills's included, is that Marten is too smart, too assertive and too outspoken to have been in a violent or coercive relationship with Gordon. Despite a judge's ruling that Gordon caused Marten to  fall from a first-floor window, rupturing her spleen, Wills says the narrative that Marten was Gordon's victim is 'difficult to square with the couple's evident care for each other in the  courtroom'.
  I spent several years with a violent partner and have spent many more since trying to make sense of it. Never convinced by the platitude 'it can happen to anyone,' I have tried to take seriously my  own accountability. I don't mean that I think it was my fault. What I mean is, where was I in all of it? What made me stay? Or, better put, what made me want to stay? One thing I feel certain  played a role is my stubbornness. Too stubborn to leave. Too stubborn to regret or retract my decisions. Too stubborn to admit I had a problem. A stubbornness I recognise in all these accounts of  Marten.
  Like Marten, I was the smart one, the educated one, the articulate one and the one with a reliable income. He needed me. He was physically stronger than me, yes. But in many ways I towered over  him. And isn't that intrinsic to the violence? His physical dominance of me in those instances was a recognition of his weakness, his insecurity and his desperation. Perhaps that's why so many of  us stay, because in the wake of a violent outburst, we feel pity. Perhaps we come to feel protective of the thing we need protecting from. Up until the point that I ended my relationship, I didn't  recognise myself as a victim of domestic violence because, like Marten, I simply did not fit the bill.


Miranda Carter-Watson

				Belfast
			


Kicking Back with a Shandy
  Benjamin Letzler has fun with the ubiquity of 'drunk pre-teens' in the work of Alan Garner and in past generations of the English working class generally (Letters, 11  September). In the early 1960s, my grandmother used to give us orange laced with gin when she was babysitting and Coronation Street was on TV. Nothing was going to distract her from  the goings-on of Ena Sharples and Martha Longhurst.


Ian Charlton

				Northallerton, North Yorkshire
			


The Case of Vargas Llosa
  Tony Wood assesses the contribution Mario Vargas Llosa's five-day visit to the Soviet Union in 1968 might have made to his rightward political turn (LRB, 20  March). I was commissioned by the Scottish Arts Council to paint Vargas Llosa's portrait when he visited Edinburgh in 1986 as the recipient of a Neil Gunn fellowship. While I was drawing he  spoke fondly about his early years in Paris, where I was planning to relocate at the time. He had been quite closely acquainted with Sartre, whose writing he admired from a literary perspective. I  was quite taken aback, though, when he described Sartre, with regard to politics, as 'an outright cheat'. ('Grand tricheur' was the expression he used: he lapsed into French when his English  faltered.) His point was that Sartre had succeeded in sanctifying his left-wing extremism by making his commitment a feature of his existentialist philosophy - a self-justifying 'leap of faith',  which might just as easily have endorsed an inclination towards fascism.
  I could identify with this view of Sartre. My own first visit to Paris, hitchhiking as a student, happened to fall in August 1968, only a day or two after the Soviet invasion of Prague. I had  travelled from Germany, where the invasion had created a palpable sense of alarm, but the boulevards of the Left Bank were still festooned with banners and posters featuring Mao and Che Guevara,  left over from the student-led uprising in May that year. Sartre had eventually condemned the invasion, but I remembered his being quite hesitant in doing so. Vargas Llosa agreed, and gave me to  understand that these were precisely the contexts in which he had perceived Sartre's tricherie.


Gerald Mangan

				Glasgow
			


Portago's Legacy
  David Smith remembers Keith Schellenberg as an 'Olympic bobsleigher and driver of Bentleys across deserts', who kindly let him and his girlfriend shelter from the rain and admire the racing car he  was looking after (Letters, 11 September). Schellenberg is probably better known as an extremely unpopular laird of the Isle of Eigg. It was a strange purchase  for a man who fancied himself as a racing driver: not much road, but a lot of mud, potholes, rocks, slow-moving sheep and cows and tractors (even now, non-residents aren't allowed to bring cars to  the island). He used to drive Eigg's few miles of road in a 1927 Rolls-Royce Phantom, and was often compared, predictably enough, to Mr Toad: 'Keith actually wears those round goggles and he's  always arriving in places with a lot of noise and clouds of dust.'
  He bought the small Hebridean island in the mid-1970s and promised to bring prosperity through farming and tourism (according to his Times obituary, he intended this to demonstrate the  'triumph of free enterprise'). But after divorcing his second wife he ran short of money, or at least of money to be spent on housing and employment for the islanders - the 39 who'd been there when  he arrived and about the same number of incomers, many of whom came to work for his promised tourist attractions. He claimed later that the poor state of the houses on the island was deliberate:  'I've kept its style slightly run-down - the Hebrides feel.' His friends, meanwhile, were treated to 'champers and hampers' picnics on the beach, motorboat races and Hanoverian v. Jacobite war  games; one German visitor was welcomed by a swastika hung from a balcony of the lodge built in the 1920s by an earlier laird, the shipping magnate Sir Walter Runciman. In 1994 Schellenberg's  Rolls-Royce was burned out in its shed on the pier. Unsurprisingly, the culprit was never discovered; he blamed the island's 'hippies and dropouts ... rotten, dangerous and barmy revolutionaries ...  more interested in smoking pot than growing crops'. In 1997, a couple of years after Schellenberg eventually sold the island after a third divorce, it was bought by a trust controlled by the  islanders. He'd left for good in 1995, shouting from the boat to those watching his departure: 'You never understood me. I always wanted to be one of you.'


Helen Robertson

				Glasgow
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Devotion to the Cut
Adam Thirlwell

9527 wordsIlove  Gertrude Stein but I find it very difficult to think about the way I love her, to be precise about what's so charming and also valuable in her writing, because everywhere you look there is her image and it can monopolise the attention. Not that I don't love her image too. The problem is in working out what's important, the image or the work or the way of living - or even whether these can be or should be separated out at all. Often she is pictured as part of a couple, usually with her partner, Alice B. Toklas, hovering watchfully in the background, or with one of her poodles, but sometimes she is simply herself: a presence in brown corduroy. Or there is the famous portrait by Picasso from 1905, with the face he added in later, not so much a face as a mask, and her joke about it, in Toklas's voice: 'After a little while I murmured to Picasso that I liked his portrait of Gertrude Stein. Yes, he said, everybody says that she does not look like it but that does not make any difference, she will, he said.' She made many jokes, in fact: Stein's are perhaps the only modernist works that make you laugh. I don't mean laughing at them, which is what most people did with Stein. She became a kind of clown princess, which is unfair, but then almost all the attention directed at Stein has been unfair or misplaced, even from her admirers. It's as if her brilliance is always quivering and in doubt, something that exists only in an endless process of attack or defence, which can make trying to think about her very tiring.
One thing I am sure of is her value, even if the map of literary history that displays her influence seems very local, mostly confined to the New York poetry of John Ashbery and Frank O'Hara or the writing of Andy Warhol, though in fact so much of Hemingway's manner of writing - the short, paratactic sentences, the use of repetition, the idea of removing the obvious subject - was taken from her, so the whole sequence of writers that came out of Hemingway's style is arguably Steinian. But this occlusion shouldn't be so surprising, because it took Stein herself a long time to catch up with her writing, to work out how to use her intuitions.
She was born in 1874, which makes her one of the oldest modernists, and unusually for the modernists her greatest works were made in the last decade or so of her life, in the 1930s and early 1940s. The best is also the most famous, The Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas, the only book of hers that actually sold, but I think those that followed it - Picasso, Paris France, Wars I Have Seen - are wonderful too. Of course, I also love her more far-out earlier works, like Tender Buttons (1914) and the prose portraits and also many of the lectures, but not everything, not at all - one achievement of a true reading of Stein would be an assessment of how uneven she is as a writer - and the works I love exist for me more as a kind of abstract pattern, like some grammatical primer which acquires a graver beauty when finally submitted to the weight of the world. In a note Toklas wrote to Stein after typing up one of her manuscripts, she said: 'It's such very orderly literature. Much more so than Pablo's. La Jolie is quite messy compared to this. You never were messy lovie but it's more crowded now & I like it. You can almost say anything you please can't you.' That note is much more insightful than most of what has passed for criticism of Stein in the last century, in its vocabulary of the 'orderly' and the 'messy' and the 'crowded', and that final sense of liberation. Because one delight of Stein's way of writing is the way she explored what it might mean to speak with impunity - unpoliced and malicious and exuberant.
Another delight is her openness about the conditions of domestic intimacy in which art is created. In The Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas, Stein has Toklas say: 'You cannot tell what a picture really is or what an object really is until you dust it every day and you cannot tell what a book is until you type it or proofread it. It then does something to you that only reading never can do.' I suppose you could irritably dismiss this kind of observation as the caprice of a rich collector, someone with their own private MoMA, but in fact it's ruthless and original in its sense of pleasure as minute and daily and careful, just as this little observation about Matisse is so precisely poised: 'He used his distorted drawing as a dissonance is used in music or as vinegar or lemons are used in cooking or egg shells in coffee to clarify. I do inevitably take my comparisons from the kitchen because I like food and cooking and know something about it.'
There has rarely been a writer as pleasurable or charming as Stein, or as concerned with describing pleasure and charm. In The Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas, she made a book that was as honest as she could make it about this deep problem of her life and work. It tells the story of Stein and Toklas as a fairy tale, but it also represents a large act of double identity, a proposition that no one is a single thing, that being yourself is a two-person job, and that all works are made by a person with a wife. 'Before I decided to write this book my 25 years with Gertrude Stein, I had often said that I would write, The wives of geniuses I have sat with,' she says. 'I have sat with so many. I have sat with wives who were not wives, of geniuses who were real geniuses. I have sat with real wives of geniuses who were not real geniuses. I have sat with wives of geniuses, of near geniuses, of would be geniuses, in short I have sat very often and very long with many wives and wives of many geniuses.' This is one of the innumerable riffs in Stein which show off her love of discriminations - as though Henry James's intelligence has acquired a manic style - but it's also a demonstration of an unstated theory. According to this theory, all artistic work needs to be placed within its properly domestic sphere. 'I began with Fernande and then there were Madame Matisse and Marcelle Braque and Josette Gris and Eve Picasso and Bridget Gibb and Marjory Gibb and Hadley and Pauline Hemingway and Mrs Sherwood Anderson and Mrs Bravig Imbs and the Mrs Ford Madox Ford and endless others.' The writers and artists Stein wrote about didn't like this theory; they disliked their work being drenched in gossip and personality and anecdote. But I think Stein was right. All art emerges from conditions of intimacy and privacy and private jokes:
She was always fond of pigs, and because of this Picasso made and gave her some charming drawings of the prodigal son among the pigs. And one delightful study of pigs all by themselves. It was about this time too that he made for her the tiniest of ceiling decorations on a tiny wooden panel and it was an hommage a Gertrude with women and angels bringing fruits and trumpeting. For years she had this tacked to the ceiling over her bed.

Sometimes it feels that there has never been a scene like it, the Paris of around 1910, that there will never be such a scene again, but that's because our entire idea of what a scene might be has been partly created by Stein and the nostalgic invulnerable beauty she invented in The Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas. In any theory of a scene, Stein's writing would be canonical, although she herself didn't have the word 'scene'. She had the word 'crowd' instead. 'It may seem very strange to every one nowadays that before this time Matisse had never heard of Picasso and Picasso had never met Matisse. But at that time every little crowd lived its own life and knew practically nothing of any other crowd.' This theory lies behind even such an apparently notational paragraph as this:
It had been a fruitful winter. In the long struggle with the portrait of Gertrude Stein, Picasso passed from the Harlequin, the charming early italian period to the intensive struggle which was to end in cubism. Gertrude Stein had written the story of Melanctha the negress, the second story of Three Lives which was the first definite step away from the 19th century and into the 20th century in literature. Matisse had painted the Bonheur de vivre and had created the new school of colour which was soon to leave its mark on everything. And everybody went away.

To embed art and writing in this kind of rhythm of living, this sense of shared endeavour and people disappearing on vacation, can seem maddening in its egotism and its money, but it's also a form of resistance. In creating a myth of modernism, Stein did something delirious to the myth the modernists had so far preferred. The Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas has become notorious as a compendium of name-dropping, of Picasso and Matisse and everyone else, but it's in fact far denser with the names of single women: Janet Scudder, Mildred Aldrich, a network of lesbian coding. Its major subject is always marriage - an assertion of Stein's love for Toklas, and Toklas's love for Stein - as the centre of a new history of literature, whose creator exists because another person loves her.
Maybe I can put it like this. The modernism of Paris in the 1910s, of Picasso and Matisse, liked to argue for pure form, making wilder and wilder gestures towards abstraction. Stein responded in two very different ways. First, she did things with abstraction in words that no one had done before. Later she did things with autobiography that no one had done before. And it may be that the second move, which was by far the more commercial, was also the most original.
One irony  of charm is that those who have never known what it is to be charming can find charm distinctly uncharming. To live a charmed life - 'this faculty of Gertrude Stein of having everybody do anything for her', as she herself wrote - is therefore not a wholly benign fate. Ever since she offered her own biography in The Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas, a biographical furore has surrounded her, beginning with the 'Testimony against Gertrude Stein' that Eugene Jolas put together as a special supplement to the February 1935 issue of transition, including angry contributions from Matisse, Braque, Tristan Tzara and others. 'These documents invalidate the claim of the Toklas-Stein memorial that Miss Stein was in any way concerned with the shaping of the epoch she attempts to describe,' Jolas wrote in his foreword, with wonderful absence of comic insight. 'There is a unanimity of opinion that she had no understanding of what really was happening around her, that the mutation of ideas beneath the surface of the more obvious contacts and clashes of personalities during that period escaped her entirely.' They hated that the book was so funny, and they hated that Stein had become a celebrity, but most of all they hated the way she brought their own seriousness into doubt.
The peak of Stein's celebrity, in the late 1930s, was interrupted by the Second World War, which she and Toklas survived improbably by continuing to live in their country house in occupied France. Stein died of cancer soon afterwards, in 1946. Toklas lived for another twenty years among their extraordinary art collection, which legally she did not own. Stein's archive had already been placed at Yale University, box loads of notebooks and manuscripts, where it sat awaiting its future readers. Those who ended up looking into it had different concerns and different accusations, but all were in some way blocked by the presence of Stein's image, by the sternly hieratic presence in portraits by Cecil Beaton, Man Ray and Carl Van Vechten. There were the biographers who were indifferent to her writing but interested in her celebrity, or her relationship with Toklas, or both. There were the researchers who loved her writing and sought to decode it, and who travelled from Yale to Paris to sit with Toklas, as if their conversations promised a kind of clarity. There were denunciations and underminings, including from Hemingway, who in A Moveable Feast - published posthumously in 1964 - wanted to distance himself from Stein's lesbianism and from her influence, or rather who tried to distance himself from her influence by distancing himself from her lesbianism. More recently there has been a trend, exemplified by Janet Malcolm in Two Lives (2007), for disliking her writing but most of all disliking Stein for having made her accommodations with the Vichy regime.
How alone Stein can seem, and how courageous! She was Jewish and lesbian and not only lesbian but butch and living openly with another woman. No wonder figures like Wyndham Lewis couldn't take it - the 'Jewish lady' was a 'highbrow clown'. (Antisemitism was an undeniable theme in her reception by the more talented modernists too: in Eliot's fear of her work instituting a 'new barbarian age' or Ezra Pound claiming that 'Gertie Stein ... writes yittish wit englisch wordts', or even Hemingway noting her 'lovely, thick, alive immigrant hair'.) The charges against her have been so many: that her writing was nonsensical, that it was hermetic, that it was too commercial, that she was envious of her more talented contemporaries, that she was a megalomaniac, that she was a fascist, that she had fascist friends, that she demanded adulation, that she was like a child, that her partner wasn't attractive, that she had no influence, that her influence was only bad, that she couldn't write English.
'Of all writers she may be the one whose work most cries out for the assistance of biography in its interpretation,' Malcolm wrote. But it's difficult, in any biography, to determine which events possess the magic of explanation. Stein's parents were both from German-Jewish immigrant families; neither spoke English as their first language. She was born in Allegheny, a northern suburb of Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, the youngest of five children. In Stein's early childhood, the family lived in Vienna, then Paris, until they returned to the US when she was five, eventually settling in San Francisco. When she was fourteen her mother died of cancer, and three years later her father also died: her eldest brother, Michael, took legal guardianship of Stein and their brother Leo. He was such a talented businessman and investor that Stein had a private income for life.
Then followed the period of Stein's education. In 1893, when she was nineteen, she enrolled at the Harvard Annex, studying with George Santayana and William James. She seemed set to become a psychologist. But she preferred travelling to studying, and without waiting to graduate she went to Florence to visit Leo, who was training to become a maven of art. It was around this time that Stein began her first major affair, a triangle involving herself and two women: the suffragist May Bookstaver and Bookstaver's lover, Mabel Haynes. Eventually, in 1903, the affair imploded, when Stein was 29, though Stein and Bookstaver continued to stay in touch, with Bookstaver sometimes acting as Stein's quasi-agent in New York. Stein didn't go back to America for three decades. Instead, living with Leo in Paris, in a confusion of depression, she wrote the novella Q.E.D., which offered a version of the relationship with Bookstaver and Haynes but wouldn't be published until after she died. She began her giant novel, The Making of Americans, as an attempt to make sense of her family, before it gradually expanded into a grand theory of all human psychology; and together with Leo set about a great adventure buying modernist art, starting their collection with Cezanne, Gauguin and Renoir from the dealer Ambroise Vollard.
But it was what happened next that formed her mythology. In 1905, she began Three Lives, three stories of three women, and that autumn the Steins started collecting works by Picasso, who became a friend. It was then that he painted his portrait of Stein. The siblings were living in the rue de Fleurus, near the Jardin du Luxembourg, and they started hosting regular Saturday soirees, in part so that people could come and see the pictures. Then, in 1907, Stein met Alice Toklas. She was now 33.
Stein's life for the next 25 years is the story of her relationship with Toklas and of her writing: an absolute domesticity. She began a series of what she called portraits - texts of baroque repetition - with a portrait of Toklas herself. Meanwhile, Picasso and Braque were savagely and industriously entering the canonical years of Cubism, and Toklas moved into the rue de Fleurus. In 1912, Stein and Toklas travelled in Spain and Morocco and Stein began the still-life abstractions that would become Tender Buttons, published to absolute indifference in 1914, just as she would carry on writing lectures and poems and play scripts and the opera libretto Four Saints in Three Acts against a continuing background of incomprehension. At the start of the First World War, she and Toklas went to Mallorca, but soon returned to France, where Stein drove a van for the American Fund for the French Wounded. But are these facts useful? Do they explain anything at all? In 1922 Stein met a new generation of writers and artists that included Hemingway and Fitzgerald and Man Ray, all of them about twenty years younger than she was. In 1924, the Transatlantic Review serialised The Making of Americans, a decade after its completion. She lectured at Oxford and Cambridge; she was published by the Hogarth Press; she was notorious but she had no gloire. She and Toklas lived between two worlds - the official avant-garde world of Hemingway and Picasso, and the unofficial lesbian avant-garde of Natalie Barney and Janet Flanner and Ethel Mars and Maud Hunt Squire. Until finally, in 1933, she published The Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas, and a new era of celebrity began.
Now we have  Francesca Wade's graceful, exacting biography of Stein and Toklas, and of the ways in which Stein has been interpreted and misinterpreted since their deaths. In some ways it can be seen as a continuation of Wade's first book, Square Haunting: Five Women, Freedom and London between the Wars, in its effort to do justice to women writers and thinkers from the early 20th century.* But it also does something larger regarding Stein, and biography, as if the question of how useful biography may be for thinking about Stein could become an allegory or test case of biography in general. Biography has often seemed the place where readers might prefer to meet Stein, partly because Stein herself played with ideas of the portrait and the self-portrait, but also because the ways she did this seem so confusing to us, with our idea of the confessional. Her style is so direct that it's surprising how much it can hide. Biography seems to be an answer to a sense among some readers that Stein does not mean what she says, or that in some way we are being deceived.
The aspect of her biography that has most troubled readers and critics recently is her relationship to politics. There's no doubt that, like many other rich and avant-garde figures, she was socially conservative. In Paris France, which she published in 1940, just before Petain signed the armistice with Nazi Germany, she offered her reasons: 'I cannot write too much upon how necessary it is to be completely conservative that is particularly traditional in order to be free. And so France is and was. Sometimes it is important and sometimes it is not, but from 1900 to 1939, it certainly was.' It's a theory that at least has the poignancy of its history, of her effort to live freely with Toklas in Paris, between 1900 and 1939, and in Bilignin, a village near the Swiss border, during the war. Stein is always precise and often surprising, so that while she might argue that it was only because France was 'particularly traditional' that the 20th century could be freely invented there, naturally 'it was foreigners who did it there in France because all these things being french it made it be their tradition and it being a tradition it was not the 20th century.'
In Paris France Stein sees her conservatism as part of her devotion to the domestic, to what she called the 'commonplace': 'Familiarity does not breed contempt, anything one does every day is important and imposing and anywhere one lives is interesting and beautiful. And that is all as it should be.' It can give her a cold insouciance, as an aesthete under Vichy:
The war is going on this war and we were all waiting and the telephone rang, well and it was the Mere Mollard announcing that her quenelles had turned on her, she had ice and she had put them on ice and she had taken them out to look at them and they had turned sour. Well anyway even if there is no food and there is a war and she is not a good cook cooking is important.

But no one should confuse insouciance with indifference. 'Fathers are depressing ... The periods of the world's history that have always been most dismal ones are the ones where fathers were looming and filling up everything.' That was her rough summary of the dictatorships of the 1930s, and it's obvious in Paris France what her values are: 'It is not civilised to want other people to believe what you believe because the essence of being civilised is to possess yourself as you are, and if you possess yourself as you are you of course cannot possess any one else, it is not your business.' Against fascism, she preferred France and England, 'who are to do what is the necessary thing to do, they are going to civilise the 20th century and make it be a time when anybody can be free, free to be civilised and to be.'
The problem is that Stein's politics overlapped in places with the politics of people whose version of the conservative was much more appalling. And then there is the apparent mystery of why she and Toklas didn't leave for America after the armistice was signed, and the further mystery of how they survived, living deep in Vichy France. 'How had the pair of elderly Jewish lesbians escaped the Nazis?' Malcolm asked. 'Why had they stayed in France instead of returning to the safety of the United States?' But there isn't necessarily any mystery. If Stein and Toklas never considered leaving for America, it may be because America was not an obvious place of safety for them. For Stein, as she explained, France represented freedom: they had made a life there which was impossible in America, the repressive scene of her failed romance with May Bookstaver. If she and Toklas had to die then they would die in France.
The bigger problem is Stein's friendship with Bernard Fay, who played a minor part in the Paris art scene of the 1920s and 1930s. Fay was a conservative aesthete with an unusual passion for American culture who went on to work for the Vichy regime: he was appointed head of the Bibliotheque Nationale in 1940 and ran the government's anti-Masonic purges, and was therefore responsible for hundreds of deaths and disappearances. In the 1930s Fay was one of Stein's closest friends, not least because he was an ardent supporter of her work, translating a section of The Making of Americans into French. After the war, he was condemned to degradation nationale, and for his trial Stein provided a letter on his behalf, arguing for his efforts to preserve French culture, especially the art collection she had left behind in her apartment in Paris: in August 1944 he intervened to prevent the Gestapo from requisitioning it. What she didn't mention, perhaps because it wasn't true, or because it was true but she never knew, was Fay's later unsubstantiated and unsubstantiable assertion that he had been personally responsible not only for the preservation of Stein and Toklas's art collection but also of their lives - that he had interceded personally with Petain to ensure that they could live unharmed in Bilignin, under the protection of the local sous-prefet, Maurice Sivan.
It's not clear, in this miasma of blame and disapproval, what the accusation against Stein really is. She was no Resistance hero, but almost no one was a Resistance hero. Equally, there is no evidence that she knew about Fay's anti-Masonic purges, nor is there evidence that she had any sense of being protected by him or his friends. In 1939-40 she translated a selection of Petain's speeches, an endorsement that is, no question, deplorable, except that at the time many people believed that in saving France from total occupation through signing the armistice Petain had also saved French culture. In any case, the translations are so literal and so clumsy that it's hard to tell what Stein was really trying to do. Certainly, she abandoned the project very quickly and never returned to it. Much of the disapproval has centred on her failure to disavow her friendship with Fay at his trial, but then, she had her own values of friendship and loyalty. And most important, the people she actually felt protected by - and it seems correctly - were the villagers she lived among and who had known her and Toklas for years.
This, I was thinking, as I read Wade's book, is why biography is usually so frustrating. There is too much uncertainty, not only about facts but about the meaning of those facts. Wade's book is excitingly different, because it is written not from a position of judgment but from a kind of accurate friendliness. The pages she devotes to Stein's politics and her survival in the war are wonderful for their calmness, including these devastating sentences: 'But even if Fay had offered Stein assurances in 1940, his influence would have diminished significantly when Pierre Laval - who distrusted Fay, and tried to have him fired from the library - replaced Petain as leader of France. After November 1942, Stein had to survive on her own.' The argument that Malcolm and others have advanced against Stein by association - with Fay, and so with Petain - is ahistorical, since if the protection existed at all, it was only useful for about a year at most. Laval was lethal, and lethally antisemitic, and he hated Petain and his proteges. From 1942 until the end of the war, Stein was utterly exposed, and wholly dependent on the goodwill of those around her. (In 1943, Sivan advised them to flee - advice that makes most sense if the sous-prefet knew that, were the Nazis to come for them, he would be powerless to protect them.)
Stein's experience of the war was far from blissful. Her account of this period, Wars I Have Seen, was typed up from her notebooks and published in 1945, just after the war ended and she had been jubilantly met by American GIs:
They used all of them to want to know how we managed to escape the Germans and gradually with their asking and with the news that in the month of August the Gestapo had been in my apartment in Paris to look at everything, naturally I began to have what you might call a posthumous fear. I was quite frightened. All the time the Germans were here we were so busy trying to live through each day that except once in a while when something happened you did not know about being frightened, but now somehow with the American soldiers questions and hearing what had been happening to others, of course one knew it but now one had time to feel it and so I was quite frightened, now that there was nothing dangerous and the whole American army between us and danger. One is like that.

No wonder the book is haunted from its beginning by the fact of death: 'I remember being very worried in reading, if anybody in the book died and did not have children because then nobody in that family could be living yet, and if they were not living yet how could they hear what was happening.' Wars I Have Seen is a study in anxiety, that 'now in June 1943 something very strange is happening, every day the feeling is strengthening that one or another has been or will be a traitor to something.' In Picasso and in The Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas, Stein had been anxious to define herself as modern, 20th-century. But now her idea of the 20th century had changed: 'Anybody can understand that there is no point in being realistic about here and now, no use at all not any, and so it is not the 19th but the 20th century, there is no realism now, life is not real.'
Stein  can seem so monolithic that it takes a long time to realise how vulnerable her writing is, and one expression of this is the way her sentences refuse to obey our usual priorities, leaving something out or only alluding to it briefly, so that its absence continues to work on the surface story. The Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas includes a portrait of Helene, who worked as the couple's cook and servant:
Helene stayed with the household until the end of 1913. Then her husband, by that time she had married and had a little boy, insisted that she work for others no longer. To her great regret she left and later she always said that life at home was never as amusing as it had been at the rue de Fleurus. Much later, only about three years ago, she came back for a year, she and her husband had fallen on bad times and her boy had died. She was as cheery as ever and enormously interested.

I suppose many people will find it a moral failure to allow a child's death to occupy only a miniature part of an ongoing story. But it seems to me a moment of stylistic courage, to display so openly the way so many conversations indifferently deal with the tragedies of minor characters, just as it is another moment of courage for Stein to write about herself: 'After the death of first her mother and then her father she and her sister and one brother left California for the East' - the first and only mention of her parents' deaths.
Perhaps the most important absence is at the centre of The Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas, hinging on an event that is mentioned with absolute disingenuousness in two sentences: 'She wrote a short novel. The funny thing about this short novel is that she completely forgot about it for many years.' Since Wade's book offers not just a biography of Stein and Toklas but also of Stein's afterlife - of Toklas's efforts to manage the way the archive should be approached, long after Stein was dead - she can subtly layer different versions of the same moment over one another, until its full meaning emerges. Wade's first mention of this missing manuscript is a plain biographical fact: in 1932, as they were packing to go to the country, Stein found the old notebook in which she had written Q.E.D., the novella about her relationship with May Bookstaver and her rivalry with Mabel Haynes.
Turning the pages of this long-forgotten manuscript - 'was it hidden with intention?' Stein asked herself - she was overcome with a mixture of shame, anxiety and intrigue. But she held back from showing it to Toklas ... Stein had not told Toklas about the strength of intimacy she had once shared with May Bookstaver, who had been so helpful with her manuscripts in the early years, and had even visited them once in Paris, though she hadn't been in touch for a long time. Perhaps Stein had anticipated Toklas's jealousy; perhaps she simply hadn't thought it needed mentioning - either to keep the youthful affair as a private memory, or because it no longer felt relevant now her life had moved on.

When Stein eventually showed the manuscript to Toklas, 'Toklas was silent. Stein was filled with remorse - and knew only a dramatic gesture would restore her partner's trust.' This was the background, Wade explains, to the writing of The Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas, a work 'which would reassert Toklas's place at the very centre of her life':
What no one knew was that the book had been written as a form of reparation. Toklas's fury about the hidden manuscript had driven Stein to compose a work that would affirm her commitment to Toklas once and for all, uniting their names, publicly, for ever ... Stein wrote into being a version of her life in which their roles were defined only by each other: Stein the genius husband, Toklas the adoring wife.

More than a hundred pages later, Wade begins to sketch in further details of 'Toklas's fury', using the interviews with Toklas conducted by Leon Katz, one of the earliest Stein researchers, in Paris in 1952:
Toklas told Katz she had not realised the historical significance of the relationship until 1932, when Stein had stumbled, by chance, on the old manuscript of Q.E.D ... 'In a passion,' she told Katz, she had destroyed all [Bookstaver's] letters to Stein. But even after Stein had told Toklas to keep the manuscript - even tear it up if she wanted to - Toklas, now on edge, became 'hypersensitive to signs'. She found a previously innocuous 'M' carved into Stein's writing table, and sanded it off in rage. For a year and a half, Toklas confessed to Katz, she 'tormented' Gertrude ... In Thornton Wilder's apartment in Chicago, Stein told her that if she did not drop the subject once and for all, their life together would be over.

The centrality of the relationship with Toklas to Stein and her work is so absolute that it's almost unnerving to discover how much the myth of their love affair was in a way an invention of the book, or how precarious it was at the moment when Stein was creating this monument. The Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas was an act of propitiatory magic.
The postscript to this story is a moment of intuition that has become famous in Stein scholarship, when Ulla Dydo noticed that in the manuscript of Stanzas in Meditation - the long poem Stein was writing in 1932 when she discovered the manuscript of Q.E.D. - every instance of the word 'may' had been crossed out and replaced with another word (like 'today' or 'day' or 'can'), often violating any sense of meaning or rhythm or rhyme. The editors of the Yale edition of Stein's writing, in 1956, had blithely printed Stanzas in Meditation with all these uses of 'may' removed, never questioning what was happening. Forty years later, 'Dydo proposed that the alterations, more than four hundred of them, were made at Toklas's behest, when she was given Stanzas to type shortly after reading the manuscript of Q.E.D.' The final element in this drama involves Katz and Dydo themselves. Dydo 'was never quite sure whether or not Toklas had said anything to Katz that confirmed her theory that Toklas herself demanded these changes, or even carried them out herself'. Eventually, in 2012, writing in the Yale Review, Katz seemed to quote Toklas directly, confirming the story. 'But in the handwritten notes from his interviews with Toklas,' Wade writes, 'and in the subsequent index cards recording the encounters, I could find no record of this sensational statement.'
What is the meaning of this story? For Wade, this dissolving finale proves that biography 'is a precarious structure; some mysteries must remain unsolved.' And of course this is true, but what does it mean for Stein? At stake for Dydo and Katz was the question of the portrait, of whether Stein's writing was truly abstract or in fact deeply autofictional. Stein's writing, for Dydo, was 'a single spiritual autobiography whose vocabulary is generated by the daily life but whose voice is uniquely hers'. The archive at Yale was vital because it could reveal that everything in Stein was highly specific, a manic series of private jokes. The task of the critic would therefore be to move from the printed book to the archived manuscripts, to find the hidden references:
These preparatory notebooks were filled with private ritual - the coded initials, the talismanic dedications - whereas Stein's printed books, Dydo wrote, were 'stripped of the process that gave them being'. In the archive, Dydo concluded, were the vestiges of the private life which she saw as 'the central context for Stein's capacity to meditate and to write'. Only through a close study of the notebooks and manuscripts, she argued, could Stein's work be read as it was written.

In one sense, this is the direction Stein herself had offered in her late autobiographies, both The Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas and Everybody's Autobiography (1937), with their intensely domestic details. But it seems to ignore or at least betray an essential element of Stein's writing, which is its devotion to the cut. Stein loved the idea that writing might have esoteric meanings but that those meanings would be only faintly perceived by the abstract reader, that a text could simultaneously be plain while explaining nothing. The pleasure would have to be elsewhere. This may be the final lesson of Wade's book, which explores Stein's biography not for explanations, but in order to better enjoy the pleasure of her sentences as a kind of physical delight. In the end, you have to go back to where you started: the surface and its sentences. 'All of which was literally true,' Stein writes in The Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas, 'like all of Gertrude Stein's literature.'
Early  in The Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas, Stein describes the pictures she and Leo acquired as they began their collection: a Daumier and two Gauguins and a Cezanne landscape along with two 'tiny canvases of nude groups' and 'a very very small Manet'. But two paintings in particular are given special emphasis: Cezanne's Madame Cezanne with a Fan and Matisse's Woman with a Hat. It's as though the paintings together offered an ongoing possibility, that the most searching artistic experiments might need to be done through portraits - and that the best subject for an avant-garde portrait is your wife.
Stein wrote her first portrait in 1910, a text in three or four pages about Toklas. She describes Toklas telling stories to her dying mother (like Stein, Toklas's mother died of cancer when Toklas was young) and then leaving her father and brother for the utopian bliss of the final paragraph, which is her love affair with Stein, a mutual balance of speaking and being heard:
She came to be happier than anybody else who was living then. It is easy to believe this thing. She was telling some one, who was loving every story that was charming. Some one who was living was almost always listening. Some one who was loving was almost always listening. That one who was loving was almost always listening. That one who was loving was telling about being one then listening. That one being loving was then telling stories having a beginning and a middle and an ending. That one was then one always completely listening.

Stein argued that her major advance was Three Lives, but it's possible that the true advance in her methods was this portrait, and in The Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas the moment is deliberately given its triumphant domestic setting, while Toklas is cooking supper for them one Sunday night:
She came in much excited and would not sit down. Here I want to show you something, she said. No I said it has to be eaten hot. No, she said, you have to see this first. Gertrude Stein never likes her food hot and I do like mine hot, we never agree about this. She admits that one can wait to cool it but one cannot heat it once it is on a plate so it is agreed that I have it served as hot as I like. In spite of my protests and the food cooling I had to read.

In the short portraits Stein continued to write, a series of statements are forced through multiple discriminations. It was a method she had begun in Three Lives and then developed at exhaustive length in The Making of Americans, but it works best in these short works, such as the portraits of Matisse and Picasso that would be published by Alfred Stieglitz in 1912 in Camera Work. Stein seems to have realised that everyone is having portraits made of them all the time, constantly being assessed and reassessed in conversations that go over the same limited ground. So each of her portraits is really a portrait of the way people talk. 'He certainly very clearly expressed something,' she writes in 'Matisse'. 'Some said that he did not clearly express anything. Some were certain that he expressed something very clearly and some of such of them said that he would have been a greater one if he had not been one so clearly expressing what he was expressing.' 'Matisse' works like a fugue in the intensity of its repetitions, as it goes over and over the dilemma everyone felt about Matisse - was his clarity an emptiness or the form of his mastery? Stein had discovered that we use sentences in conversation with an untenable authority, that often we are using words that have no meaning or are only imposing meaning precariously, and that much of our language is based on minute differences in the placing of minute words, little connecting words such as 'like' or 'some', the words that are always so invisible and so difficult to assimilate when learning a new language, as in this early passage from 'Orta or One Dancing', which is in one sense a portrait of Isadora Duncan but is much more usefully seen as an attempt to define the word 'one':
Even if she was one and she was one, even if she was one she was changing. She was one and was then like some one. She was one and she had then come to be like some other one. She was then one and she had come then to be like some other one. She was then one and she had come then to be like some other one. She was then one and she had come then to be like a kind of a one.

The closest analogy to these texts might be minimalism in music: there is the same sense of tension and of excitement when a new note enters - when the word 'dancing' enters the vocabulary of Stein's portrait after three pages it feels like a giant baroque decoration - and also the same danger of slackness or monotony. And they can't be read quickly; they seem to require deep leisure time before and after, just as they were written, almost as if you have to be in Paris or the South of France, with many parties ahead of you, to be able to enjoy them.
In the summer of 1912, Stein and Toklas travelled to Spain. According to the usual logic of modernism set up by Picasso, where a sunlit holiday led to an avant-garde invention, Stein created a new mode:
hitherto she had been interested only in the insides of people, their character and what went on inside them, it was during that summer that she first felt a desire to express the rhythm of the visible world. It was a long tormenting process, she looked, listened and described. She always was, she always is, tormented by the problem of the external and the internal.

Having explored the idea of the portrait, she moved to the outside world, in a series of texts that became Tender Buttons, a book divided into three sections: 'Objects', 'Food' and 'Rooms'. Not that an innocent reader will find their usual idea of description here.
In the inside there is sleeping, in the outside there is reddening, in the morning there is meaning, in the evening there is feeling. In the evening there is feeling. In feeling anything is resting, in feeling anything is mounting, in feeling there is resignation, in feeling there is recognition, in feeling there is recurrence and entirely mistaken there is pinching. All the standards have steamers and all the curtains have bed linen and all the yellow has discrimination and all the circle has circling. This makes sand.

This is the first paragraph of a piece titled 'Roastbeef', but as a description of roast beef it is useless. As a kind of impressionism, it becomes more interesting, but the larger pleasure is of language working through concrete nouns and abstract nouns, a series of harmonious shocks.
There's something so physically delightful in the cadences Stein was discovering in the portraits and Tender Buttons that it's often tempting to compare the way she was writing in 1912 to the way the artists she collected were working. Her friendship with Picasso has led to many comparisons - none of which, I think, is helpful. One giant difference is that in Picasso's Cubism there was always a decisive move towards reference, as if Cubism offered a delirious scene of representation mimicking itself, but this is not what's happening in Stein's writing from the same period. Stein herself always said that Cezanne was formative for her writing (Madame Cezanne with a Fan, she wrote, 'was an important purchase because in looking and looking at this picture Gertrude Stein wrote Three Lives'), that it was Cezanne who helped her think about composition in a new way because in his paintings 'each part is as important as the whole': a kind of all-over effect. But if there's a real analogy to painting, it is Matisse's Woman with a Hat that might be the more important. Mme Matisse's dress has been stabbed and smeared with garish touches of hot pink and red and a kind of absinthe-y green, a multicoloured surface to represent a dress that Matisse boasted was, in fact, black. Colour floated free from any obviously referential function, and I think it's possible to argue that the painting suggested to Stein that words could be used in the same way Matisse used colour, without any obligation of meaning. In this way, she found a new linguistic musicality, a kind of grammatical structure that functions in the absence of semantics. As John Ashbery wrote in 1957, comparing Stein's Stanzas in Meditation and Henry James's The Golden Bowl,
If these works are highly complex and, for some, unreadable, it is not only because of the complicatedness of life, the subject, but also because they actually imitate its rhythm, its way of happening, in an attempt to draw our attention to another aspect of its true nature. Just as ... life seems to alter the whole of what has gone before, so the endless process of elaboration which gives the work of these two writers a texture of bewildering luxuriance - that of a tropical rainforest of ideas - seems to obey some rhythmic impulse at the heart of all happening.

The sadness for Stein and her future readers is that at the time no one wanted to talk about her with this kind of seriousness: instead, as Wade details, she was endlessly ridiculed in the newspapers - the Detroit News and Pittsburgh Dispatch and Boston Evening Transcript and New York Evening Sun and Chicago Tribune. Although she is now routinely mentioned in histories of modernist Paris in the 1920s, only Hemingway seemed to read her with any understanding - Eliot and Joyce and Woolf had no idea what to make of her (for Woolf she was mostly a curiosity to be met at an Edith Sitwell party, 'a lady much like Joan Fry, but more massive; in blue sprinkled brocade, rather formidable') - and Hemingway didn't want to talk about her in public. In A Moveable Feast, long after she was dead, he offered only a single sentence of measured praise: 'She had also discovered many truths about rhythms and the uses of words in repetition that were valid and valuable and she talked well about them.' Stein liked to present an image of herself as grandly aloof - 'all alone with english and myself'. But in The Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas she makes clear her wish for appreciation: 'After all, as she said, we do want to be printed. One writes for oneself and strangers but with no adventurous publishers how can one come in contact with those same strangers.' It's a wish that is even more pronounced in her restless activity in the 1920s and 1930s, doing the work for herself that critics wouldn't do: the lectures she gave, where she tried to explain what she was doing; the 'Bibliography, 1904-29' she had printed in transition; and the five books of the Plain Edition, edited by Toklas and published with Stein's money, between 1930 and 1933. The theoretical counterpart to this effort was the care she took to define 'explanation'. 'I say this not to explain but to make it plain. Anybody knows the difference between explain and make it plain. They sound the same if anybody says they do but they are not the same.' This problem of explanation was everywhere in her work at the time. It is underneath her notorious put-down of Pound: 'Gertrude Stein liked him but did not find him amusing. She said he was a village explainer, excellent if you were a village, but if you were not, not.' In 'Henry James' it emerged as this complaint: 'Clarity is of no importance because nobody listens and nobody knows what you mean no matter what you mean, nor how clearly you mean what you mean.'
In her lectures, she argued for her years of abstraction, her effort 'to tell what each one is' or to 'tell what happened' without telling stories, to show 'what made what happened be what it was'. But the problem with seeing subjects at such an abstract level - with all its musical syntactic pleasures - is that the largest pleasure of any subject is the gory detail that abstraction disallows. Without it, everything becomes weightless - which leads to Stein's problem of excessive length. This is why her writing can be so uneven, because it was never clear either for Stein or her reader what a decision in writing for Stein might be.
This  was also why the crisis between Stein and Toklas in 1932 was so useful. She had to do something for Toklas; she had to do it in a way that other people, not just Toklas, could understand; and she had to do it fast, which meant she no longer had the luxury of infinite length. It forced her writing to approach the things of the world, and in The Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas it turned out that her writing could represent the world with poignant comical beauty. 'I am trying to be as commonplace as I can be, she used to say to me,' Toklas says towards the end of the book. 'And then sometimes a little worried, it is not too commonplace. The last thing that she had finished, Stanzas in Meditation, and which I am now typewriting, she considers her real achievement of the commonplace.' But Stein was wrong. It was The Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas itself that was the achievement. The ghostly conversational syntax, the manic precision of abstract discriminations, relaxes into an extraordinary mimicry of the way a voice talks when it's telling a story. Her sentences are at their most beautiful when at their most dishevelled, as in the slouchy, innocent bravura of this from Paris France: 'Once in talking to the Baronne Pierlot a very old french friend she said about something when I said but Madame Pierlot it is natural, no said Madame Pierlot it may be nature but it is not natural.' We're so used to voice as confession, as a form of radical honesty, that it can be hard to appreciate her socialised way of talking, which involves not precision but wish fulfilment, fantasy, repression, a devastating insistence on charm.
Stein had spent her life trying to understand humans through the civilised fog of power relations, their patterns of dependency. In early work such as Three Lives, this led to small icy insights: 'Mrs Lehntman needed Anna just as much as Anna needed Mrs Lehntman, but Mrs Lehntman was more ready to risk Anna's loss, and so the good Anna grew always weaker in her power to control.' But in The Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas she allowed herself to display the far more mundane forms of every relationship's imbalances: 'Sometimes later in Spain I sat under a tree and wept,' Toklas says about their different experiences of heat, 'but she in the sun was indefatigable.'
One of Stein's last and best texts was about Raoul Dufy, another artist distrusted for their tone. It begins with two startling images of Dufy and war:
I came back to Paris after the long sad years of the occupation. I will tell all about that, and I wandered around the streets the way I do and there in a window were a lot of etchings and there so pleasantly was one by Dufy, it was an etching of kitchen utensils, in an inspired circle and at the bottom was a lovely roasted chicken, God bless him, wouldn't he just have a lovely etching by him in the window of a shop and of lots of kitchen utensils, the factories could not make them but he had, and the roast chicken, how often during those dark days was I homesick for the quays of Paris and a roast chicken.
Dufy and wars. I remember it was just at the end of the last war 1919, and we were at the first Salon d'Automne and there unexpectedly was a sofa and fauteuils and chairs, and the material was a design by Dufy, it was shock of pleasure, there it was a shock of pleasure. Wars are sad but Dufy is in their midst a shock of pleasure. I often wonder who has that sofa, I would like to see it again, it was so real a pleasure, after a war, so real a pleasure.

This late portrait is wonderful for its frank nostalgia, and for its refusal to allow war to colonise pleasure, and it also seems to me to be one of Stein's most useful attempts at self-explanation. She knew what it was to experience absolute loss. But to contemplate that loss, in writing, was the highest pleasure. 'That is one of the things that we who abstract things have, we are never bored we are always in a state of pleasure. And I always think of Dufy and the etching of the kitchen utensils and the sofa and the Moulin de la Galette, war, rheumatism no nothing touches it, it is always in a state of pleasure.'
The truest portraits of Stein herself are always the most fragile, containing without refusing this contradiction, like her own image in The Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas of writing through the night, poised between darkness and dawn:
She said she always tried to stop before the dawn was too clear and the birds were too lively because it is a disagreeable sensation to go to bed then. There were birds in many trees behind high walls in those days, now there are fewer. But often the birds and the dawn caught her and she stood in the court waiting to get used to it before she went to bed.
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Supereffable
Tom Johnson

3948 wordsAt two o'clock  in the morning on 23 October 1731, 'a great smoak' began to pour from the rafters of Ashburnham House in Westminster. The library was on fire, which meant that English history was on fire. Ashburnham held the many rare manuscripts that had been donated to the nation by the antiquarian Robert Cotton, as well as the treasures of the royal manuscript collections. The flames from a fireplace had caught on the wooden mantelpiece and spread to the wainscoting. Hapless librarians were throwing water on the blaze; the city fire engines were nowhere to be seen. Eventually Mr Casley, the deputy librarian, dashed out of the building cradling the Codex Alexandrinus, a fifth-century Greek Bible. Others remained, throwing books out of the windows as fast as they could. The next day, with Ashburnham in ruins, boys from Westminster School were picking up charred manuscript fragments as souvenirs.
There were almost a thousand manuscripts in the collection, organised into a series of 'presses' or shelving units, each one taking its name from the bust of a Roman emperor that stood on top. Vitellius A.xv, the only copy of Beowulf, was scorched and damaged. Otho A.xii, a unique exemplar of the Old English poem The Battle of Maldon, was completely destroyed. Another volume pressed with Otho, an eighth-century Northumbrian Gospel, was mostly gone; the cataloguers remarked hopefully that 'Some Pieces of the Leaves of this old Book are preserv'd.' In many cases, the fat from the lambskin vellum had been drawn out by the heat, so that the pages were roasted in their own juices. One unsalvageable codex, in the words of a modern librarian, resembles 'an irradiated armadillo'. Though conservation efforts succeeded with a good number of the manuscripts, about a fifth of the collection was deemed to have been 'lost, burned, or entirely spoiled'.
None of the manuscripts in the Nero press was harmed. Among them was the most mysterious volume of medieval English literature. Cotton Nero A.x is a small miracle: a quarto volume, about the size of a paperback, consisting of just 92 leaves. It contains four untitled English poems - 20th-century editors named them Pearl, Cleanness, Patience and Sir Gawain and the Green Knight - written in the alliterative style in a dialect of the West Midlands. The first and last of these poems are among the greatest poetic works written in Middle English. The author is unknown, the patron is unknown, the original owners of the manuscript are unknown. All we do know is that Cotton acquired the volume from another antiquary, Henry Savile, in the late 16th century. It contains twelve bizarre illustrations, added by another anonymous individual some time after the texts were completed. The Pearl Manuscript, as it is usually called, is the only surviving anthology of alliterative poetry, and the sole exemplar of the poems it contains.
There is no getting around the weirdness. We don't really know what it is or what it was for. In his new study of the manuscript, Arthur Bahr embraces the mystery, spiritedly chasing after a book that will never let us catch up. He suggests that it is 'a pedagogical compilation', cleverly designed to provoke readers into reflecting on the limits and possibilities of meaning-making itself. It is not ineffable but 'supereffable', proliferating interpretations over the centuries. He has spent years wrestling with the damn thing and is still deeply in love with it: the book is dedicated 'to the makers of the Pearl Manuscript'.
In Pearl, the narrator is beset with grief for a two-year-old child, his precious Pearl (the Latin for 'pearl' is margarita, leading many commentators to assume that the child's name was Margery or Margaret). He can't even bring himself to say that she was his daughter, just that she was closer 'than aunt or niece'. He is obsessed with his loss and has come to visit her grave. 'Allas! I leste hyr in on erbere [a grassy plot]/My privy perle withouten spotte.' The burial mound is covered with aromatic flowers and he can't avoid the thought that their sweet scents have sprung from her mouldering body. Overcome by sadness and the odours of the flowers, he falls into a reverie, waking to find himself in paradise. There, just across a stream, he spies a beautiful girl: 'I knew hyr wel, I hade sen hyr ere.' He is overcome with joy at seeing his Pearl again, but feels more intensely than ever the pain of their remaining apart. The maiden rebukes him on both counts: he can't stay in paradise, and in any case, he is foolish for grieving something so fleeting as human life, compared to the everlasting joy of heaven.
The dreamer is stubborn in his sorrow. He can't believe that heavenly joy will compensate for his grief. The maiden rehearses the parable of the workers in the vineyard: the 'grace of God is gret inoghe', she insists. She promises to show him the New Jerusalem, so that he can see for himself. The city is described in sumptuous detail, drawing on the poet's deep knowledge of the Apocalypse in the Book of Revelation: all gold and glass and gems, set into twelve layers of foundations, with twelve fruit trees that bear fruit twelve times a year. Seeing the maiden there together with a bloodied Jesus, the Lamb of God, the dreamer is driven crazy with the need to cross the stream and be with her: 'My manez mynde to maddyng malte.' But as soon as he tries to wade across, he is jerked out of the dream and away from his daughter. He is left stranded with his regret: 'Hade I ... yerned no more then waty me geuen [had I yearned for no more than was me given]' then he might have stayed longer, understood more of the mystery of divine grace. The poem ends: 'Amen. Amen.'
The two much shorter poems that follow, Cleanness and Patience, are clever and neat, but turn on imaginative retellings of biblical parables - Belshazzar witnessing God's 'writing on the wall', Jonah's encounter with the whale - and don't leave as much room for the exploration of feeling. But Gawain, the last and longest poem, is an epic that mirrors Pearl, enveloping the reader in the fear, courage and regret of its eponymous hero. Unlike the other three poems, Gawain is a romance, in the Arthurian tradition. As well as being learned in religious matters, the poet clearly had intimate experience of working in a great household and a keen eye for the trappings of honour. He describes appearances, glances across banquet tables, the way an impressive horse or fine jewellery draws the attention of the court. His fantasy has the texture of real life.
Gawain is also a gripping tale. The Yuletide feast at Camelot is interrupted by a mysterious and powerful Green Knight, who challenges one of the knights of the Round Table to deal him a free blow - on condition that he will be allowed to deal one in return a year later. Gawain volunteers and beheads the knight, only to watch him pick up his head and ride off, cheerfully promising to see him next Christmas. In one of the most moving sequences of the poem, the year melts away with the passage of the seasons, Gawain knowing all the while that he faces certain death. But he is steadfast, and true to his word, and sets off to meet his doom. His journey takes him into the wilderness - beyond north Wales and somewhere past the Wirral, the poet tells us - and to a mysterious castle. Gawain is warmly welcomed by the lord, who tells him that he is very close to the Green Chapel where the knight resides, and entreats him to stay for the Christmas festivities before journeying on. The lord shares the bounty of his daily hunt; meanwhile, the lady of the castle tries to seduce Gawain each morning. He honourably refuses to betray his host's hospitality.
On the last day before he is due to face the knight, Gawain partially succumbs to the lady and accepts her girdle, which she claims will protect him from harm. He goes to meet the knight and extends his head to receive the blow, but at the last his courage fails: he flinches at the swing of the knight's axe. The knight mocks him, and goes to swing again, but then the whole saga turns out to have been a ruse. The knight was his host at the castle: he had set up the test to see if Arthur's knights were all they were cracked up to be. The Green Knight is truly impressed with Gawain, comparing him to other knights as a pearl to a dried pea. But since Gawain failed in his bravery and honour just a little, the knight scores his neck with his axe-blade to complete the bargain.
Gawain, however, is aghast. He goes back to Camelot and tells them the whole story, filled with shame at his failure of courage. To his surprise, Arthur and the knights are delighted with him, laughing off his confession and making the girdle into their badge of honour. The story ends at this ambiguous moment: Gawain lauded by his friends, but tormented by his sense of failure. Appended after the last line is the inscription HONI SOYT QUI MAL PENCE ('shame on him who thinks evil of it'), the motto of the Order of the Garter, founded by Edward III in 1348. The meaning complicates; we are left to reflect on the nicked neck of blemished perfection.
Any book made by hand is unique, but the Pearl Manuscript's claim to uniqueness is unparalleled: the manuscript appears never to have been copied or circulated, nor to have been known to anybody except the people who owned it. This is even stranger than it may at first seem. In the medieval world, all literary production depended on copying. Texts of many different genres - poems and songs, medical recipes, land conveyancing guides, prayers, charms, sermons - were in continual circulation, passed between friends and neighbours, sent back and forth with messengers, even posted publicly in marketplaces and on church doors. Someone with a bit of money might have a scribe copy their favourites into a blank volume, perhaps organised by theme; eager literati borrowed booklets or whole books and made copies for their own reference; scribal workshops turned out booklets of popular texts that could be purchased 'off the shelf' from stationers and bound into miscellanies. This combination of patronage, commerce and amateur enthusiasm drove the copying of vast numbers of texts and made them widely available even without the kind of 'publication' we are accustomed to.
Piers Plowman, the other major poetic work of the later-14th-century alliterative tradition, survives in more than fifty copies and fragments (it is very long, and not everyone wanted the whole thing). The poem appears to have been known in some form to John Ball, one of the leaders of the Great Rising of 1381. Copying always changed texts: scribes made deliberate corrections and accidental mistakes and often translated into their own dialects. Scholars no longer understand these changes as corruptions of a hypothetically pure original, but as critical responses to texts that were never truly stable. Texts produced in manuscript culture were open-ended and unfinished by their very nature. Piers Plowman survives in four major versions, one of which is believed to contain revisions made by the probable author, William Langland, trying to purge the text of its more radical political implications after 1381.
Amid all this busy copying, the Pearl Manuscript remained unknown - perhaps even hidden. In later generations, though it was recognised as 'old' and accordingly valuable, its vernacular strangeness was cause for disregard rather than inquiry. The librarians, with their precious Greek Bibles, just weren't that interested. Cataloguing the Cottonian manuscripts in 1802, the director of the British Museum described the manuscript as a 'poem in old English on religious and moral subjects; with some paintings rudely executed'. It was not until 1829, when Frederic Madden was truffling for Arthurian legends, that he realised there were four distinct poems in the manuscript; he lamented 'the oblivion in which for so long a period such a remarkable composition should have remained'. He made a transcript, and at the behest of Walter Scott - Madden wrongly thought the manuscript and its author were Scottish - had it published by private subscription for the Bannatyne Club. Even after all this trouble, the reading public showed no enthusiasm. Madden remarked that one of the publishers he had approached, John Murray, 'never even took the trouble to answer the letter!'
The Pearl Manuscript makes disciples of those who do discover it. Revisiting the poems, I found myself ensnared again by the language and frustrated by the impossibility of conveying their strange beauty. And yet the work is always slipping from your grasp. It shrinks from recognition, now more than ever. It is almost unapproachable as art, written in a language and an alphabet only distantly recognisable as English, expressing an alien thought-world shaped by the boar hunt and the biblical parable. There are also the strange illustrations to consider, some of which were imposed on leaves that had already been lined for text. These images, in the view of the manuscript's modern editors, are 'notably crude ... presumably the work of an artist of limited talent', yet the play of word and image is still essential to the reading experience. Bahr suggests that the manuscript is like a Book of Hours, intended to create a private multimedia devotional experience.
The first image, which precedes the text, shows the dreamer of Pearl sinking into his reverie, in a meadow surrounded by flowers, next to what is conventionally regarded as a pool. It's true that the drawing lacks the refinement of the illuminations in the best literary manuscripts. Bahr accepts the interpretation that it was rather careless of the artist to have drawn flowers growing on the surface of the pool, but argues that the image is more sophisticated than it seems, and is in fact referring to depictions of the Fountain of Narcissus such as are found in some manuscripts of the Roman de la rose (a text explicitly cited in Cleanness). To my eyes, there is a much simpler explanation: the pool is in fact the maiden's flowering burial mound, described in the opening scene of the poem. Not everything is a mystery.
The British Library, which houses the manuscript, has put tight restrictions on researchers' access to it. Bahr, a professor at MIT, was allowed to view it only fleetingly in the latter stages of his research. He is good-humoured about it: 'I had settled down slightly from the first rush of excitement and was better able to let the manuscript guide me towards a version of the suffraunce (''sufferance, suffering, patience'') that the poem [Patience] itself proposes: to submit to external contingency.' But he also spotted something: parts of the parchment bear the traces of warty growths from the skin of the sheep that was killed to make it. These disfiguring marks 'argue for accepting things as they come, which itself is an argument for accepting the poem's conclusion'. The manuscript continues to radiate meaning.
Given the changeable nature of so much other 14th-century literature, the poems in the Pearl Manuscript are curiously perfect. Pearl is arranged into 101 twelve-line stanzas grouped into twenty sections of five, marked by a common refrain in the last line of each stanza; new sections begin by echoing the refrain of the preceding line. This concatenating pattern is mirrored in many other features of the poem, but also in the manuscript as a whole: all four poems end with lines that refract images and words from their openings. Form is a recurring motif: the perfect sphere of the pearl in Pearl, the 'fayre formey' of Cleanness, the singular 'poynt' of Patience and the lengthy excursus on the pentangle - the hero's chosen symbol - in Gawain. The poems delight in their own trickery. Pearl lays frequent emphasis on the number twelve; the poem itself is traditionally reckoned to be 1212 lines long. To get to this number, the poet had to add an extra stanza to one of the sections. He did so in the fifteenth, in which the refrain is 'never the les'. The third section of stanzas - fifteen minus three equalling twelve - has the refrain 'ay more and more'. Gawain has a highly complex and variable metrical form, but it mirrors Pearl in also having 101 stanzas; it includes five 'extra' lines that extend beyond the last alliterative long line to make a total of 2530, or 2525 plus five. The pentangle again.
Just over thirty years ago, in a feat of astonishing scholarly acuity, Donna Crawford worked out that the thirteen (twelve plus one) decorated initials that adorn Cleanness at seemingly random intervals in the poem's structure were in fact spaced out according to a series of complex geometrical formulations. The intervals between the first and fifth capital, and the fifth and the ninth, are both 344 lines; the interval between the first and seventh, and the seventh and the eleventh, are both 556 lines: 556:344 expresses the golden ratio. Once you spot this, patterns abound in the intervals, making a series of symmetries. Crawford thought it odd that the poem is 1812 lines long: had the poet left off at 1800, the many geometries could have been aligned to produce a perfect rectangle of 1800 x 900 (the sum of 344 and 556). But had the poem been geometrically 'perfect', the intervals of the lines would not have added up to produce the geometries in the first place.
There is a fine line between genius and insanity. For nearly two hundred years, literary scholars have been driven out of their wits trying to torture more information from this small, inexplicable manuscript. Cotton Nero A.x has been poked and prodded and multi-spectrum-imaged. The patterns in the poems made them a target for quantitative analysis as early as 1930, when J.P. Oakden (with the 'assistance' of Elizabeth Innes - much of the hard graft of early computational work in English literature was done by women) attempted to calculate the frequency of various forms of alliteration across a raft of Middle English poetry. Oakden found that 63.7 per cent of Pearl's lines alliterate, and that the poet violated the 'laws of stress' more frequently than most of his contemporaries.
One poor sucker devoted years of his life to measuring lexical frequency in Pearl in order to prove statistically that the other poems had not been written by the same poet; then a few years later two scholars coded a programme to count the syllables between each alliterating word in order to prove that he was wrong (of course he was). It's painful to think of the hours devoted to these obsessive games, and the tissue of flimsy associations they have generated. Another anonymous alliterative poem that survives in a later manuscript has the name 'Massey' written in the margin. If we match this with the name 'Hugo de', written in a margin of the Pearl Manuscript, then perhaps the poems were written by a man called Hugo de Massey! And if you change the spelling of his surname to 'Masci', then the numerical value of the letters adds up to 101. Coincidence?
Medieval literary scholarship has always had to be historicist, simply to understand what its texts are talking about and what they're trying to do. It is interesting and perhaps useful to know that the lovely compound word 'luf-daungere' (something like 'lovesickness'), which appears in the first stanza of Pearl, is otherwise unattested in Middle English, and that the scribe's handwriting looks self-consciously archaic by the standards of the late 14th century. But no amount of knowledge about medieval literary culture can make the Pearl Manuscript tell us what it means. Everyone has to speculate at some point. There is no textual evidence that the maiden in Pearl was 'really' called Margery, or, if we're being strict, that she was the daughter of the narrator. These are reasonable deductions that have hardened into conventions. And yet the fussy, ferreting work of making context for the poems can become an end in itself, a quest for certainty which fails to see that, on some level, the manuscript was designed as a trick.
Bahr's book is part of a recent wave of literary scholarship that focuses on the material and formal qualities of texts as a means of generating new readings. Confronted with some lacuna in the manuscript, Bahr refuses to beat a retreat to context or scepticism: 'We can choose instead to delight.' He is ready for the charge that it is anachronistic to accord contemporary aesthetic responses the same explanatory weight as those of a hypothesised medieval audience, since this is a vision of criticism where the goal is not to decode texts, but to expand them, to make them mean more through each new reading - 'ay more and more'. Despite the deep learning on show, it can sometimes stretch one's suffraunce. If everything in the manuscript can radiate meaning - from the warty growths to the punctuation marks to the British Museum insignia stamped on the opening folio - regardless of whether the poet or the manuscript makers themselves attached any meaning to it, then the risk is of magnifying trivialities. But gradually I was won over. Against the pseudo-certainties of historicism, Bahr's speculative readings are compelling precisely because they admit the essential mystery of the manuscript, rather than trying to explain it away.
Bahr's looser approach brings interpretative rewards, too. The 'fact' that there are 1212 lines in Pearl actually depends on counting a 'missing line' in one of the stanzas of the eighth section. This is the only place in the poem where the tight ababababbcbc rhyme scheme is broken, and none of the other poems in the manuscript omits text in this way. The idea that there is a 'missing' line has become scholarly convention: in the very careful standard edition it is marked with asterisks. Bahr suggests that the line is not 'missing' but was deliberately omitted by the poet. The caesura certainly comes at a critical moment in the poem, when the dreamer begins to chafe at the maiden's descriptions of divine grace. Everyone in heaven, she says, is like a queen or king; each soul is a limb of Christ. The dreamer argues that this is arrogance bordering on heresy:
Cortayse, quoth I, I leve
And charyte grete, be yow among;
Bot my speche that yow ne greve
* missing line *
thyself in heven over hy thou heve
To make the quen that watz so yonge
['Courtesy,' I said, 'and great charity
Are among you, I believe, but -
I hope my language does not grieve you -
* missing line *
You raise yourself too high in heaven
To make yourself queen, who was so young.']

The interruption comes just as the dreamer seems to take a beat, judging the maiden's reaction to his bold remark. Our eyes blink open to see a poet standing before us, asking pardon for his audacity; the poem breaks its perfect form precisely at the moment that the arrogation of divine perfection is held open to question. The symmetries that appear through the poems, Bahr argues, revel in 'an aesthetics of anti-exactness'. We will never find out what perfection is, whether earthly beauty must embrace its own inadequacy. The poet asks us to live in the space between the two.
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At the Frick
Enthusiastic about Pictures
Elizabeth Goldring

2281 wordsLike  the Wallace Collection in London, the Frick began life as a family house. In 1915, Henry Clay Frick bequeathed his Beaux-Arts limestone mansion on Fifth Avenue, along with its contents, to the city of New York. The Frick opened to the public as a museum in 1935, sixteen years after Frick's death at the age of 69, and four years after that of his wife, Adelaide, at the age of 71. Although the museum's holdings have nearly doubled in the decades since (partly through purchases but mainly through gifts), few public collections are so imbued with the taste and personality of a single individual.
Frick was determined to acquire nothing but the finest surviving works by the best artists and he amassed significant pieces by Holbein, Bronzino, Bellini, Titian, Veronese, El Greco, Bruegel, Van Dyck, Rembrandt, Vermeer, Hogarth, Reynolds, Gainsborough, Turner, Manet, Degas and Whistler. He wasn't just a collector of paintings, however, and left substantial holdings of drawings, Italian Renaissance bronzes, Limoges enamels and Meissen porcelain, among other objects.
The record-breaking prices he paid for many of the works in the collection often made the front page of the New York Times. In 1911, he spent $475,000 on a portrait of Philip IV by Velazquez. But, as Frick noted to a fellow industrialist in 1895, the year he began collecting in earnest, there was 'more real pleasure' to be derived from buying works of art than from anything else outside of business: 'It seems to me better to have a certain amount of such things than the same value in bonds in the Safe Deposit Company, as you can draw your dividend daily.'
Frick was born in rural western Pennsylvania in 1849 and started his coking business at the age of 21. By thirty, he had made his first million and was living in Pittsburgh, a prosperous and fast-growing city characterised in an Atlantic Monthly article from 1868 as 'hell with the lid off', due to the clouds of soot that billowed from the smokestacks of its many factories. How and where Frick first encountered art is unclear. But paintings - or perhaps, in the first instance, prints and reproductions - seem to have attracted him from a young age. When, in the early 1870s, Frick applied for a loan from a Pittsburgh bank, the partner who authorised it noted in his report: 'Maybe a little too enthusiastic about pictures but not enough to hurt; knows his business down to the ground; advise making loan.'
Frick's earliest known painting purchases date from 1881, the year he married Adelaide Howard Childs. He acquired a landscape by the French-born, Pittsburgh-based George Hetzel (1826-99) and a genre piece by Luis Jimenez Aranda (1845-1928) depicting fashionable ladies distracted by a nude statue in the Louvre. His decision to buy the Aranda (now in the Frick Pittsburgh, the museum's sister institution) may have been sparked by his first visit to Europe, undertaken the previous year with Andrew Mellon, who would go on to form another of the great American art collections of the early 20th century.
[image: ]The Boucher Room in 1953.




If Frick's trip to Europe opened his eyes to the possibilities of collecting, so, too, did his purchase in 1884 or 1885 of Mr Vanderbilt's House and Collection: an illustrated account of the mansion erected on Fifth Avenue, between 51st and 52nd Streets, by William H. Vanderbilt, then the richest man in America. Known as the Triple Palace, the Vanderbilt mansion included a three-storey art gallery (measuring 28 by 36 feet and more than 35 feet high), which was lit during the day by skylights and at night by 169 gas jets. Shortly thereafter Frick acquired a set of twenty satin photogravure reproductions of paintings in Vanderbilt's collection. These he hung on the walls of Clayton, the comparatively modest Italianate house he had bought in Point Breeze, eight miles east of Pittsburgh.
The mid-1890s marked a turning point in Frick's collecting. In 1895 alone, he bought 25 paintings from Knoedler and other (mainly New York-based) dealers, spending nearly $80,000 on new acquisitions. Clayton was running out of wall space and Frick - perhaps inspired by Vanderbilt's example - seems to have considered building an extension that would take the form of an art gallery, though he ultimately rejected the idea. Dealers, often from Knoedler (which, thanks chiefly to Frick's patronage, opened a branch in Pittsburgh in 1897), now started accompanying the family on what had become regular expeditions to Europe. Over time, Frick gravitated from the work of 19th-century artists - such as the French landscape painters of the Barbizon School, whose works were much sought after by Pittsburgh's smart set - to Old Masters. On one or more trips to Europe in the early 1900s, he visited the Wallace Collection, which had been bequeathed to the nation in 1897 and opened as a public art museum three years later.
Frick had the nous to insist that dealers allow him to trade back pictures he had outgrown, enabling him to upgrade his collection on a regular basis. He studied the art market closely, tracking the prices of paintings by Turner, for example, long before he acquired one himself. Frick's daughter Helen later recalled that he moved through art galleries 'like a streak of lightning', but 'remembered more than the rest of us ... his powers of observation were remarkable'. His competitive instincts helped him to outbid, outmanoeuvre and generally outdo rival collectors.
In 1905, the Fricks left Pittsburgh for New York. They were able to rent the Triple Palace for $50,000 per year and Frick seems to have briefly toyed with the notion of buying and renovating the mansion. In the end, however, he decided to build his own palace on a plot of land some twenty blocks further north on Fifth Avenue, not far from the Metropolitan Museum of Art. Builders broke ground on the property in 1912, the same year Frick acquired what has become one of the most celebrated works in the collection: Holbein's portrait of Thomas More. (In due course, he would display it juxtaposed with a portrait by Holbein of Thomas Cromwell, so that each man appears to be eyeing his adversary.) Designed by Thomas Hastings of Carrere and Hastings, the same architectural firm responsible for the New York Public Library, work on which had been completed in 1911, the layout of the Frick mansion was intended, first and foremost, to showcase Frick's collection of paintings and other works of art. In 1914, two years' worth of building works came to an end and the Fricks moved in.
The ground floor contained the house's public spaces. Guests moved through a series of increasingly grand, high-ceilinged rooms, from the dining room to the drawing room to the living hall (where the Holbeins hang on either side of the fireplace) to the library and finally to the long gallery. This last, designed to be the climax of the visitor's experience, was 96 feet long and almost 34 feet wide, making it (at the time) the largest private art gallery in New York. Frick's rival collector Benjamin Altman, who died in 1913, leaving his holdings to the Metropolitan Museum of Art, owned a mansion at 626 Fifth Avenue, in midtown Manhattan, with a long gallery that measured 90 feet. Frick got one of his contacts at Knoedler to find out the dimensions of Altman's gallery to make sure his would be longer.
With the exception of the long gallery, which was lit by skylights, the reception rooms on the ground floor were illuminated by large windows or French doors. Frick's office was initially located just off the western end of the long gallery, until, in 1916, he vacated that space so that it could be used to display a collection of Limoges enamels acquired from the estate of another rival collector, J.P. Morgan, who had died in 1913. Vertical display cases were duly built and the room transformed into a cabinet, with some enamels laid out on tables and dressoirs. Many American collectors of the Gilded Age sought to recreate an Italian Renaissance studiolo, but Frick was unusual in having created a French Renaissance room.
The mansion's first floor constituted the family's private living quarters. Its rooms were smaller and more intimate, with lower ceilings, and were hung with more modest pictures. Prior to the museum's recent renovation - completed in April at a cost of $330 million - this floor was used for curatorial offices and was off-limits to the museum-goer. Now, the velvet rope at the base of the grand staircase is gone and the domestic spaces are opened up to the public. At the top of the stairs, an extraordinary ceiling mural depicting cavorting monkeys in 18th-century dress, executed c.1914 by John Alden Twachtman, who took inspiration from similar murals painted c.1730 by Christophe Huet at the Chateau de Chantilly, can now be admired. Elsewhere, architectural features - ranging from decorative marble and plasterwork to wood panelling and carvings - have been restored by specialist craftsmen. Period textiles and upholstery have been painstakingly recreated, where possible in collaboration with the firms that produced the original fabrics.
Opening up this floor has nearly doubled the available display space. Previously, 25 per cent of the permanent collection was on view at any one time; now, that figure is just under 50 per cent. The relatively compact size of the rooms in the family quarters makes them ideal for the display of small objects, meaning that the museum's holdings in the decorative arts - including several recent bequests - can be showcased in a way that would have been impossible before. What was once Adelaide Frick's bedroom now houses a collection of faience given to the museum, while another former bedroom displays some of the 450 portrait medals, spanning from the 15th to the 19th centuries, recently left to the museum. In what was the office of Frick's private secretary, recesses that originally held filing cabinets are now filled with climate-controlled, glass-fronted cases displaying a bequest of clocks and watches.
[image: ]The Boucher Room after the renovation.




The renovation of the family quarters has also made it possible for some objects previously displayed on the ground floor to be returned to the rooms they occupied when the Fricks were in residence. A portrait of Emma Hamilton by George Romney, which for many years was displayed in the living hall, now hangs over the fireplace in Frick's bedroom, as it did during his lifetime. The contents of the Boucher Room (so-called because its focal point is a series of mid-18th-century panels by Francois Boucher and his workshop) have been moved back to their original location in Adelaide Frick's private sitting room. Meanwhile, the space on the ground floor which, for decades, served as the Boucher Room - and which originally was a cloakroom - is now used for rotating displays of drawings.
The opening up of the private quarters is the most thrilling aspect of the recent refurbishment and expansion: I can't be the only visitor to the Frick to have stood at the bottom of the grand staircase longing to know what lay upstairs, on the other side of the velvet rope. The restoration of the upper floor, however, is only one piece in a much larger jigsaw overseen by Annabelle Selldorf (whose architectural firm was also responsible for the recent revamp of the National Gallery's Sainsbury Wing) and Beyer Blinder Belle, specialists in historic preservation. There is now an expanded visitor entrance hall which - thanks to the addition of a second level, created by raising the ceiling height of the existing 1977 structure - feels much lighter. There are also three new galleries on the ground floor dedicated to special exhibitions, meaning that it will no longer be necessary for works from the permanent collection to be placed in temporary storage to free up wall space. There is a new lecture theatre; a dedicated room for public education programmes; a gift shop twice the size of the last; and the museum's first restaurant, overlooking and offering new views of the 70th Street garden (which has been returned to its original design). Behind the scenes, the museum's conservators now have a state-of-the-art studio, having previously worked in a small room in the old servants' quarters with no running water.
The Frick Art Research Library (FARL), established by Helen Clay Frick in 1920 as a memorial to her father, has had a make-over, too. Just as the Wallace Collection seems to have provided Frick with a model for the way a family house and its art might become a public museum, so Helen took inspiration from an example encountered in London: the library of Robert Witt, whose collection of photographs of paintings would later become the Witt Library at the Courtauld Institute. For the FARL, Helen commissioned photographers to document objects in churches, private collections and other obscure places throughout Europe, information which was used during the Second World War to annotate the maps given to Allied bomber pilots in the hope of minimising the destruction of significant monuments and artefacts. As part of the recent renovation, the reading rooms have been refurbished and the flow of traffic between them and the museum's exhibition spaces has been improved: changes designed to bring the FARL and its contents (which now run to 1.5 million images) to the attention of a wider audience.
It is an achievement which ushers the Frick into the 21st century while maintaining, for the visitor, the sense of being a guest in a (very opulent) family house in the first decades of the 20th century. Very little is roped off, signs are kept to a minimum and many small sculptures and ceramics are displayed on tables or open shelves rather than behind protective glass. Photography is banned.
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Infinite Wibble
Ian Penman

5907 wordsOne  morning in early spring, I dreamed about Brian Eno's head. It was night-time in a deserted garden centre. At the entrance a sign proclaimed: 'Twenty Thousand Brian Enos!' Row upon row, little plant-pot bulbs of his smiling face, pegged out to the horizon. There was transparent sheeting as a guard against the frost, played about by a shimmer of soft artificial lights. What was this? Was it Art? Nature? Some kind of installation? And what did all those identical Enos smell like?
Eno has haunted me for more than fifty years, ever since I first saw Roxy Music on Top of the Pops in 1972 playing - what's her name? - 'Virginia Plain', the band's first single, released two days before my 13th birthday. There are few enough of my teenage heroes still alive and working, never mind any who retain the ability to surprise and provoke; or really annoy, for that matter. Eno is a conundrum: impish disruptor and happy polymath, he can also be a bit of a tech prig lecturing us from on high, dropping serene apothegms that turn out on closer inspection to be vanishingly banal. It's as if there are two of him: Brian has a great sense of humour, Eno can be suffocatingly precious; Brian picks a brilliant selection of Desert Island Discs, Eno nominates for his beach read Richard Rorty's Contingency, Irony and Solidarity; Brian is all weird eros, Eno makes music that can be oddly clenched or wafty; Brian is inspiringly playful, Eno writes software to systematise (and cage, and kill) that playfulness.
Now aged 77, the two of them together make an almost venerable figure - recall his brief cameo in the last episode of Father Ted as 'Father Brian Eno' - and unlikely national treasure. At his best, Eno is a model of how to inhabit this role with verve and mischief; at other times you may wonder how exactly he went from playing Cornelius Cardew to producing Coldplay, and what had to be left out to achieve such a grand synthesis, or so disquieting a compromise.
He was born in 1948 and grew up in a small Suffolk backwater. This was a world closer to the 19th century than it was to our own dully fractious era. No global hullabaloo of youth culture: impossible to imagine Altamont or Live Aid, Michael Jackson on the Thames, Bono cold calling George Bush mid-gig, Katy Perry in orbit. No personal touchscreen beckoning itchy fingers. Just gazing dreamily into the distance or cycling about aimlessly on long summer afternoons. Boredom and its cloud-drift antidotes. Boredom as something almost erotic.
Eno's young life was lived between flat countryside and the beckoning sea, but he had other horizons too: Catholicism (he attended the Convent School of Jesus and Mary in Ipswich and his confirmation name was St Jean-Baptiste de la Salle); imported American music (hymn-like doo-wop, carnal R'n'B); and the spare modernism of Piet Mondrian, to which he was introduced by his uncle Carl (Mondrian, notice, not Picasso or Bacon or Pollock). There was also a family friend with an eclectic record collection, and Eno fell especially hard for the Ray Conniff Singers and their 'lush, soft, silky quality'. Muzak raptures! US cool entwined with European abstraction, brash spontaneity folded into systematic grids: everything here is a seed.
Eno's male relatives were happy tinkerers, bricoleurs, amateur musicians - modest, helpful, community-minded. Uncle Carl painted landscapes, repaired porcelain, gardened. One grandfather 'built and repaired church organs, mechanical pianos, music boxes and hurdy-gurdies', David Sheppard records in his biography of Eno, On Some Faraway Beach (2008). Eno's father, William, was a postman who repaired clocks and watches for pennies. Eno came of age at a time when you could still get a decent higher education without taking on crippling debt. The future members of Roxy Music, born into working or lower-middle-class families, would metamorphose into literate exquisites, seriously arty poseurs, in a way previously unthinkable. As happy beneficiaries of postwar social mobility, Eno later recalled, they each brought with them different experiences and different sensibilities. Pop music was part of it. Kids from housing estates took their music into the art colleges, and it came back out with a fresh vigour and shot through with a lot of new ideas.
Bryan Ferry was taught by Richard Hamilton, whose mentor was Marcel Duchamp. Pop art took the capital of popular culture and reinvested it; pop culture took Pop art as its exemplar and reapplied it: a marvellous feedback loop. 'Virginia Plain' was based on one of Ferry's own paintings: 'It was a watercolour or a painting on paper. It was just like a surreal drawing of a giant cigarette packet with a pin-up girl on it.' This was a different model of what modern art might encompass. Who made it, who judged it, who was excited by it. What it might look or feel or sound like.
At Ipswich School of Art, meanwhile, Eno was taught by Roy Ascott, who 'tore up the rule book for formal art education', Sheppard writes, 'in favour of an anthropological remit based on disorienting psychological games'. 'Process not product' was Ascott's mantra. He gave Eno his first taste of conceptual thinking and introduced him to the new discipline of cybernetics. Eno also had his head turned by the musical enthusiasms of a slightly older painter friend called Tom Phillips: the mind-expanding work of John Cage and Cornelius Cardew was followed by Morton Feldman and La Monte Young, Steve Reich and Terry Riley. Phillips also alerted Eno to the untapped potential of tape recorders, and impressed him with a lecture using random cards and slides.
All these things that don't belong together, jumbled up as in a collage or a dream: John Cage, Jimi Hendrix, sci-fi, quiffs. In an early photograph of Roxy Music, they pose outside a marquee, their egg-carton platform heels sinking into the grass, a teddy boy gang played by drag queens. 'We didn't go to art school,' U2's Bono said. 'We went to Brian.' Roxy Music were art school for everyone. A Saturday job on a fruit and veg stall paid for my copy of the second Roxy Music album, For Your Pleasure, and two girls at school baptised me Roxy because of the pink fan club badge I wore pinned to my blue blazer. It now strikes me as odd that I was listening to such adult fare at this young age. Roxy Music may have had a glittery patina, but under their vinyl skin lay danker things. 'In Every Dream Home a Heartache' was like J.G. Ballard delivering sermons from a porny neon pulpit. 'The Bogus Man' and 'For Your Pleasure' seem haunted by some unnameable grief or dread. There are several Roxy Music songs I can still recite from beginning to end. 'The words we use tumble/All over your shoulder/Gravel hard and loose.' Rock vocalists weren't meant to sound like this - more Noel Coward or Edith Sitwell than the usual refried mush of American blues and soul. 'I would do anything for you,' a stricken Ferry sings on 'If There Is Something'. 'I would put roses round our door/Sit in the garden/Growing potatoes by the score.' (This lovelorn plea also features a treated oboe solo.) Eno's post-Roxy lyrics have a similarly English flavour: 'Ooh what to do, not a sausage to do!' From a distance, Bryan and Brian may have looked worlds apart, but their work is laid out like two discrete English gardens: buttercups and daisies, sunsets and psalms, moors and briars.
Another Green World (1975) is my favourite Eno LP. (Prince loved it too, apparently.) Gently experimental and warmly formal, it is full of things which later evaporate from Eno's work: joy, humour, sex. Tracks like 'Everything Merges with the Night', 'I'll Come Running' and 'St Elmo's Fire' anticipate a whole future of DIY bedroom pop made with cheap electronics. This is radicalism in the service of prettiness, lightness, economy. Even the sleeve, by Tom Phillips, is all clean lines and crisp modernism: nature rendered invitingly semi-abstract, reflecting the music within. In the green-washed photo on the back, Eno has notably short hair and is reading a book. Not something you'd see on the covers of many rock albums of the time. Another Green World is the opposite of prog, although it features various prog-adjacent musicians, whose contributions Eno applies like dabs of watercolour. Tracks fade at just the point where they might go into some tiresome endless jam. Footnotes, postage stamps, postcards. Emotions without obvious names, moods not often admitted by rock music: arch, contemplative, rueful. It's like the third Velvet Underground album sieved through Dowland and Purcell, with a small debt to odd contemporaries like Kevin Ayers, Syd Barrett, Robert Wyatt.
In  Germany in the mid-1970s, Eno hung out with the Cologne experimentalists Can and collaborated with Hans-Joachim Roedelius and Dieter Moebius (aka Cluster, aka Harmonia). Not long after Another Green World was released he was in Germany and France working on what would become the anti-gravity triumph of Low and Heroes. (The Dusseldorf band Neu!'s wonderful Neu! 75 was a palpable influence on the night-and-day soundscapes of Low.) One of the great lost Eno tracks was also inspired by events in Germany. Buried on the B-side of a single from 1978, 'R.A.F.' is infinitely better than anything on the insipid Before and after Science. Perhaps not coincidentally it was a collaboration with two smart, bolshy women - Judy Nylon and Patti Palladin, aka Snatch - rather than another carefully curated assortment of muso mates. All this experimental outreach ensured that Eno survived the Maoist cull that followed punk. He was sought out and name-dropped. He adjusted, mingled, thrived. Here was a life in the arts that looked unparochial, sexy, fun. At a time when most conversation about the arts remained stuck in an Oxbridge common room, Eno was a one-man laboratory of alternative takes, and a major role model for young autodidacts like myself: have the courage to be truly pretentious!
Whenever I'm asked about Eno these days, I always say: he had one of the most brilliant first decades anyone has ever had in rock music; and then something happened and I flipped from convinced Enophile to curmudgeonly Enosceptic. I can date the first wince of pained ambivalence precisely. In the late 1970s Eno temporarily relocated to New York, where he produced Talking Heads, curated the 'No Wave' compilation No New York, and took Philip Glass to see the B-52s. I was briefly in New York in the summer of 1981 and read a long interview with him in a paper called the East Village Eye. This was my first sighting of a kind of hagiographical fanboy profile Eno would increasingly attract; it reached a point where it was as if each new release was just a pretext for the accompanying blather.* Eno talked at length about his groundbreaking new 'video work', which seemed mainly to involve laying TVs on their sides - or, in Eno-speak, doing 'something that artists have been wanting to do for many years ... namely, to experiment with light origins and systems of controlling light'. This wasn't just a bit try-hard, it was ground already broken by uncredited others, such as Nam June Paik of the Fluxus collective.
Eno also talked up My Life in the Bush of Ghosts, a new work on which he and David Byrne set a number of 'sampled' vocals (exorcists and evangelists, Arabic songs and Quranic recital) to a neurasthenic kind of downtown funk. For some, this was a revolutionary stylistic leap.+ Others found Eno's talk of 'found voices' and 'found material' a bit disingenuous: if you come across an old handbill in the street on your way back from the shops, that's a 'found object'; sampling other cultures like they're an exotic tasting menu is something else. Using the title of Amos Tutuola's My Life in the Bush of Ghosts (1954) to dignify this sleight of hand now looks even more egregious. Whose life, and whose ghosts? In the liner notes for a reissue in 2006, Byrne happily admits that neither he nor Eno even read Tutuola's book, which begins with the slave trade and ends in oneiric encounters that are nightmarish yet also in some way healing. Byrne and Eno's album swerves any true encounter with the sacred, which is reduced to the shiny aural equivalent of African ritual masks in a hygienic gallery space. 'You could probably argue for and against monkeying with something like that,' Byrne said. You probably could, but if you did, maybe stress the question of what it is exactly that the sampled other gets out of all this.
There is a whole forest of ghosts here, corralled from Black music and worship. Eno's original musical epiphany - the track that 'blew my socks off' - was Steve Reich's 'It's Gonna Rain' (1965), in which Reich sampled and looped a Pentecostal street preacher called Brother Walter. Eno had also been listening to gospel, dub, Fela Kuti, Miles Davis. In a canny Arena documentary from 2010, Eno digitally recreates Donna Summer's 'State of Independence', replacing its beautiful chorale backing with a multi-tracked choir of himself and erasing every last drop of awe and surrender in the process. (He later did the same thing with a version of the Velvet Underground's 'I'm Set Free'.)
Eno is brilliant at analysing - and celebrating - other people's music, but prone to blind spots with his own. In A Year with Swollen Appendices: Brian Eno's Diary 1995, he floats a few nagging imponderables. Why does the music he's producing sound so good on big powerful speakers in the studio, but a bit flat out in the world? He's aware that digital technology can eliminate the kind of rough edges that once made music so exciting; at the same time, in a 2016 interview with Michael Bonner, he says of 'Golden Hours' from Another Green World:
When I listen to that song again, I think, 'Jesus, I would never do that now.' I could not leave that in that condition ... It's so badly played but actually that is the character of the piece. I just wouldn't make it now like that.

Isn't it such flaws that make predigital music sound so magical to us now? No algorithm or software would ever have come up with the glorious car-smash of the Velvet Underground or Roxy Music. The kind of happenstance alchemy that can never be programmed: a crack in a voice, an offbeat, disturbed air. So much of the music Eno loves has this ragged dash, which seems in marked contrast to the flawless sheen of some of his own best-known productions - U2 and Coldplay, for instance. When Eno discusses Miles Davis's 'He Loved Him Madly' he is acutely sensitive to what makes it so special; when he applies its lessons to his own music he emerges with what you might call a critic's version: all the formal properties, but none of the soul. Eno might say this is a category error: he is not a jazz player or a soul man or someone with 'chops', and it would be undignified to pretend otherwise. But it does make you wonder: why does he think anyone might want to listen an infinite number of times to one of his own ambient pieces? You can lose yourself in Miles; there are no tangled labyrinths in Eno.
Eno  spends a lot of time in his Diary wondering what exactly it is that he does. What is anyone doing when they do something called art? He revisits - or repackages - these thoughts in a new palm-sized sweeties-at-the-checkout book called What Art Does: An Unfinished Theory, co-authored with the Dutch artist Bette A. Not a book so much as a series of cheery Post-it notes for a mood board, it covers a lot of the same ground as some of the essays appended to the Diary. The core message is that art is something that helps us imagine what it is to make new worlds. It can be virtually anything! Yes, art is 'novels, sculptures, symphonies, albums, paintings', but 'WE'LL ALSO USE IT TO TALK ABOUT ...' There follows a solid two-page list in girlboss pink, featuring - I quote at random - ESCAPOLOGY FLEA CIRCUSES BABY DOLLS PANAMA HATS UNICYCLES HASHTAGS FUNNY WALKS VINTAGE FAUCETS MOHAWKS SPOILERS MIME. Then at the end of the book, under the strapline 'let's begin new worlds that we like through ...', another list unspools, taking in 'selfies, flip-flops, water ornaments, speciality coffees, hoodies, hijabs, bathroom tiles, sock puppets, cakes, bandanas'.
Some of these things surely belong to pre-existing categories such as self-expression, personal style, craft or community ethos. A smart new haircut obviously isn't art, if art is also Rembrandt and Sylvia Plath and Stockhausen. Not all art has to be dark or difficult or epic or anguished; as Eno said in his Turner Prize lecture in 1995, sometimes it can be clarifying to uncomplicate things. But this is all a bit too self-consciously feel-good - what Jonathan Meades memorably pegged as the 'new, accessibly accessible fun-style fun arts'. Art as a kids' workshop in which no one ever fails. Which is, you might say, lovely in practice but not the least bit interesting as 'theory'. If everything is good, then nothing is good: it's just a kind of hum, like air-conditioning. Some art invites engagement and epiphany; a more sustained and deeper response than you will ever get from new shoes or even the nicest tattoo. It puts you in a vis-a-vis with time and history. It can make us feel good, but also bad, or baffled, or other emotions we may struggle to name. We're not quite sure what it is we're seeing or hearing or reading: art, as Dave Hickey puts it, 'that flourishes in the problematic of its desirability'.
The art of Eno's 'unfinished theory' is instant-hit art, browse art, mood-lighting art. Which also, conveniently, describes a lot of what Eno himself does: the patented Eno zone of wallpaper, perfume, ambient music, lightboxes, installations. In the Diary he takes on a commission from the Austrian glass-making company Swarovski to design something for a 'museum/showroom to celebrate the company's centenary'. (Eno's contribution was an installation that used 'thirteen slide projectors controlled by a digital programming system'.) The compound 'museum/showroom' is telling, as is the word 'celebrate'. A remark by John Foxx, another of Eno's collaborators, can't be improved on here: 'The dangers inherent in these sorts of activity are fairly obvious - a sort of cultural Martha Stewartism, spreading too wide and thin.'
There was a long middle period where Eno seemed to be coasting. When I reviewed Small Craft on a Milk Sea in 2010 it felt like an Eno in aspic, cut off from life outside the Eno compound, as if he wasn't aware that a whole new dispensation of Eno-influenced drone-glitch-ambient-electronica had substantially raised the bar. His own work felt too cautious, tasteful, smooth. A very tidy garden with not a single thing out of place. Compare all this with the work of a rough contemporary like the polymathic American musician John Zorn, who tapped into similar influences (notably John Cage: the same quickstep between arbitrary and planned, strict framework and bold improvisation), and Eno feels a bit tepid. Zorn excites where Eno soothes. Zorn inhabits forms of worship and ritual; Eno is without golem or daemon.
The positive view is that Eno took difficult avant-garde ideas and made them mainstream. The sceptic might say he took genuinely radical work and repurposed it as a balm, or maybe a spritz, for the capitalist culture industry. (His ambient work Neroli is named after an essential oil used in the manufacture of scents.) An astute recycler, networker, synthesiser: a Blair or a Starmer, not a Corbyn or a Skinner. I've tried, but it's hard not to think here of the Millennium Dome and its 'Spirit Zone', divided into subzones with names that sound as if a page has been torn from Eno's What Art Does: Who We Are (Body, Faith, Mind and Self-Portrait); What We Do (Work, Learning, Rest, Play, Talk, Money and Journey); Where We Live (Shared Ground, Living Island and Home Planet). All the outward signs of something, never the experience itself.
Eno has always preferred the language of reason to the wild call of romance. When he talks aesthetics he turns to the syntax of inputs and solutions. Horizontal logic trumps the exorbitant excess of rock and roll: undulant flatness, not jagged mountain peaks. He favours a certain Anglo-American pragmatic-rationalist tradition, whose shout-outs are Stafford Beer, Daniel Dennett, Richard Rorty, Richard Dawkins. This may niggle those of us who cleave to a different tradition: Bataille, Benjamin, Blanchot. Not for Eno the black sun of mystical revelation. And yet, the fact that he makes such a public avowal of his atheism surely betrays a significant psychic investment. Is the sacred something like his founding expulsion or agon?
In any overview of Eno's life and works, one element that recurs, a ghostly profile in the foliage, is religion: his awe before gospel, and his view of it as a kind of ideal social model; the preachers in Steve Reich's 'It's Gonna Rain' and the 'sacred lite' of My Life in the Bush of Ghosts. (It may be no coincidence that the only thing by U2 I ever liked is the Eno-produced modern gospel of 'One'.) But he appears unable to see religion itself as a system used to generate feelings we might not otherwise access: humility, ecstasy, the sublime. For many people, religion, for all its failings, remains infinitely preferable to a smug cabal of tech bros telling us what future they have mapped out for us all.
The Diary  is one of my favourite Eno things. It is head and shoulders above most rock memoirs in its casual self-revelation: funny, ribald, a great time capsule. He drinks, leches, smokes fags, dances with his young daughters. There is a cast (or is it a caste?) of artist-activist-musician celebrities that is like the dramatis personae of some great 1990s satirical novel: U2, Bjork, Elvis Costello, Laurie Anderson, Tony Blair at the Q Awards. There's a running gag about Angus Deayton popping up anywhere Eno goes. In one episode, Eno orders a specialist porno tape from America, but is frustrated when it gets stuck in his VHS; he ends up having to take the entire thing apart. At the same time he is pushing his own confident take on the future of home computing: what people want - what they really really want - is not more information, but better screensavers made of lovely mosaic patterns, made of, well, more Eno-esque stuff.
Eno is both hedgehog and fox, and in the Diary he engages with a wide range of people from different backgrounds: he can talk science with scientists and art with artists. His Turner Prize lecture is another of my favourite Eno things: an impish, chiding call for less obfuscatory insider lingo in the public discourse about art. This is all about a certain kind of soft power, Eno as the anti-Geldof: cautious, measured, never jumps in with both feet. A charming networker but good at cutting through red tape. A vociferous, long-time supporter of Palestinian rights. Perhaps Eno missed his calling: he would surely have made a decent and effective politician.
The Diary's mid-1990s moment now looks like an interregnum between the hopeful promise of the early internet and the coming babel of deepfakes and organised troll battalions. Global intimacy is now a net in which we are helplessly ensnared. In his introduction to the new edition of A Year with Swollen Appendices, written in 2020, Eno attempts an accounting of all the things that have happened or appeared in the intervening quarter-century: 9/11, Black Lives Matter, Botox, Brexit, Covid, Netflix, PayPal, Skype, Uber ... The list is twelve and a half pages long. You'd think Eno the utopian futurist - deviser of the Microsoft login sound, no less - might want to dive deep on weaponised tech and usurper AI. But the tone of this overview feels oddly disengaged - a faintly amused skim, it might be the work of an AI Eno-bot.
Eno's exchanges in 1995 with friends such as Kevin Kelly (Wired, the Whole Earth Review) and Stewart Brand (the Whole Earth Catalogue, the WELL) now feel a little quaint, like a coffee house claque in 18th-century Vienna. These are guys who started out as hippie utopians, before buying into - in both senses - a certain model of 'enlightened entrepreneurship' typified by Brand's consulting firm Global Business Network, which supplied 'scenario planning' to corporations and governments. Scenario planning was first used by the US military in the Second World War, then by the RAND Corporation think tank (motto: 'Thinking the Unthinkable') during the Cold War, before finding its natural home in corporate strategy.
It's possible to be broadly in sympathy with the blue-sky thinking of Brand/Eno while still wondering: are good intentions enough? Their mid-1990s brainstorming now looks rather naive. The one future they could never have dreamed up was the triumphant rise of right-wing versions of themselves: Bannon, Musk, Thiel et al. This was the other side of the utopian coin: venal tyrants, resurrected demons, annihilatory rage and negation, yesterday's bright future become today's nightmare. What seems to be missing from their myriad 'scenarios' is any awareness of class and economics. Brand/Eno may offer themselves as the more eco-friendly, left-leaning avatars of progress, but they come across as members of a self-elected autocracy, lording it over a proletariat of click-workers.
There has been something of an Eno bonanza lately: the reissues of A Year with Swollen Appendices and On Some Faraway Beach; the documentary Eno in 2024 (assembled from thirty hours of interviews and five hundred hours of material from Eno's personal archives); and in 2025, as well as What Art Does, the new electronic work Aurum (released via Apple Music) and a two-CD collaboration with the artist and composer Beatie Wolfe.
Is he showing any signs of anxiety over his legacy? In interviews, he can get a bit grumpy when old glories are recalled. You can see how people fetishising a few hours' work you did fifty years ago might get irritating; still, it feels a bit graceless. He'd rather talk about his latest Big Ideas. In the Diary, he's already bigging up 'generative' music, which is essentially algorithm-shepherded art with a fancy name. A digital 'seed' is planted, which produces a slightly different arrangement each time it is activated by the listener - Eno proudly claims it would take 'almost ten thousand years to hear the entire possibilities' of one particular piece. His 77 Million Paintings (2006) featured 'generative' video and music 'specifically fashioned for home computers' using 'different combinations of video slides prepared by Eno each time the program is launched'. (The use of the word 'slides' evokes memories of certain family nights in the 1970s I'd rather not revisit.) The official running time of Reflection, in its iteration as an iOS app, is [?], or infinity. In a certain light, this could look like the conceit of someone who takes themselves for God with a laptop: at the same time utterly anonymous and loftily grandiOSe. The Eno documentary uses software - a program called Brain One - to select footage and assemble it on the fly so that a different version is shown each time it is screened. When Eno says 'since the beginning of the 20th century, artists have been moving away from an idea of art as something finished, perfect, definitive and unchanging towards a view of artworks as processes or the seeds for processes - things that exist and change in time, things that are never finished,' or 'culture-makers see themselves as people who start things, not finish them,' he makes it sound as if the perspective from his own soapbox is the general view.
Eno spoke about generative music in San Francisco in 1996 at something called the Imagination Conference, a 'progressive interactive event featuring original multimedia presentations'. It's an idea that has 'obsessed' him, he says, and which he keeps pushing even though it never meets with the admiring gasps he obviously expects. It's an odd thing to be evangelical about, somehow both cutting-edge and old hat. He's so stoked by the idea of having 'no one definitive version', he even asks whether our current habit of listening to favourite pieces of music over and over again will one day seem ludicrous. Again, Eno is extrapolating from his own interests - or self-interest - into a vast generalisation. Some music is eternally unfinished: you can play it for decades and it can still make you dizzy. (It just happened to me with the Rolling Stones' 'Street Fighting Man'.) The paradox of generative music is that you would have to play it over and over again in order to notice any of the gazillion tiny differences. An infinite wibble. The eternal return of the vaguely familiar.
Eno's  preoccupation with time - or Time - yields the other Big Idea he has staked a lot on: the 'long now' and its material representation, the Clock of the Long Now. Eno coined the term in his essay 'The Big Here and Long Now', and eventually it issued in a project to build a mechanical clock that would keep time for ten thousand years, overseen by the Long Now Foundation, a non-profit based in San Francisco (Eno and Stewart Brand are both on the board of directors). This is the world of Davos and TED talks - motto: 'Ideas Change Everything' - and anyone outside the magic circle may feel that the main change has been how comfortably rich it's made a lot of the wizards on the inside, while outside things go from bad to worse. 'As artists and culture-makers begin making time, change and continuity their subject-matter,' Eno asserts, 'they will legitimise and make emotionally attractive a new and important conversation.' Brand's own original inspiration was the first photograph of the Earth taken from space in the 1960s, and the sense that it would change everything. How's that working out for the planet?
Brand believes the Clock of the Long Now might have the same revolutionary effect as that image of Earth: 'Such icons reframe the way people think.' Well, maybe if the clock were being built in Gaza or Ukraine. As it is, the manufacture of the first full-scale prototype clock is being funded by Jeff Bezos's investment firm Bezos Expeditions to the tune of $42 million, and it will be situated on land that Bezos owns. A $42 million hourglass in a billionaire's backyard? Most people will have more immediate concerns. The Clock of the Long Now does seem a perfect symbol for a lot of what has transpired in the last 25 years, but not in the way its sponsors hope. It is a fetish object, a means for the super-wealthy to exclaim 'Hey! I do too care about the environment!' while continuing to trample everything underfoot. Encouraging the rest of us to reflect on time running out, while already planning to colonise space or work out a way to live for eternity as an AI version of themselves. When Eno proudly tells us his generative music might play for ever, what kind of future world does he imagine it playing in? Who is listening to it, and under what conditions? It presumes a nice, orderly world in which nothing too bad has intervened to disturb the Enoliberal consensus. A tweak here, a tweak there - for music and politics both. It's a worldview that a younger, stroppier me would not have hesitated to call counter-revolutionary.
It's possible, today, to go through life without hearing a single thing by massively popular artists. Music is no longer part of the transistored air the way it was when Eno started out in Roxy Music, or even when he first produced U2 in 1984. Social media is the new ambience, and its keynote is disputation, not singalong. On television the new buzz word is 'immersive', with a soundtrack to match. A few examples I recently took down from onscreen subtitles: Serene music, continuously ... Dark music playing softly ... Contemplative music playing ... Sombre vocalising. Eno's beloved ambient music has seeded everywhere, but possibly not as he envisaged.
One of Eno's recent ambient works, Reflection (2017), was nominated for a Grammy in the Best New Age Album category, but alongside the classic New Age music collected on the compilation I Am the Centre four years earlier, it seems rather spartan, neuter, chilly. The title Reflection may suggest lush reverie, but the graphics on the CD cover make it look like music for a corporate atrium, or some boutique hotel's minimalist spa. It's mildly pleasant, but then so is the music accompanying yoga tutorials on YouTube. At its best, ambient music embodies blank time in an era when even the hearth has been reconfigured as a 24/7 workstation. But it may also function as muzak for that same hyper-busy world: a sonic wallpaper for our self-constructed bunker walls. Maybe the last thing we need right now is any more chill-out. If there is something like a future of serene music continuously, then who will be doing the soothing? And why?
Eno himself seems to have been reassessing some of these things. Works such as The Ship (2016) and ForeverAndEverNoMore (2022) were prompted by 'concerns about the future from both an environmental and geopolitical standpoint' and 'the prospect of humankind's demise'. Which all sounds a bit Global Business Network, but his anger is palpable and welcome. For a long time we seemed to get discrete bits of him; here, Brian and Eno are as one. A graceful, seamless merger of voice and sound, politics and aesthetics. Despite Eno's avowed atheism, this is music with a distinctly religious undertone. A form of prayer or requiem, a contemplation of last things. His singing voice is lower now, and he sounds weary, battered, baffled, refusing the easy consolation of any kind of 'redemption' at journey's end. Time was he dreamed unlikely futures into life; now he mourns a lost spirit of optimism and any sense of continuity. 'And who gives a thought/About the labourers/The ones who dig and hoe/Who weld and reap and sow.' What was once wistful now feels more despairing, tinged with grief. Things crash or sink as well as float and drift. This haunted mood recalls what Coil were doing so beautifully in the late 1990s (especially on Astral Disaster), the Northern melancholia of Richard Skelton, or Mark Fisher and Justin Barton's On Vanishing Land (which includes samples from Eno's On Land); or maybe a sonic version of W.G. Sebald's The Rings of Saturn: eerie solitude, deserted sands, inexorable decline. Small distances and long views. All that is solid dissolving into spray. It is late in the day and the light starts to weaken and grow dim. Everything loops back to where it began.
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Almost Alone
Andy Beckett

2618 wordsWhenever Britain  is about to bomb another country, or is openly considering it, an old video will start doing the rounds on social media. It's a clip a couple of minutes long from a speech by Tony Benn in the House of Commons in 1998, back in the distant days of New Labour, of which he was a frequent critic. Tony Blair's government was seeking parliamentary approval to 'use all necessary means' against Iraq, which for years had been accused by Britain and its allies of developing weapons of mass destruction. Benn did not believe the situation justified a military response. 'War is easy to talk about,' he said.
 There are not many people left of the generation which remembers it ... I was in London during the Blitz in 1940, living [in Westminster] ... Every night, I went to the shelter in Thames House. Every morning, I saw docklands burning. Five hundred people were killed in Westminster one night by a landmine. It was terrifying. Are not Arabs and Iraqis terrified? Do not Arab and Iraqi women weep when their children die? Does not bombing strengthen their determination? What fools we are to live as if war is a computer game for our children or just an interesting little Channel 4 News item. Every Member of Parliament who votes for the government motion will be consciously and deliberately accepting responsibility for the deaths of innocent people. 

These are standard enough anti-war arguments, but the speech is still remembered because of the intensity and economy with which Benn delivered them, the resonant historical reference, rhetorical gear changes and repetitions, and the personal element. His appearance and manner in the clip also have an effect. Wearing a black waistcoat under a grey suit, silver hair immaculately smoothed and parted, one hand slashing the air faster and faster as he speaks, the then 73-year-old Benn seems like a symbol of political principle transported from a bygone era.
 He was born a hundred years ago - an anniversary this pithy collection of speeches, letters, articles, book extracts and pamphlets celebrates - and died in 2014. By then, he had long since been regarded by most journalists, fellow politicians and voters not as a feared and loathed disruptor but as a cosier figure, a dissident with no real power who wore a cardigan, smoked a pipe and liked a mug of tea. An MP for almost fifty years, a minister in four governments, a smooth centre-left prodigy in the 1960s, a prickly middle-aged radical in the 1970s and 1980s, and someone who abandoned Westminster, in 2001, for full-time activism and protest, Benn lived a very full political life. Yet there is a sense in which he died too soon. A year later, his protege Jeremy Corbyn - who is sitting just behind him in the video of the Iraq speech - was elected Labour leader. The year after that came the vote for Brexit, one of Benn's longstanding causes. With these two shocks British politics burst open, releasing such forces and ideas as populism, protectionism and nationalisation, which Benn had advocated, almost alone, for much of his career. Meanwhile, other forces that had often defeated or frustrated him, such as free-market Conservatism and Labour centrism, fell into a decline from which they have yet to emerge.
 Nowadays, Benn is both remembered with reverence and increasingly forgotten. Once charged political words such as 'Bennite' and 'Wedgie' (a nickname, usually derisive, taken from Wedgwood, which was part of Benn's surname before his move to the left) are likely to get a blank look from most people under the age of fifty. What exactly was his significance? He was certainly an unusually clear analyst and critic of the distribution of power in Britain. 'We live in a strange country,' he said in his final Commons speech, in 2001. By that he meant a country where power is often hidden, expressed in code or euphemism, or slyly shifted from one section of the establishment to another. 'Although the person of the monarch has no political power,' he writes in the opening piece in this collection, one of many letters about politics he wrote to his grandchildren, 'the Crown has great powers and these ... are exercised in practice by the prime minister.' Another piece summarises the political influence of Britain's oversized financial sector: 'The judgments of financiers and City bankers on economic issues are ... adopted as an established orthodoxy rather than as reflecting a particular interest.' Another sums up the British constitution as an 'untidy and developing collection of compromises, the consequence of sullen responses to pressure'. These compromises, he warns, are often only temporary: 'When powerful and undemocratic groups are forced to retreat, they wait for the time when they can regain their superiority.'
 As an increasingly frustrated and marginalised minister in the 1970s, the last time he held office, Benn saw the way senior civil servants, the City of London, its contacts in the press and ever more cautious Labour prime ministers could obstruct and undermine any politician who tried to push through radical left-wing reforms. While he doesn't dwell on those experiences here - they are covered at length in his diaries - the gradual strangulation of his ministerial career gives an edge to his generalisations about the power of the British establishment. In one particularly sharp passage, he points out that demonstrations and civil disobedience by the left are routinely portrayed by right-wing journalists and politicians as illegitimate and damaging to democracy even though 'extra-parliamentary activity has been a way of life for the ruling classes' for centuries. He gives the examples of 'investment strikes, attacks on the pound' and 'withholding business confidence' from Labour ministers and governments. The authoritative, straightforward, even blunt explanations of these complicated and unequal power dynamics are one of the best things in this book - and one of the main reasons that, as an outspoken ministerial voice, he had to be discredited. His critique of Britain was systemic, and threatened too many interests. But now that such accounts are appearing everywhere, on the right as well as the left, his writing can feel prophetic.
 Benn's solution to Britain's inequalities and lack of political transparency was to give more power to the people. His unusually strong faith in the voters was partly a product of the 1960s: his own radicalisation was sparked by the student uprisings of 1968, and by the social movements, such as feminism and Black Power, which were gaining ground in the tumult of that era. He came to favour bottom-up rather than top-down politics partly because he believed that improvements in computer technology would soon make possible electronic referendums and other forms of regular feedback from voters. He was an enthusiast for electronic gadgets such as tape recorders, dictating the political events of the day, as he experienced them, onto tape every evening for several decades. A speech given in 1968, when he was minister of technology, is a prescient mixture of anxiety and excitement about politics in an ever more digital society:
 Just as technology is revolutionising industry, so it is outdating our political institutions ... Much of the present wave of ... discontent is actually directed at the present parliamentary structure. Many people do not think that it is responding quickly enough to the mounting pressure of events ... It would be foolish to assume that people will be satisfied, for much longer, with ... the marking of a ballot paper with a single cross once every five years. People want a much greater say ... to make their influence felt on decisions that affect them. 

Benn argued that Parliament should be televised, and that voters and journalists should have much greater access to government papers - what later became known as freedom of information. Both things eventually happened, but 21 years and 32 years respectively after he suggested them. Our political system often rewards forward-thinking, adventurous politicians belatedly and grudgingly, if at all. A later Benn proposal, made when he was secretary of state for energy in the late 1970s, was that Britain should use its tax revenue from North Sea oil to build up a sovereign wealth fund. Norway did this, and has become one of the richest countries in the world; Benn's idea was not adopted.
 The advocacy of greater democracy in these pieces often has a strong populist flavour, with frequent references to 'the people', the 'popular will' and the 'elites' who ignore or frustrate them. Yet unlike today's populists, or those on the right at least, Benn wanted a redistribution of power far beyond the political. This is from a speech to a trade union conference in 1971:
 Why should the people who own a firm control it? We abandoned that principle years ago in the political arena. For centuries the people who owned the land in Britain ran Parliament. It took a hundred years of struggle to give the people the power to choose and remove their political managers - MPs and ministers. If we can trust the country to democracy, why on earth can't we trust individual firms to the people who work in them? ... A firm managed by consent ... would still need the best management ... [But] they would be working, as workers, for the other workers and not for the shareholders alone. 

Workers' control never really took off in Britain as a political idea or as an operating principle; it was opposed not just by business but by some trade unionists, who believed that workers shouldn't be managers because it would erode their class consciousness and sense of their own interests. Yet the questions Benn raised remain significant, not least as a reminder of how little of society is run on democratic principles. The frequent charge against the later, radical Benn, that his ideas were naive and impractical, loses some of its force when you consider the social, environmental and economic damage resulting from the supposedly more sensible options chosen by British governments.
 A better criticism of Benn's belief in the benign nature of democracy might be that it didn't sufficiently consider the effects of political polarisation and misinformation. Modern British politics has become particularly distrustful and acrimonious, and large parts of the electorate cynical or credulous, and this has had consequences such as Brexit, the catastrophic premiership of Boris Johnson and the continuing rise of Nigel Farage. As a result, putting economic or social issues to a vote feels riskier than it did in Benn's heyday, when there were fewer conspiracy theories circulating and more generally accepted political facts. How would workers' control of a company function, for example, if half of the employees were Reform supporters and half recently arrived immigrants? Perhaps the joint enterprise would bring them together. But a lot of work would have to be done first to establish mutual trust. Similar tensions existed in the 1970s, but social media and Reform's divisive politics have aggravated them.
 Benn doesn't consider such scenarios in these writings, though there is one intriguing speech from 1999 about immigration and globalisation. After making the strong but familiar point that modern capitalism is keener on mobility for goods and finance than for workers, he extends his argument in an unexpected direction. 'At least in the European Union,' he writes, 'there is a free movement of capital and labour.' For centrists who still see him as a bogeyman because of his opposition to the EU - which began in the early 1970s, when he was in his late forties, following a period when he had been enthusiastic about the institution, seeing it as a counter to international corporations - this remark is a reminder that his dislike of the EU was not absolute. And unlike most Eurosceptics, he also opposed the undermining of British sovereignty by the US government, and by international bodies such as the World Trade Organisation and the International Monetary Fund. Even late in life, his worldview was always expanding to take account of new causes and foes.
 There are misjudgments here. An article from September 1984 about the miners' strike, then six months old with hopes of a quick victory gone, declares: 'We are going to win ... because so many people in Britain have now put their hopes behind the [National Union of Mineworkers].' In fact, after a summer of biased and distorted press coverage, almost two-thirds of voters blamed the miners, rather than the police, for picket-line violence. In a similarly over-optimistic speech from 1992, seven months after the Conservatives had been re-elected under John Major, Benn says: 'I have a feeling that the 1990s are going to be quite different. The whole ... selfish philosophy is in retreat.' And in a book extract from 1979, he insists that 'the Labour Party has been, is, and always will be an extremely tolerant and undogmatic party, deriving much strength and popular support from its refusal to impose a rigid test of doctrine upon its members.' Many of those expelled or blocked from parliamentary candidacies by the Labour machine under Keir Starmer will not share Benn's belief in the party as a broad church, a belief that sometimes wavered but never disappeared. Some of that loyalty derived from personal experience. While he was at times treated roughly by colleagues - demoted as a minister as publicly as possible by Harold Wilson in 1975; relentlessly mobilised against by the Labour right to stop him being selected for a winnable parliamentary seat in 1983 - his legitimacy as a major party figure was rarely questioned. Even Blair was deferential towards him, despite Benn's frequent attacks on his premiership. Benn's long experience, austere charisma and Labour movement connections protected him.
 It's hard to imagine someone like Benn surviving for long in Labour now, when a single vote against the government in the Commons can lead to suspension from the party. With national politics fragmenting to an unprecedented degree, and more options to the left of Labour than existed for most of Benn's career, such as the increasingly popular and radical Green Party, and Corbyn and Zarah Sultana's quarrelsome but quite possibly potent new party, the idea that socialists should stick it out inside Labour may finally be losing its allure. Both these parties are likely to have leverage at Westminster if the next election produces a hung Parliament.
 It's also hard to imagine a contemporary politician of any party producing a collection as wide-ranging and stimulating as this one. Benn didn't see himself as much of a writer or thinker, or even as a reader (especially in his ministerial years, he was often too busy for books), and his impatience and lack of intellectual self-confidence sometimes show in these pieces, with their repetitions and broad-brush passages. Short sections providing sudden insights, provocative suggestions or increases in rhetorical pressure show him at his best. Midway through a long contribution to a Commons debate in 1992 about nuclear weapons, having explained with typical eloquence the reasons he was so strongly opposed to them, he conceded that a quarter of a century earlier he had been 'the minister responsible for Aldermaston', where the design, manufacture and maintenance of Britain's atomic warheads takes place. 'Like most people,' he went on, 'I have had a chequered career.'
 The final piece in the collection, described as his 'last interview', is a Q&A from three years before his death with his daughter, Melissa, who helped put the book together. She asks if he has ever 'succumbed to [the] view that human beings are not inherently good'. 'Well, I think there's good and bad in everybody,' her father begins, a little blandly. Then he adds: 'I know there is in myself. Your job is to inhibit the bad and encourage the good.'
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After Martha
Paul Laity on a preventable death

19,212 wordsIt  was immediately clear when Martha, my 13-year-old daughter, died of septic shock that serious errors had been made. She died at Great Ormond Street Hospital, where a last-ditch attempt to save her proved futile, but the mistakes were made at King's College Hospital in South London, where she had been treated over the previous five weeks. Before my wife, Merope, and I left Great Ormond Street early in the morning on Tuesday, 31 August 2021, the consultant in charge of Martha told us he had been alarmed by her condition when she arrived and wasn't prepared to sign a death certificate. In such situations, the case is reported to a coroner and a postmortem arranged.
Nine hours earlier, Merope and I had been in the ambulance that sped north through the city to GOSH. I held Martha's head in my hands; her eyes were taped shut, her body was swollen and discoloured. Now we took a taxi back to King's to pick up possessions from her cubicle on Rays of Sunshine ward - presents she'd been given, her pyjamas, her books. They were already in plastic bags in the office; another child was in the cubicle. The nurses asked us how Martha was and were shaken when we told them she was dead.
A couple of days later we spoke on the phone to one of the consultants at King's. 'This was a totally preventable death,' Merope said. 'I don't disagree,' he replied. On 7 September we received a call from the clinical director of child health at King's College Hospital NHS Foundation Trust, a paediatric consultant who hadn't been involved in Martha's treatment. He had attended a 'rapid review' meeting at which her death was discussed, and told us it warranted a 'Serious Incident investigation: red level' - the highest category. The purpose of such an investigation is to establish causes and contributory factors, and to recommend improvements. (NHS England provides a list of 'serious incidents'; at the top is 'unexpected or avoidable death'.)
At the end of July, Martha, completely healthy and riding a bike on a family trail near a beach, had skidded on sand, fallen and lacerated her pancreas: she landed with force on the end of the handlebar and her pancreas was pushed against her spine. It is a nasty injury, but far from unknown in children, and is treated in hospital by liver specialists: she was taken to King's because it has one of the three paediatric liver units in England, and is in London, where we live. Children with pancreatic trauma have been referred there for decades from all over the country; the director of child health told us that no other paediatric patient on record had died of the injury at King's. We asked him why she was the exception, and he spoke of missed 'opportunities to intervene ... There were signs.' He acknowledged that Merope and I hadn't been listened to when we told staff we were concerned that Martha's condition was deteriorating. 'I am truly sorry,' he said. Lessons would be learned. He told us the Serious Incident (SI) investigation would give us answers, but afterwards it was open to us to take the matter further, to the General Medical Council (which considers individual doctors' fitness to practise) and the Care Quality Commission (which inspects, and occasionally prosecutes, hospitals). There was, he went on, 'a full set of escalations' we could make. Welcome to my last four years.
At the time, I paid little attention to what he said about escalations. I was in a stupefied state, and remained so for many weeks. I grasped that an unthinkable injustice had been done to my daughter, but had no thoughts about the possible consequences for the hospital or the doctors involved. What I wanted was a detailed explanation of what had happened to her. The director of child health told us that the SI investigation wouldn't 'gloss over anything'. 'We will share everything with you,' he said. It didn't end up that way. Much of the work to get a full explanation would be mine.
During the nearly five weeks Martha spent in hospital, I had never once conceived of the possibility of her death. The doctors assumed she would recover and the question on ward rounds was how many weeks of school she might miss. She was in pain, but was visited by friends, watched TV and played video games. Rays of Sunshine was never hectic or a place of chaos with beds in corridors: the nurses told me it was well-funded and prestigious. We knew that the paediatric liver service at King's was the largest in Europe and that the trust publicised it as 'world class'; Martha seemed to be in safe hands. The most serious consequence we had in our minds was that she might become diabetic, but the doctors said her treatment would almost certainly avoid that.
Despite their confidence, we could see that Martha was getting sicker. During the final ten days of her life she had an infection that never went away, and the doctors couldn't identify the source. On Wednesday, six days before she died, she started to bleed from the PICC line in her arm and the tube in her abdomen: her pyjamas and sheets were soaked in blood and for 48 hours the doctors were unable to stop the bleeding; they eventually filled her with blood-clotting products, dealing with the symptom but not the cause. We didn't realise and weren't told that the bleeding was a serious complication associated with sepsis, the over-reaction of the immune system to infection; we were pacified by a consultant's comment that it was 'a normal side-effect'.
Merope and I alternated 24-hour shifts by Martha's bedside. On Friday the fever that had set in the previous weekend was still raging; she was in tears that afternoon, shaking, shivering and feeling desperate just when, as the trust later admitted, the care for her became more relaxed. 'I can't afford for them to make a mistake,' she said. The ward was always eerily quiet at weekends, with the senior doctors leaving for home at lunchtime to be on call. 'I'm worried it's the bank holiday weekend, she's going to go into septic shock, and none of you will be here,' Merope said to the duty consultant at lunchtime on Friday. She said it in part superstitiously, summoning the worst to dispel its power. The consultant replied that she wasn't worried about sepsis. We believed what we were told: that the broad-spectrum antibiotics would work and Martha would 'turn a corner'. But on Saturday, my day with her, she became dizzy and could hardly stand.
On Sunday morning she said she felt 'under attack' and was dreading the day ahead. 'What if the antibiotics don't work?' she asked. Her medical notes say she was 'rigoring, pale, clammy and vomiting', with tachycardia, fever and hypotension (that's what made her dizzy). After I left that day, the low blood pressure became a cause of real concern. On the mid-morning ward round, we were later told, the doctors thought Martha was 'clearly septic', but nothing was said to Merope. Martha was given a small infusion of IV fluids - to improve cardiac output - but this had only a transient positive effect before her blood pressure dropped again. No new antibiotics were tried. Then at lunchtime she developed a rash, which soon spread all over her body. The nurse who knew Martha best recognised this as another clear sign of deterioration. Anxious about the rash, Merope again raised the subject of sepsis. The registrar made observations, concluded the rash was caused by a drug reaction and contacted his colleagues in dermatology, but too late - he left it until after 5 p.m. - for her to be seen that day. (The next morning there was no doubt that she had a sepsis rash.) Another small infusion of IV fluids in the late afternoon again failed to raise Martha's blood pressure for any length of time. In the evening, at 10 p.m. and 11 p.m., she still had fever, tachycardia and hypotension as well as the rash. Overnight, Merope told the nurses Martha was drinking lots of water, but always wanted more.
Then, in the early hours of Monday, Martha collapsed when trying to get up. I later learned this was the result of cerebral hypoperfusion, a signal of septic shock. Knowing only rough details, sent in a text from Merope, I assumed it was a simple fainting spell. I arrived at the hospital in the morning expecting it merely to be another very difficult day for Martha on the ward, but she had just been intubated and put into a coma in the paediatric intensive care unit (PICU). We were told a couple of hours later she was very likely to die. I was so taken aback that I inanely replied: 'You're joking.' Of course, what I meant was: 'No, that's not right. It's not possible. You can't have let that happen.'
When I spoke  to the director of child health, the question I should have asked was: why hadn't Martha been moved to PICU in the middle of the week, when she started bleeding? (He had just told us that the bleeding was a crucial development.) But I didn't ask that question because I still didn't realise that keeping her on the ward was the most significant error in her treatment. I had never spoken to the doctors about Martha being moved to PICU, and they never mentioned it as a possibility. Trying to work out what had gone wrong, I focused on whether Martha should have had major surgery rather than the conservative treatment advocated by King's, and on her death coming right after a bank holiday. I wanted to know why a different consultant had seen her every day and why there hadn't been someone with overall responsibility for her care, a person we could have talked to when everything was getting worse.
I recalled that on the Saturday morning ward round the duty consultant, who that day was the director of the paediatric liver team, had seemed unconcerned, despite Martha's recent bleeding and continuing fever. 'Infections come and go,' he told me. At the front of my mind was the disappearance of the duty consultant on Sunday, who didn't see Martha after midday, despite her further deterioration. I wanted to know why no resident doctor (until a year ago they were known as junior doctors in the UK) had reviewed Martha after 5 p.m. on Sunday, despite her rash and worrying observations, or overnight, when she was so thirsty, was being sick and had flashes in her vision. No doctor set eyes on her for more than twelve hours, until 5.45 a.m., when she lost consciousness and Merope shouted for help. I had no idea why Martha had simply been left to enter a state of refractory shock. Acting on a friend's advice, in mid-September I sent the director of child health an email asking to see Martha's medical notes and the minutes of multidisciplinary team meetings at which her treatment had been discussed. It turned out that no minutes had been taken.
Before the SI investigation got underway, Merope and I were invited, early in October, to a meeting with a number of consultants at King's, including the head of PICU and the consultant who'd been on call on Sunday. This sort of meeting isn't unusual, though it's not always offered. It was the first time I fully grasped that there was a split within the team involved in Martha's treatment, between the surgeons and the medical consultants on the ward. Conservative treatment of the injury Martha had involves a stent inserted endoscopically in an attempt to bridge the lacerated pancreas. Hers was a Grade IV transection, more serious than most, and in some circumstances treated with more invasive surgery, though no one told us it was an option.
One of the consultants at the meeting was a very experienced paediatric surgeon, a professor who I had been reassured to learn during our early days at King's was the author of a paper on pancreatic trauma. I'm not sure how many days a month he worked at the hospital, but he had seen Martha during the bleeding. When asked to give an overview, he immediately made it clear he hadn't been in charge of her treatment. I asked him what he would have done differently. He interpreted the question narrowly and said he would have done exactly the same. Martha's sepsis and systemic inflammation wasn't a problem for him, a surgeon, but for the medical team. When I tried to draw him out, he quickly grew irritable. The Sunday consultant raised the possible benefits of surgical intervention, and the two began to disagree. Martha had been dead for just over a month, and I couldn't believe that the surgeon was fulfilling so zealously the stereotype of a grandee, showing no empathy for us as bereaved parents and bristling at a professional challenge. On the ward, he had happily told Merope about a research paper he was about to deliver in Athens: it was his first conference after lockdown and he was pleased to be back on the circuit. Having seen Martha in such a serious condition midweek, he hadn't checked on her on Friday or over the weekend. I know senior academics who enjoy research but, as they get older, begin to resent having to teach students, and I wondered whether the equivalent happens in medicine. King's later apologised for the manner in which the meeting had been conducted.
An SI investigation  is carried out by the hospital where the incident took place: even in the case of a probably avoidable death, a trust is, at least initially, in charge of its own response, though the Care Quality Commission (CQC) is informed. A senior clinician at the hospital is asked to conduct interviews, gather statements, study the notes and write a report. Since 2014, the 'duty of candour' has legally obliged trusts to be 'open and transparent' with patients and their families when something goes wrong, but everyone agrees this is only patchily observed. Patients and families were for a long time excluded from the SI process, but trusts are now encouraged to involve them (to some degree) in investigations. The aim is to avoid the perception that everything is moving behind closed doors. Merope and I were asked to provide a timeline, and we met several times with the King's intensive care consultant who was appointed to carry out the investigation.
When the SI report was being written, and we were arranging Martha's memorial service, I began to read about other deaths in hospitals, and the ways in which trusts had responded. I noticed news stories that would have made me glaze over before Martha's death: the world was now a very different place. I learned about what has been called the cover-up culture in the NHS, documented over decades by patient safety activists, the Parliamentary and Health Service Ombudsman and (sometimes) the press. Until the end of the 20th century, there was an ingrained culture of silence, acceptance and defensiveness around preventable patient harm. There are still traces of that world: in 2023 the ombudsman's office detailed 22 cases of avoidable deaths in hospitals over the previous three years that had not been adequately acknowledged or investigated, and it has issued warnings about attempts by hospital managers and doctors to bury evidence of poor care. (The national inquiry into maternity and neonatal services due to report by December is likely to reveal more evidence of such cover-ups.) I realised with relief that King's seemed to be following the guidelines: sometimes trusts close ranks and no apologies are forthcoming.
I read about several incidents where medical notes had mysteriously gone missing. I followed the story of the response to the death of eight-week-old Ben Condon in 2015 after what the ombudsman called a 'catalogue of failings' at Bristol Children's Hospital. Ben's parents met with the trust, and recorded the meeting. When they were out of the room, staff admitted they had a case, and weren't simply 'misinformed', 'bolshy' parents, but then realised such an admission might get the trust into trouble and talked about how to delete that part of the recording. In a report in October 2021, the ombudsman described the trust's behaviour as a 'deliberate attempt to deceive'. I had an intimation of how often such things happen when I learned from our SI meetings that the handover notes between the resident doctors on Sunday evening had disappeared. Who had removed them, and why? But we were still luckier than many other families: at least Martha's death had prompted an investigation.
I was aware that my perspective on hospitals was becoming distorted. Fixated as I was on the catastrophe of Martha's death, I lost sight of the countless examples of successful treatment in the NHS, the grateful patients full of admiration for the quality of care provided in difficult circumstances by hard-working doctors and nurses. I was now out of sync with almost everyone I knew. Friends later admitted they didn't believe me when I said Martha's death was preventable: it was just the grief talking, they thought, an inability to accept an unimaginable misfortune.
Healthcare professionals have a different frame of reference; they take it for granted that mistakes and failings are widespread in medicine. According to the PRISM studies carried out by researchers at the London School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine, there are between ten and twelve thousand preventable deaths a year in NHS hospitals in England (around one in twenty deaths), and more than three million recorded 'patient safety events' (a huge number go unrecorded, as doctors concede). The clinicians I have spoken to since Martha's death are all too aware of the potential dangers; some of them have spent years working on reforms. The public has a sense of safety being eroded in the NHS by underfunding, short-staffing and crumbling infrastructure, but the (related) number of errors is not common knowledge. Medics are familiar with other problems that lead to failures in treatment: silo working and poor communication; toxic cultures in hospitals; gaps in training; resident doctors having to take too much responsibility; colleagues not being up to scratch; lulls in concentration. Meanwhile, the ombudsman claimed last year that some trust CEOs have encouraged him not to publicise the shocking examples of what can go wrong in hospitals on the grounds that it helps no one if the public loses faith in the NHS.
The SI report  was completed at the beginning of 2022. It identified at least five occasions when moving Martha from the liver ward to intensive care, or getting a bedside review from a PICU doctor, would have been appropriate. One of these was the bleeding on Wednesday, a result, we discovered, of disseminated intravascular coagulation (DIC), which indicated - contrary to what the consultant had told us - that her 'treatment pathway' was very far from usual: 'Overt spontaneous bleeding from a coagulopathy thought to result from systemic sepsis is a very rare occurrence and a major cause for concern,' the report stated. Martha also had 'an unexplained pericardial effusion' (a build-up of fluid around the heart), another sign of sepsis, but again Merope and I hadn't been told, and an ECG was postponed until after the bank holiday. (There was enough fluid at the time of Martha's eventual admission to PICU that it required emergency drainage.)
In a meeting the author of the report made clear to us the ways in which levels of observation and the nature of treatment - drugs, procedures, approach - would have been different had Martha been moved to PICU. There is one nurse to every patient in intensive care; readings are taken more frequently; consultants are present at weekends. In terms of treatment, there would have been more scanning, different and stronger drugs to stabilise Martha's blood pressure or modulate her immune response, and so on. Of her rash on Sunday the SI investigator said to us: 'This is about a rash in a young woman who was profoundly unwell, had sepsis that was unexplained, high fever, low blood pressure, racing heart - in context, those things by themselves are enough for admission to a high dependency facility. The rash on top of that ... just goes to reinforce that this is the place she should have been.' The report referred to the hospital's use of a Bedside Paediatric Early Warning System (BPEWS) intended to help identify children at risk of deterioration. At King's, a sustained BPEWS score of four triggered some form of escalation. Martha's BPEWS score at 5 p.m. on Sunday was eight. She stayed on the ward. Her low blood pressure readings alone should, according to the hospital guidelines, have led to a review. They didn't.
Two features of the set-up at King's provide an explanation for the resistance to moving Martha to PICU. The first is the power of the liver team within the trust. The paediatric liver service brings in money from foreign patients, including children needing transplants. Its prominent consultants, many of them professors, attract research money. The status and international renown from which I had taken comfort when Martha arrived on Rays of Sunshine turned out to be problematic. The director of child health told me in a meeting that the liver team is 'very hierarchical ... they feel they know more than they do ... they've been doing this their way for a long time.' Although the registrar on duty on Sunday could have insisted that Martha be moved to intensive care, the ward's strict escalation protocol meant that he was always going to defer to the consultant on call, whom he phoned twice at home and who formed the opinion that Martha shouldn't even be reviewed by the PICU team. Accustomed to treating post-transplant patients and others with complex needs, the liver team thought of their ward as itself a kind of high dependency unit (HDU). A senior nurse who had worked on Rays of Sunshine for decades had thoroughly absorbed the prevailing culture and underlined in her SI interview that staff on the ward were considered 'able to deal with HDU type of patients'. (This nurse, even after Martha's death, was resentful of Merope and me for looking things up on the internet and not trusting 'their expertise'. She said: 'They were always ... asking "what if?"')
The second feature follows from this: the SI report found that relations between the liver team on Rays of Sunshine and the doctors in PICU were poor. The high-status liver consultants had long questioned the value of PICU patient review, especially if the doctor carrying it out was even slightly less senior than they were. It became clear that they didn't like relinquishing control and thought of referral as a failure. I had no idea that the status of a team within a hospital could affect care to such a degree. It seemed to me a situation that was always likely to result in a serious incident, even a fatality: Martha was unlucky enough to be the patient affected. The lack of co-operation dated back years: even the reporting of Martha's death as an SI was delayed because each team left it to the other.
SI reports are not published or widely available, even within the NHS. No doubt this is in part because so many are produced: more than twenty thousand serious incidents are investigated every year. But it appears also to be a vestige of 150 years of professional self-regulation, which came to an end as recently as the 1990s. There is still an assumption that difficulties should be dealt with quietly and privately by a trusted caste of physicians: after an incident, even an avoidable death, hospitals and doctors are usually relied on to correct themselves. The report identified the need for improvements at King's, including a new emphasis on the importance of parental concern. It also recommended exploring the introduction of a 'critical care outreach team' for paediatrics: specially trained nurses and doctors who would monitor patients and act as a link between the children's wards and PICU. These are common in large hospitals and such a team was in place for adult patients at King's. Its absence in paediatrics seems to have had some connection with the influence of the liver team, and the perception that it had sufficient expertise never to need co-ordinated PICU back-up.
The SI report confirmed that no clinician had overall responsibility for Martha's care, so no doctor was alert enough to the trends in her observation figures; instead, a different consultant every day regarded her condition as a new normal. (All the medical consultants I encountered, with one exception, were men, which is unusual in paediatrics.) That no one felt responsible for her proved to be disastrous. A key recommendation arising from the report of the Francis Inquiry into the Mid-Staffs scandal, published in 2013, was that every patient be assigned a 'responsible consultant/clinician' and 'named nurse', with the names visible at the patient's bedside; the government sent a directive to every trust. But it wasn't in place on Rays of Sunshine; presumably it didn't suit the way the liver consultants wanted to work. I realised what patient safety campaigners have wearily reiterated for years: hospital scandals lead to inquiries, which lead to reports that produce a set of recommendations, which are ignored or not implemented, with no consequences.
Two  fundamental principles underlying the way SI investigations are conducted have their origin in the work of the British psychologist James Reason. Within a few weeks of Martha's death I had been told numerous times by doctors about the 'Swiss cheese model', developed by Reason in his book Human Error (1990) to explain how accidents occur. It is used in aviation and engineering as well as healthcare. Slices of Swiss cheese represent a system's barriers or safeguards against accidents - such as policies and training. Each slice will have a hole or holes, representing weaknesses; a serious accident happens when the holes in different slices are aligned. Because they tend to be in different places in each slice, safety is usually maintained, but with Martha the holes lined up. This model has become a cliche in medical schools and at patient safety presentations; it was mentioned to me as a reminder that hospital systems are complex and explanations of deaths such as Martha's are - to use a word heard oppressively often in such contexts - 'multifactorial'.
The second principle is 'just culture' (a more sophisticated version of 'no-blame culture'), which was fully developed in a later book by Reason, Managing the Risks of Organisational Accidents (1997). There's a huge literature on just culture, which has become a kind of dogma in discussions of patient safety and medical mistakes. It centres on the idea that untoward incidents are almost always the result of faulty systems, cultures or training rather than attributable to individuals. To blame clinicians therefore isn't fair, and it's also unsafe, because it discourages doctors and nurses from speaking up when things go wrong, which is the first step towards making improvements. The notion of individual culpability is dismissed with condescension as the 'old view' of human error. If a doctor didn't act with malice or wilfully take risks, the idea of blame or responsibility should be set aside. The Berwick review, commissioned in the wake of the Francis report and published in 2013, emphasised the need for cultural change in the NHS. Don Berwick, an American paediatrician and health administrator, argued that except in the rarest cases, there was a need to 'abandon blame as a tool and trust the goodwill and good intentions of the staff'. Writing in the British Medical Journal in 2018 the NHS consultant David Oliver argued that public (as opposed to expert) debate 'is obsessed with the notion that, when things go wrong in healthcare, this must indicate failures by individuals. In such a narrative, systemic factors ... are seen as convenient excuses for individual error.' He objected to 'the clamour for accountability'.
SI reports deliberately don't focus on identifying individual mistakes, because this is felt to lead to a 'culture of fear' rather than learning. The reports are anonymised, in part to protect the staff concerned. In The Golden Thread: Stitching Patient Safety into the NHS (2023), Philip Berry, another hepatology consultant, describes the usual approach of clinical investigators as 'supportive' of the medical staff, 'forward-looking', 'soft'. All of this was true of the SI report into Martha's death, though occasionally the importance of individual agency was hinted at. On Sunday evening the consultant, who had gone home in the early afternoon, spoke to the head of PICU about her, at the request of the registrar. According to the report's summary, the consultant told him that 'Martha was stable, with a normal lactate [and] blood pressure ... no bedside review was necessary or should be undertaken.' The head of PICU was clear that he had been told the call was 'for information only'; Martha 'categorically' did not require a review.
In his interview for the SI investigation, the head of PICU's recollection of the conversation was even starker, but his wording was left out of the report (I saw it after making a Freedom of Information request). He said the Sunday consultant's message had been: 'The last thing I would want is for the ICU team to go to the ward to see [Martha], as the parents will get more stressed.' (Hospital guidelines in fact suggest that increased parental anxiety should be a factor when considering escalation.) The head of PICU noted that 'this was the only time in my career as a consultant at King's that I had been actively told not to see a potentially unwell child.' He happens to be the hospital's leading expert on sepsis and he works just down the corridor from Rays of Sunshine, but the liver doctors never sought his advice.
Iunderstood  that SI reports avoid holding individuals to account, but I wanted to know more. Why had we never been told Martha had sepsis? Considering that she was being treated for a worsening of the condition, and not responding as hoped, why did the Sunday registrar (who referred to Martha as 'Millie' in his notes) not see any spreading rash as a red flag? And given the duty consultant had been told by the registrar over two phone calls that Martha was febrile, hypotensive, had a new rash and an increase in her lactate level (a further sign of worsening sepsis), why had he not come into the hospital? The risk was obvious. ('If you don't look at a patient,' one doctor told me, 'you're not going to know what's happening'; another said that 'harm is usually thought of as an act, but can also be an omission.') Having been asked by the registrar to contact PICU, why did the consultant wait an hour and ten minutes before making the call, only to say very definitely that no review was necessary? The SI report, however thorough, provided an internal, system-oriented version of events, which raised as many questions as it answered. The nurses had identified the PICC line in Martha's arm as a potential source of infection, but it hadn't been taken out: why not? (The report saw this as a 'missed opportunity', but put no name to the decision; its removal was one of the first things that happened when she finally made it to PICU.) The observation numbers taken by a nurse at 10 p.m. and 11 p.m. should by themselves have triggered a PICU review: why then did neither of the doctors on the ward, the registrar or the senior house officer - a less experienced resident - do anything in response? Why did the SHO who was on duty that evening and overnight not go to see Martha at all before her collapse the next morning?
When we asked these questions in meetings, the SI investigator led us towards some partial answers. Sepsis training wasn't mandatory at King's, none of the liver team did it, and none of the residents looking after Martha that weekend had seen a sepsis rash before. (The hospital also didn't have a paediatric sepsis lead, a designated clinician whose job is to improve sepsis care.) Looking at the rash, the Sunday registrar was reminded of something he'd seen in a previous patient and thought Martha might have an extreme (and rare) drug reaction called DRESS syndrome. Despite this diagnosis, her physiological disarray and the increase in her lactate level at 5 p.m., he somehow didn't register her condition as an emergency and didn't review her again. In his second call to the consultant, mid-evening, he focused on Martha's ongoing fever and raised the possibility of a move to intensive care. Perhaps he then felt he had done his duty: PICU would turn up if his superior felt it necessary. (The registrar left the ward to go to the on-call room just after midnight.)
The SI investigator said that the decision of the SHO not to check on Martha overnight was 'inexplicable' given that she had been told at handover that Martha was 'the sickest patient on the ward'. She wasn't over-stretched (the ward wasn't full). Her explanation was that she had been told at handover that Martha was 'stable' and neither the day team nor the nurses had requested that she review her. A basic part of her job was to monitor the nurses' observation readings, but despite the obvious worsening of Martha's condition during the evening, she did nothing. No doubt she also thought that any escalation was the decision of the consultant on call.
As for that consultant, those present at the SI meetings felt that he shouldn't have resisted a critical care review for any reason, and certainly not on the basis that it might increase parental anxiety. The director of child health said 'we can't understand his logic' and was in no doubt that the consultant had 'made a clear and obvious mistake'. He also told us that the consultant himself believed 'he made a mistake.' But not long afterwards the SI administrator sent me emails that changed this picture. I was told, twice, that the consultant insisted he had said no such thing.
After the SI report was produced, Merope and I were invited by King's to another meeting with consultants so we could ask them face-to-face about anything we still didn't understand. I also wanted to meet the Sunday registrar and the overnight SHO, but this request was denied: 'We are not going to enable that,' the director of child health told me, 'they're in training.' The protection of resident doctors is customary: after a serious incident, even a preventable death, they are expected only to make a statement, discuss the SI report with their educational supervisor and reflect on what happened. Meetings with families are usually left to consultants, and I could understand the reasons for this protocol, but the registrar was about to become a consultant - not really 'in training' any more - and no one else could explain exactly what had happened. The two residents were thought experienced enough to be left on the ward to look after a critically ill, deteriorating child; I hoped they might give their version of events in person.
The SHO was an ST3 - she was in her third year of specialty training (her fifth year out of medical school). The registrar was an ST8; it must have been his tenth year out of medical school (his specialty wasn't hepatology, but gastroenterology more generally: he was towards the end of a six-month rotation on a liver ward, his last as a resident). There is a UK doctors' community on Reddit, and in one thread a post offered reassurance to resident doctors involved in an SI process: the investigation is 'not to place blame ... This is not going to be on any permanent record, you may have to ... reflect on it but that's all. It won't affect your career going forward.' In any case, both the registrar and the SHO were now working at another trust so King's couldn't tell them to attend a meeting, or do anything. Recalling his time as a resident, moving between placements, one non-King's consultant told me: 'If I had made an error in my previous hospital, no one would have known.'
At the meeting with the consultants, the doctor on duty during the DIC bleeding (the only one who made any notes on the patient record) said: 'I was treating Martha as having presumed sepsis from the beginning ... I should have made that clear to you.' She had never seen bleeding from both a PICC line and an abdominal site before, and acknowledged it was highly unusual in a pancreatic patient. It was a sombre, intense meeting, but the Sunday consultant, one of the many professors at King's, again tried to avoid admitting he had made a mistake. I asked him whether, in the light of all of Martha's symptoms and the two calls from the registrar, he had considered coming into the hospital. 'No,' he replied. He said he was under the mistaken impression Martha was improving (having focused on the transitory positive response to the second infusion of fluids). He said he didn't remember the two calls in detail, but was adamant that the registrar's reason for phoning him the second time was not to express increased concern. (He had no alternative explanation and it's unclear why he said this.) Pressed on his decision not to involve critical care, he said: 'You could escalate all sorts of things.' King's told me later that Martha's death would be discussed by the trust's Responsible Officer Advisory Group - these groups look into 'the conduct and performance' of doctors, according to NHS England - and that this consultant, who did not have a record of mistakes, would meet the trust's chief medical officer to talk through what had happened. No more action would be taken internally. No one from any external medical body would talk to him about Martha's case.
The inquest  took place towards the end of February 2022 at St Pancras Coroner's Court. It was scheduled to last only one day, which seemed insufficient, but there was a post-Covid backlog. Knowing an inquest was on the horizon, Merope and I had appointed a solicitor and, through him, a barrister: their legal costs would be covered as part of a claim we'd make against King's. The solicitor also arranged the payment to us of the fixed statutory bereavement award. He told us that since children aren't recognised in law as economic agents, their 'value' is very low. (The NHS can pay out millions in compensation for negligence involving stillborn babies, because the mother is regarded as the 'primary victim'.) King's sent a letter admitting to a breach of duty of care the night before the inquest began. Our solicitor rolled his eyes: he had seen this many times before, though the trust denied that the timing of the letter was an attempt to evade responsibility for our lawyers' costs, which are no longer payable once the admission of a breach has been made.
An inquest sets out to determine the cause of death; the coroner doesn't apportion blame. The clinicians had been asked, as is usual, to produce written statements explaining their involvement in Martha's death. Giving evidence at an inquest is presumably a dismal experience for a doctor, however respectful the questioning; that they must do so represents a kind of accountability. The coroner decided not to call the SHO who hadn't visited Martha overnight to give evidence, but I noticed that in her statement, which was read into the record, she had changed the explanation of her failure to see Martha from no nurse having asked her to do so to her receiving an instruction at handover to stay away. Our barrister asked the registrar in court whether he recalled any such instruction being given. 'No, Ma'am, I don't remember that.'
The director of the liver team, who had taken no action after the ward round on Saturday morning, now said Martha should have been in a high dependency bed weeks before her death. The Sunday consultant, despite the SI report, and despite the registrar recognising at the inquest that PICU should have become involved at 5 p.m., again refused to admit that keeping her on the ward was a mistake. ('There wasn't an indication to move her ... and I haven't changed my opinion really on that.') He claimed that the decision not to arrange a review had been taken jointly with the head of PICU, and said, too, that parental anxiety had not featured at all in 'the decision-making process' (both claims contradicted the head of PICU's SI interview). 'Do you think that if you had had a referral presented in a more systematic way, if you had sent a registrar to go to review Martha, she would have been admitted to paediatric intensive care?' the coroner asked the head of PICU. 'Without a doubt, 100 per cent,' he replied.
At the end of the proceedings, the coroner said that Martha had been 'incredibly unlucky': 'How many children have fallen off their bikes with no significant consequences?' Her conclusion, which echoed the testimony given in court by the SI investigator, was that 'the likelihood is if she had been transferred to intensive care [earlier] she would have survived.' This was a relief: it was legal recognition that it was an avoidable death. King's gave a brief statement, which ended: 'We are committed to delivering further improvements to the care we provide.' The coroner was concerned enough to write a Prevention of Future Deaths report - these reports are issued after only 1 per cent of inquests - saying that there was a need to improve the relationship between the children's liver team and PICU at King's. Recipients of a PFD statement must respond in writing within 56 days, but, to the consternation of patient safety campaigners, are not compelled to take steps to address the problems. Hospitals are, as usual, trusted to take the necessary action.
Following the inquest,  Merope and I realised that the only way the actions of the doctors who'd been involved in Martha's case that Sunday might be investigated was if we referred them to the GMC. The NHS had no mechanism to hold them accountable. I understood the principles of just culture, but found it dismaying that there was no other way to get answers to questions about glaring errors in patient care that would help us to understand how Martha died. For the hospital, and for the NHS, it was a closed case, another preventable death: medicine is imperfect, such things happen. I couldn't accept that. Looking back, I was setting the immeasurable private horror of my daughter's death against its tangible bureaucratic result: a handful of promised hospital improvements and several doctors being asked to 'reflect' on their decisions. Rightly or wrongly, I felt that the death of one's child was an experience that almost certainly went beyond anything in the lives of these clinicians. It seemed unlikely to me they would have allowed their own children to be left on the ward as Martha had been. I realised I didn't fully appreciate the messy realities and frustrations of working on an NHS ward, and knew too that there was a widespread feeling within the profession that raising concerns with the GMC would be inappropriate because the doctors didn't set out to do harm. But the issue seemed to me less straightforward, involving questions of competence, complacency and consequence.
In The Golden Thread, Berry considers the difference in perspective between a grieving family member and a healthcare professional after an avoidable hospital death. Whereas the family member sees 'neglect', Berry assumes that 'nobody came to work to do a bad job, but ... the system in which they worked was inherently unhelpful.' Although 'intellectually, depersonalising culpability is clearly the only constructive way to proceed,' he writes, 'emotionally it may push grieving families away.' I didn't think my position was based wholly on emotion. It seemed obvious to me that individual errors could exist alongside system failings; both needed to be explored. I wasn't thinking in terms of blame, but I was thinking about responsibility and the potential risk to future patients.
When patients or families insist on attention being paid to individual error, they risk accusations that they are irrational and unscientific, and that they hold a grudge against the medical profession. In a 2020 article in the Journal of Medical Ethics on no-blame culture, Elizabeth Duthie and her co-authors wrote about a 'real-life example' of a nurse who met a patient's family after she had made a mistake. The nurse was 'remorseful, traumatised', though the error had led to 'no harm'; the patient's wife was aggressive and unreasonable, and had made threats. The choice of scenario is telling in a way the authors didn't intend. They slip into generalising about the 'values that patients and families bring' to discussions of error, and imply that unqualified people rarely understand what it means for a medical professional to work as part of a team and within a system.
Just culture is supposed to prompt the question: would averagely competent doctors have acted similarly in the same circumstances? (This is known as 'the substitution test'.) I didn't know the answer to that question in Martha's case, but I hoped not. More important, no one within the NHS, certainly not King's, had conducted or even considered conducting such a test or assessment of the doctors' actions in relation to Martha's death. The accepted approach is that no individual should feel implicated: the lens is always trained on the clinicians' future, the fate of the patient all but forgotten. So in March 2022 Merope and I decided to send a letter to the GMC raising concerns about the Sunday consultant, the registrar and the SHO. There are legions of aggrieved patients and family members or friends who don't have the resources, whether of time or emotion, to do this; in such cases, the possibility that individual responsibility will be considered disappears.
The  GMC registers and regulates all UK doctors, who pay the fees that fund it. In my dealings with GMC officials I was constantly reminded that its role isn't to punish a doctor for errors, but to assess whether they are currently fit to practise; in making this decision, its purpose is to uphold standards and maintain public confidence in the profession. Sanctions will of course be imposed on doctors who are 'deliberately malicious or wilfully negligent'. Some are referred because of a recognised pattern of poor performance. If a single incident is in question, the GMC, as its former head Niall Dickson has emphasised, takes a 'softer line'. Every complaint is assessed, and if it meets the criteria for a fitness to practise issue, the GMC will conduct a provisional inquiry to establish whether a full investigation should be carried out. Over the past couple of years, under 10 per cent of complaints have led to an investigation. At the end of April 2022, I received an email letting me know that the GMC was making provisional inquiries into the three doctors.
All doctors get things wrong. What matters hugely to families in our position is that they have the courage and humility to admit to these mistakes. If they do, it transforms the way you feel about a clinician: any idea of restorative justice depends on an acceptance of responsibility. Merope and I know a couple whose two-year-old daughter died of sepsis after serious errors were made; the doctor most involved in her care was brave enough to meet them to say he had personally failed and would never forget it. The GMC, too, is supposed to set great store by the way a doctor responds to their own failings. A finding of 'impairment' is less likely if a doctor can show that they have admitted error, 'reflected' (that word again) and learned from it. So why had the Sunday consultant asked for emails to be sent denying he had ever used the word 'mistake'?
One reason might be that before the duty of candour was introduced clinicians were often advised never to own up to mistakes, or even to say sorry, because it was important not to admit liability. Such pressure came partly from management: individual hospital doctors don't get sued, trusts do (sensibly enough, NHS healthcare workers themselves suffer no financial risk whatever happens to their patients, so long as they are not criminally negligent). There's no doubt that trusts' legal teams continue to have great influence, since compensation claims can be substantial in cases of serious harm or the death of an adult. An older generation of clinicians might hold to the traditional set of assumptions in this supposedly new era of transparency, but it's not a simple generational divide: on social media plenty of advice posted anonymously by resident doctors says 'do not admit to anything.'
Perhaps the Sunday consultant had another fear about the consequences of admitting error. When I met King's doctors after Martha's death, they referred several times to the case of Dr Hadiza Bawa-Garba, a paediatric registrar at Leicester Royal Infirmary who in 2015 was given a two-year suspended sentence for gross negligence manslaughter following the death from septic shock of six-year-old Jack Adcock in 2011.* (She was struck off the medical register, a decision that was later overturned on appeal.) Her conviction - she was led out of the court wearing handcuffs - sent shockwaves through the medical profession, which were clearly still being felt around the time of Martha's death. There is no doubt that Bawa-Garba made serious mistakes: she missed obvious symptoms of sepsis and stopped the crash team from resuscitating Jack, having mistaken him for another patient. But as other doctors pointed out, system failures, not least understaffing, received insufficient attention at the trial; Bawa-Garba was doing the work of two residents. (The consultant under whom she was working escaped official censure.) During the trial, the prosecution barrister appeared to use her recognition of what she had got wrong against her. Did the Sunday consultant become concerned that, however improbable it seems, the police might come knocking on his door? Cases of gross negligence manslaughter involving medics have always been extremely rare and became even more so after the backlash from this case. But I could see why manifestly inappropriate criminal sanctions for a clinician who had no malicious intent might have caused a frisson for the doctors at King's and contributed to their fears of being held to account.
The Bawa-Garba case is an outlier, but it's easily cited by those opposed to pursuing individual responsibility, as if prosecution were always a likely outcome. Jeremy Hunt, the former health secretary, wrote a book called Zero (2022) about unnecessary deaths in the health service, which repeats the usual line that the best way to prevent another case like Bawa-Garba's is to end blame. On the Today programme last December, Hunt reprised his view that there was a need for 'an open culture ... where people feel they are able to say' if they got something wrong. 'One of the reasons there are so many cover-ups in the NHS', he continued, is that doctors worry that if they admit to an error 'they'll get fired.' When he was asked about accountability he responded: 'If someone turns up to work and does an operation when they're drunk, no quarter should be given. But ... if you create a culture where admitting to the tiniest of mistakes means you get punished from an almighty height, then people don't want to admit to them,' improvements aren't made 'and patients die'.
What struck me about this interview were the examples Hunt chose. No one disputes that a surgeon who is habitually drunk in the operating theatre should be sanctioned. And no one would ever suggest that a doctor who admits to the 'tiniest' of mistakes should be punished from 'an almighty height' (which never happens in any case). But what about the more difficult territory in between? What if a senior doctor's poor decisions are not wholly attributable to system failings, might arise from complacency and contribute to a preventable death? And even if a robust 'culture of learning' is in place, is it likely that all errors will be enthusiastically owned? As the philosophers Joshua Parker and Ben Davies point out in a blog on blame and responsibility, there 'will always be disincentives to owning up when you have risked a patient's health. A no-blame culture cannot negate a doctor or nurse's embarrassment or guilt at having risked a patient's safety; in some cases, this will provide a motivation not to admit culpability.' When I raised this issue with the CEO of King's, he responded: 'It is almost certainly true that some individuals may be concerned about the consequences for them if they do [admit mistakes]; this will be based on a number of factors ... among which will, I am sure, be the impact on their career.' He mentioned 'the need for honesty and humility'. In the aftermath of Martha's death, it would become clear that not only the Sunday consultant but the SHO too were reluctant to admit they had done anything wrong. As part of a discussion of mistakes in Zero, Hunt himself refers to the 'instinct for self-preservation'.
In April 2022,  Merope and I wrote to King's enumerating the questions unresolved by the SI report. We pointed out that because everything had been dealt with in-house some issues hadn't been addressed. The next month I met the chief medical officer, who told me the trust had decided to commission an external investigation into Martha's death, to be conducted by two consultants from Birmingham Women's and Children's Hospital, which has the biggest paediatric liver department in the country after King's. We hadn't explicitly argued for this, and it was welcome as another form of accountability. The chief medical officer told me, as if to explain my motivation, that 'bereaved parents [typically need] longer processes than usual SIs': 'losing a child is one of the hardest things to go through, but losing a child through a medical accident is even harder.' She also admitted, contradicting a claim made to me by a King's consultant, that, for inpatients, 'we do not have the same care at weekends and bank holidays.' While NHS clinicians often concede this in private, they tend not to do so in public.
When I asked her who was responsible for Martha not being seen by a doctor after 5 p.m. on Sunday, she replied: 'I can't possibly give you that.' She did, however, say that the Sunday consultant had finally admitted what she called his 'terrible error in not escalating Martha to critical care': he had sat with her and said, 'I know I made a grave mistake.' He had also regretted having been 'obstructive' about admitting it. The chief medical officer later confirmed that 'he has now genuinely realised that if he had acted differently, Martha would have been admitted to PICU earlier ... and that on the balance of probabilities she would not have died.' But he would later change his position again.
That September, a year after Martha's death, Merope wrote about what happened in an article in the Guardian, which drew on what she had learned from the SI process and the inquest. According to Berry, 'tens of thousands of NHS employees read it and thought about it.' This was a different kind of accountability, unavailable to almost everybody, but possible in this case partly because Merope is a Guardian journalist. She received dozens of supportive responses from doctors and nurses, many of whom said they were not surprised at what had happened. 'After decades in the NHS,' a surgeon wrote, 'I have observed that teaching hospitals ... often attract "high fliers" for whom career progression may appear more important than team working and basic medical care ... In some units, consultants are still gods.' An intensive care director of many years' standing wrote that 'it beggars belief that doctors let [Martha] progress to severe sepsis, altered coagulation, a seizure and septic shock before taking her to PICU ... Doctors are not heroes and have variable ability.' Merope's piece attracted attention in part because the failings it outlined couldn't easily be attributed to a lack of funding or resources; it embraced but also moved beyond the usual, reliable (and important) systemic explanations. Merope made pointed criticisms of the (unidentified) clinicians involved, including the two Sunday residents, and this unsurprisingly proved controversial within the profession. The UK doctors' Reddit threads included sympathetic and informative posts, but also revealed a lot of anger: 'absolutely insulting and unacceptable ... should never have been allowed'; 'There is nothing to learn from this'; 'vindictive'; 'had to skip almost every other paragraph just to put together a semi-consistent discharge summary'; 'frankly disgraceful'; 'there is nothing to blame here apart from the fates.'
Before finishing  their external review, the Birmingham consultants were sufficiently troubled to send an interim alert to King's raising safety concerns, among which was that relations between the paediatric liver team and PICU had now completely broken down. They delivered their report in November and asked the trust for the findings to be disseminated throughout the NHS, which of course didn't happen. They spoke at length with Merope and me at two online meetings. Afterwards, I felt reassured that raising concerns about individual doctors with the GMC had been justified: we had recently been informed that all three were to be the subject of investigations.
The external review also gave a sharper outline to the systemic and cultural failings at King's. On the issue of documentation, one of the Birmingham reviewers said to us: 'Where do I start? Where is it?' No records existed of the consultants' conversations about Martha. There was 'no plan' laying out what to do when her pathway diverged from the normal, they told us, and 'complete disagreement between hepatology and surgery' as to 'who was the primary team responsible' for her care. Nobody 'managed the patient'. These issues cast into relief the need for a single 'responsible clinician', and I asked the reviewers whether named consultants with tangible responsibility existed at their hospital. 'Yes,' they replied, adding that they had believed 'foolishly' the practice had been introduced everywhere.
The second, and related, issue was hierarchy. Nurses on Rays of Sunshine had marked Martha as being 'at risk' on their system during her DIC, but no doctor was aware of this. (One nurse recalled in her SI interview she had been saying for days that Martha was not 'supposed to be on this ward'.) According to one of the Birmingham consultants, some of the nurses 'could see she was getting lethargic even on Thursday. You saw it on Saturday. Nurses who saw her day in, day out could see the trend.' There was, she continued, 'high-handedness' on the part of the liver team and no recognition that the hierarchy was 'not ok'. The psychologist Michael West describes medicine as more hierarchical than the military, and, at its most insidious, a steep hierarchy can erode any sense of agency or responsibility on the part of even experienced nurses and resident doctors. The days of hospital canteens with a section reserved for senior consultants, like an Oxbridge high table, are supposed to have gone for ever. But change is slow.
The Birmingham consultants talked about the liver team's resistance to a critical care review; they told us it 'was ingrained in the culture there that asking for help was somehow a sign of weakness'. The dismissive attitude of the liver consultants to their less senior colleagues in PICU had, they discovered, 'been raised frequently and repeatedly before Martha died'. Keeping the equivalent of high dependency patients on Rays of Sunshine wasn't safe because the ward was 'not staffed or trained to do that'.
The final issue was diagnosis. The reviewers said during our meetings that both parts of Martha's pancreas remained healthy: it would have healed. But the King's consultants hadn't paid the right kind of attention midweek to Martha's dysfunctional inflammatory system. They thought they could manage a 'child/infection in the same way that they managed it with acute liver failure or post-transplant'. This was to me the most revealing and significant perception about the King's liver consultants: they were very confident of their ability to treat complex patients on the ward but failed in their response to Martha's particular condition and trajectory, with no doctor taking enough care or paying enough attention to pause, think about whether the usual treatment was appropriate and take responsibility for making a change. Martha gradually deteriorated over at least a week and every consultant who saw her merely hoped for the best, despite the warning signs, and passed the buck to the next day's doctor. In the Birmingham reviewers' opinion, Martha should have been moved to PICU during the DIC and treated with immunomodulatory therapies: 'It is gut-wrenching that she didn't even get those first or second-line treatments.' There had been 'a litany of heartbreaking failures', they told us. 'We have been asked to do case reviews before and have never been as categorical.' Their report identified 'serious systemic issues' and 'a departmental and trust responsibility for the care failings'. We decided to contact the CQC.
Early in 2023,  Merope and I attended a final meeting at King's, which involved the CEO and two other senior managers, one of them a liver consultant who had seen Martha during the DIC and was the new director of child health. We wanted to discuss causation, culture, 'trust responsibility' and issues such as silo working and hierarchy that had been raised in the external review. Very few bereaved relatives get to talk about these issues with hospital executives: we appreciated the opportunity, and were benefiting no doubt from the attention paid to Merope's piece in the Guardian.
The CEO was uncomfortable answering questions he hadn't been able to prepare for in advance. He expressed sympathy, but also became a little annoyed: King's had admitted responsibility and initiated improvements - what more did we want? It was acknowledged again that the Sunday consultant had made a serious error ('there's no way [he] can redeem himself'; in his call to the head of PICU he was 'grossly incorrect'), and it occurred to me that these managers would rather matters were deflected to the GMC than pursued by the CQC, which would investigate the hospital rather than the doctors. When asked to explain why we were never told Martha was being treated for sepsis, the consultant said that sepsis is 'a big political word', and conceded that doctors try to 'manage the atmosphere' on a ward.
To my mind this meeting marked a sharp turn for the worse in the trust's response to Martha's death. However solicitous they were, the executives refused to accept some of the findings of the external review they had commissioned. The CEO dismissed its conclusions as merely 'an opinion'. The trust would later adopt the position, contrary to the Birmingham reviewers' findings, that Martha shouldn't have been referred to PICU at the time of the DIC bleeding. I had hoped for a more open and less self-protective approach. The trust's argument ignored not only what some of their own clinicians had said but the admitted relaxation in Martha's care during the bank holiday weekend. I believe its executives must themselves have realised that Martha's chances of survival would have hugely increased had she been in PICU from midweek. The trust's intransigence was therefore hard to face; it seemed petty, in fact deplorable. Despite having made some changes since her death, it appeared that King's had learned almost nothing. As the ombudsman's office has noted of the NHS as a whole, 'senior managers and boards are more interested in preserving the reputation of their organisation than dealing with patient safety issues.'
I asked about the power of the liver unit within the trust. In the year 2022-23, according to King's, the paediatric liver team brought in more than PS3 million from private work, including transplants (it carries out more than sixty transplants on children - NHS and private patients - every year). In the five-year period between 2018 and 2023, liver consultants at King's themselves earned PS2.4 million from private patients, despite Covid. (Research is a separate revenue stream; some of the professors have links with pharma and biotech companies.) The rheumatologist Matthew Hutchinson has described the way that 'pampered professors carve out fiefdoms' at some prestigious hospitals. I had heard the term 'special colleagues' used - it refers to cliques of senior doctors so influential in a hospital that they are given unusual autonomy - and pointed out at the meeting that the head of the paediatric liver team is also the medical director of King's Commercial Services Ltd; he has played a role in facilitating King's College Hospital units overseas, in Abu Dhabi, Jeddah and Dubai. The executives denied that he was particularly influential within the trust, but said the liver team is seen as a 'flagship service'.
The patient safety expert (and airline pilot) Martin Bromiley believes there is a lack of oversight of influential consultants within hospitals: 'You have people in charge with no process for reviewing or observing them. They are allowed to just go off and practise, to have a lot of autonomy and responsibility with no check on what they're doing ... British doctors undergo something called "revalidation" every five years but it's essentially a paperwork exercise, based on self-reporting.' Consultants are annually appraised by a colleague in their own department; these appraisals are intended to be supportive, not to raise concerns about poor clinical standards or errors. Part of revalidation involves ensuring that all these appraisals have taken place (there is also a feedback exercise). Revalidation was introduced in 2012 after severe shortcomings were revealed in the oversight of doctors' fitness to practise, but the BMA, the doctors' trade union, predicted that it would 'do very little to weed out underperforming doctors'.
The CQC,  I learned later, had been in touch with King's about Martha's case in spring 2022. The trust was asked a series of standard questions about its procedures and policies, and that was it. Between October and December that year, the CQC carried out a routine inspection of children and young people's services at King's. It's an open secret in hospitals that when the CQC visits - as with Ofsted in schools - everyone's on their best behaviour. Some trusts pay for their staff to have training in how to respond to the inspectors' questions. ('We all saw what they missed but had to stay quiet,' one doctor wrote of an inspection on social media.) When I read the resulting report in February 2023, I got the impression that the CQC had just ticked boxes. The report did not take the external review into account: King's hadn't shared it with the inspectors in time. The conclusions of the two assessments were strikingly different. The CQC found that poor relations between the liver team and PICU weren't an obvious problem and that King's had the issue in hand; its report also concluded that the trust kept detailed documentation of paediatric treatment.
I noticed that, a few weeks before its report on King's came out, the CQC had prosecuted Nottingham University Hospitals NHS Trust over the death of Wynter Andrews, who died shortly after birth, and who, along with her mother, Sarah Andrews, had not received 'safe care and treatment'; the trust pleaded guilty. I asked the CQC what criteria had to be met for criminal prosecution. The answer was evidence not only of 'provider failure', as opposed to individual failings, but of a breach of specific regulations. Regarding King's, I was told that although errors had been made by several clinicians (the CQC seems to accept the idea of individual responsibility), 'we have not been able to demonstrate a breach of regulation on the part of the provider.' I reiterated the findings of the external review to the inspection manager and pressed for a fuller explanation of this decision. Progress was painfully slow; I didn't hear much until the end of July 2023, when I was told that meetings were being held to decide whether to raise the matter with the CQC's Criminal Cases Assessment Progression Panel.
In September Merope was interviewed on Radio 4's Today programme, on what would have been Martha's sixteenth birthday, calling for the introduction of Martha's Rule. This enables patients, families and staff members to call for a critical care review if they believe a patient's deterioration isn't being responded to. (It's also intended as a cultural intervention, an attempt at flattening hierarchies and giving patients and families more agency.) The idea was quickly taken up by politicians and the press, and thus by an initially reluctant NHS England. (People told us that NHS England, which is about to be dissolved, is often nervous of doctors' resistance to being told what to do.) Over the next couple of months, executives at the CQC took a closer look at Martha's case. Their thinking went one way then the other. Finally, in December, I was told that the regulator had decided to open a criminal investigation into the hospital's failure to provide safe care for Martha. Merope and I gave detailed witness statements, which took several days. After months of delays and havering, there was now some urgency because the Health and Social Care Act 2008 stipulates a three-year cut-off for prosecution from the date an offence is committed.
Accountability at 'provider level' began to seem possible. The investigation was to focus on regulations at King's covering sepsis policy, escalation and the referral pathway to ICU. We were told that some clinicians had refused to co-operate: surprisingly, the CQC does not have the power to compel staff to make a statement. There were further delays when the trust dragged its heels in providing information, but King's was eventually given legal questions to answer, and the CQC appointed its own clinical expert witness. In May 2024 the expert produced a report a hundred pages long. The trust read and responded to a summary, and details of the investigation were sent to an independent counsel and then a KC for legal review. Nothing was guaranteed, but it looked like the CQC would proceed towards prosecution.
But then the story took a bizarre turn. In mid-August, just before the three-year cut-off, Merope and I were told that the expert witness had decided to withdraw. After many CQC hours and much expenditure, the case was in tatters (the going rate for a clinical expert's services, the CQC told me, is PS500 an hour). In a rush, and knowing that other eligible experts would be reluctant to take on a 'high-profile' case, the regulator turned to a less experienced candidate, who produced a report only six pages long. I asked why the main expert withdrew but was told I couldn't be given that information. My request to see the reports was turned down. I was stonewalled and told nothing, even after an internal review.
So I wrote to the Information Commissioner's Office, which allows members of the public to 'request recorded information held by public authorities', and it ruled in April this year that the CQC was obliged to send me the reports. I turned first to the substantial report, by the first expert; I thought that I couldn't be affected by reading one more account of Martha's treatment, but I was wrong. Its conclusions were forthright. King's escalation policy was not adequate or in line with national standards: 'It has a glaring failure in that it does not allow the opinion of the ward consultant to be overridden.' Martha's 'deterioration on 29 August was not escalated to PICU because the consultant in charge did not want PICU involvement'. 'This was an eminently survivable injury and the failings in care' from midweek 'led to avoidable harm'. It was 'not apparent that the staff' were up to date in the use of various 'guidelines and tools', including antimicrobial guidelines. 'The guidelines that were in place were inappropriate', and even those 'were not followed' on Rays of Sunshine. The substandard treatment began on the Wednesday, when Martha had the DIC. The report highlighted many faults, including the decision not to remove the PICC line. If the correct action had been taken, 'it is more likely than not that Martha would not have developed refractory septic shock.' The expert was clear that Martha's observation numbers (specifically the increase in lactate) showed that she was already in shock at 5 p.m. on Sunday, more than fourteen hours before she was referred to PICU. There were individual and institutional failings, the expert stated: whether the latter were 'of such a severe degree as to be criminal' would be a matter for the court. We'll never know what the verdict would have been (King's had already denied breaching the regulations), but when the expert withdrew, the trust's executives were let off the hook. I imagine they were very pleased.
I found out that the expert had withdrawn after seeking, for the second time, legal advice about a potential conflict of interest (in 2022 he had produced a short report about Martha's treatment 'on behalf of NHS Resolution', a body that helps trusts resolve disputes after incidents). His initial legal advice found, as the CQC had, that his authorship of the earlier report did not preclude him from acting as the expert witness. I discovered that King's, faced with his damning CQC report, had raised the possibility of a conflict of interest. Its intervention paid off. The rushed account produced by the second expert, a consultant and fellow of the Royal College of Anaesthetists, was of astoundingly poor quality. According to the CQC, he also broke procedural rules in compiling it and they did not consider him a 'credible or reliable' witness.
I thought back to the CQC's months of stalling, its flip-flops about whether to go ahead, its initial confidence that King's didn't have a case to answer, and wondered how many other hospital failings are ignored. Why had the CQC been so ineffectual and self-protective? The answer seems to be that in 2023 and 2024 it was an institution suffering a nervous breakdown. An independent report found that the regulator's severe problems included a failure to carry out enough inspections, a lack of clinical expertise among inspectors and inconsistent assessments. The health secretary, Wes Streeting, said it wasn't 'fit for purpose'. Its CEO had resigned in June 2024, followed by several of its senior staff. This wasn't, it turned out, a good moment to pursue accountability at 'provider level'. The collapse of the investigation was our greatest disappointment in the four-year quest to achieve full recognition of the failings and poor practice at King's. Having considered its handling of Martha's case, the CQC drew up the familiar list of 'learnings' and improvements.
In February this year Nottingham University Hospitals NHS Trust was fined PS1.67 million after the CQC charged it with six counts of failing to provide safe care to three babies and their mothers in 2021. (It became the first trust to be fined more than once; it had already been fined in connection with the Wynter Andrews case.) One of the babies, Quinn Parker, died a month before Martha. The trust denied making mistakes and refused to share documents with the court; the record of a phone call went missing. Quinn's parents first complained to the CQC in March 2022, and waited eight months before getting the same response I did: 'Upon review of evidence we have determined failings at individual level rather than ... provider level.' Nearly a year after first making contact with the CQC, they persuaded it to proceed with a prosecution; in this case, the clinical expert came through. But Quinn's parents accused the regulator of bungling a separate investigation into the hospital's failure to follow the duty of candour: the trust can no longer be prosecuted on these grounds because of the three-year statute of limitations. The CQC's new boss, Julian Hartley, has talked to bereaved families failed by the regulator, and says he wants Streeting to lift the time limit: it takes years for hospital failings to be exposed, particularly when trusts don't co-operate, and other prosecutors and regulators, such as the police and the Health and Safety Executive, are not subject to the same rule. The reform is badly needed.
Ihad asked  the GMC several times for updates into their investigations of the three doctors and provided it with more information. By now I had a new set of questions regarding each doctor's actions and their reaction to Martha's death. Why did the Sunday consultant seem so preoccupied with Merope's anxiety? What led the registrar, before he left the ward, to think that Martha had 'improved'? And why did the SHO change her explanation for her failure to visit Martha? The Birmingham reviewers, who spoke to her, told us in our meetings that they had found her 'incredibly defensive. We gave her every opportunity to change her statements to us because they were contradicted by others.' But the SHO continued to deny that 'there was anything wrong in the way that, as a doctor, she behaved that night. We thought she'd be in pieces. We are both a little stunned.' The SHO also told them that she saw her job that night as primarily clerical: it was not her responsibility to 'review the sick patients'. It's true that she was the most junior doctor involved, but none of the other resident doctors of a similar grade on the ward shared her perception of their role: ST3 doctors have considerable responsibilities.
Why had the SHO said in her SI statement that 'no concerns were raised to me through the night shift until approximately 5.50 a.m.' although the nurse in charge made clear in her SI interview that the SHO had been notified overnight about Martha's fluid intake, flashes in her vision and tachycardia? (This discrepancy was not mentioned in the SI report.) The nurse in charge was clear that 'everyone was thinking that Martha was septic.' Early on Monday morning, when Martha had the cerebral hypoperfusion, why did the SHO wait 75 minutes after her collapse to contact the registrar, doing so only after the results of the usual morning blood gas test came back? Why did she think that Martha had merely fainted, reassuring Merope along these lines, when Martha's observation chart showed her to be in a critical condition? It was hours after her collapse before Martha was transferred to ICU. During this time she said to Merope in desperation: 'It feels like it's unfixable.'
I knew from the Birmingham reviewers that the Sunday registrar had, in their words, 'gone down a rabbit hole' with regard to the rash, and paid too little attention to Martha's low blood pressure. Both the registrar and the SHO 'absolutely lost sight of what they were looking at and dealing with, and they didn't listen to the nurses ... There is nothing you can say to justify it.' Given Martha was hypotensive, why wasn't her blood pressure checked between 2 p.m. and 5 p.m. (as it would have been in PICU)? One of the nurses said in her SI interview that the registrar told her he was 'afraid of letting HDU know in case they tell me off' - another excuse for blindly following the Rays of Sunshine escalation protocol. I knew, however, that the GMC would take into account the registrar's clear admission of error. He had been open during the investigations, inquest and external review, and said that he recognised that Martha's case had exposed gaps in his knowledge and experience. 'I got it completely wrong,' he told the Birmingham reviewers.
'Resident doctors are often fearful,' an experienced clinician from another hospital said to me. 'They rationalise, they self-justify, they do not always act in the most transparent way. Their lives are littered with sub-optimal decisions and less than perfect actions; they watch patients suffer for longer because of incorrect diagnoses or wayward treatment selections. Every day, in every hospital, sick patients are assessed by the least experienced staff.' Bestsellers by Atul Gawande, Adam Kay and other doctors have portrayed this state of affairs, but I'm not sure its potential consequences are part of most people's understanding of hospital care. The risks are not borne in mind by vulnerable patients or their families on the ward, where deference and gratitude to all doctors seem likely to ensure the best treatment. Merope and I wish we had been less trusting, and had asked (politely) each resident what their tasks were, where they came in the hierarchy, what safety nets existed and - when their decisions seemed questionable and none of the consultants was around - which other clinicians we could speak to.
The findings  of the GMC investigations arrived at the same time as the CQC debacle was unfolding, late in August 2024, nearly two and a half years since it had begun to make provisional inquiries into the three doctors. Any chance I had of sleeping for the next few nights disappeared. The GMC appoints its own clinical expert and prefers not to conduct interviews, relying on medical notes, statements and SI reports. Around 80 per cent of its investigations are closed with no further action (this number is getting bigger over time). If the GMC wants to indicate that a doctor has significantly departed from the guidelines set out in its handbook Good Medical Practice, it can issue advice or a warning. Or, more seriously, the doctor might be referred to a tribunal, where a hearing is conducted by an adjacent body, the Medical Practitioners Tribunal Service (MPTS). Involvement in a GMC investigation is a stressful experience for any medic, especially as it often takes a long time. Clinicians are fond of saying on social media that the GMC is their enemy, that it would throw them under a bus at any opportunity. It has come under justified fire regarding several cases, including Bawa-Garba's. Hospital managers have also been accused of silencing whistleblowers by complaining about their work to the GMC. Consultants tend to reassure anxious resident doctors that it is rare for the GMC to issue sanctions for mistakes in clinical practice. As one Reddit post stated: 'You're far more likely to be struck off for lying on an application/drink driving/punching someone in a bar/sleeping with your patients than anything you do on the job.'
This is something I hadn't understood until long after we contacted the GMC: most of its investigations don't concern clinical performance. The council has been around since the 1850s; as late as the 1970s, it was advising its members that errors in diagnosis and treatment were not its concern (unlike alcoholism, sexual misconduct and so on). The GMC takes questions of probity seriously: dishonesty or a cover-up of mistakes can lead to sanction. But most of the cases that involve sanctions are to do with criminal convictions and non-clinical misconduct - drink and drug offences, writing false prescriptions, working privately while on sick leave from the NHS and so on. As one consultant who has worked with the GMC put it to me, being a doctor is almost always a 'job for life' unless you engage in criminal behaviour.
At the end of a GMC investigation, case examiners weigh up the clinical expert's findings in the light of other evidence, including the doctor's defence, and produce an 'outcome letter'. We didn't expect any sanction to be imposed on the King's doctors that would prevent them from working, but we did seek official recognition that their practice in relation to Martha had been poor. The cases of the registrar and SHO were closed with no further action. No advice or warning. The Sunday consultant's case went forward to a hearing.
The examiners considering the SHO focused on whether it could be proved that she had received an instruction not to review Martha overnight: if she had, the overall standard of care she'd delivered was, according to the GMC clinical expert, 'below the expected standard'; without it, 'seriously below'. The missing handover document meant that nothing was clear; the expert wrote that the conflicting evidence suggested one of the doctors was being 'disingenuous'. The case examiners decided that the GMC 'was not in a position to resolve' the issue, and it was plausible the SHO had believed Martha shouldn't be reviewed. They also stated that she had 'apologised ... for her failure' to visit Martha overnight. But if they meant apologised to us, this wasn't correct. In a note that she was encouraged to write by King's, the SHO used the formula that she was sorry for our loss (not what the duty of candour asks for); and her representatives communicated her regret if she had misunderstood 'what she was told regarding an overnight review'. It was a small reinterpretation by the GMC, but a revealing one.
The GMC didn't directly address the SHO's failure to respond to Martha's observation numbers at 10 p.m. and 11 p.m. And the decision stated: 'There is no evidence that ... any of the nurses alerted' the SHO 'to concerns about Martha overnight'. This also wasn't true. The GMC failed to consider the nurse in charge's recollection that she had told the SHO about Martha's new symptoms, though I had alerted them to it, and the Birmingham review had noted that there was contradictory evidence. It turned out that the GMC investigators had not only ignored this evidence but failed, over nearly two and a half years, to call in, or take account of, any testimony from the nurses on Rays of Sunshine, which led me to doubt whether the whole process had been carried out with sufficient thoroughness. When I pointed this out, the GMC corporate review manager responded: 'I can only apologise for the inevitable distress we have caused.' The GMC conceded that the absence of the nurses' testimonies was 'a flaw' in the investigation but decided to discount the nurse in charge's evidence anyway, stating that there was 'no nursing record' of the SHO having been informed. In the outcome letter, the clinical expert argued that the SHO's response to Martha's cerebral hypoperfusion was 'below the expected standard'. Her mistakes were explained away by the examiners on the grounds that she had a 'flawed understanding' of what was going on, and 'did not appreciate the seriousness' of Martha's condition.
The examiners looking into the case of the registrar made serious criticisms. The GMC's expert concluded that he did not escalate Martha's case at lunchtime on Sunday; that he failed to recognise her hypotension; and that he did not communicate the risks to Merope because he had a 'self-admitted flawed understanding' of Martha's physiological status. Overall, the expert concluded that the registrar's performance was 'seriously below the expected standard': 'it should have been evident to any reasonably competent paediatric registrar that Patient MM was suffering from significant physiological derangement and required more aggressive intervention.' In his defence, the registrar's representatives made much of the fact that, although he was the most senior doctor on the ward, he was not the most senior member of the team that Sunday: the strict hierarchy meant the key decisions were taken by the consultant on call. Despite this, the case examiners agreed that, with regard to two of the allegations against him, the 'realistic prospect test' - whether it is realistic to think that a panel will find 'the doctor's fitness to practise is impaired' - had been met.
This didn't mean his case would go forward. The only relevant question in these cases was whether the two doctors were currently fit to practise. The GMC hadn't been told of any other complaints about either of them, and their representatives had provided evidence of 'insight and remediation'. The SHO, now a registrar, had written something about the ways in which her practice should improve, and completed an e-module on sepsis; it was said that these days she is more proactive in attending patients. The registrar, now a consultant, had taken various courses, prepared written reflections and had an educational role in his department. The GMC's decisions not to take either case to a tribunal meant that there would be no record within the profession or outside it of its criticisms of either doctor.
A non-King's consultant suggested to me that the two resident doctors had merely been unlucky to be on shift that Sunday. In The Golden Thread, discussing Merope's Guardian article, Berry writes that the doctors involved 'were, and are we must presume, "good" people'. He underlines that conscientious doctors are likely to be profoundly affected by being involved in events that lead to serious harm or avoidable death. There are two aspects to this. The first concerns whether those affected in this way learn from their mistakes. According to the consultant I spoke to, if the SHO and registrar are 'intelligent, feeling doctors, one would imagine that they would think about sepsis in nearly every patient they see for the rest of their careers'. This is itself a form of accountability, though a hypothetical one with no public instantiation: doctors are trusted to recognise their mistakes and respond in this way. Such self-correction is part of being a clinician: improvement comes as experience grows and because of mistakes made.
The second aspect is the emotional harm assumed to have been suffered by doctors who have been involved in negligence cases. In a BMJ article from 2014 Sinead Millwood writes that 'there has been a great deal of research into the negative effect that medical errors have on healthcare workers.' As 'second victims', they 'experience many of the same emotions and feelings as ... the patient and family members'. I would never underestimate the emotional toll on empathetic doctors, but no one whose child had died would ever write in these terms ('the same feelings'). The comparison is almost offensive. In the literature that discusses ways to reassure and support doctors who have been involved in serious failings, the perspective of, and consequences for, the patient or family fade into the background. Several times during the last four years I have found myself helplessly reminding medics and officials that at the centre of our discussion was not a learning opportunity, an unfortunate event that would prompt the occasional upsetting recollection. A teenager needlessly died. But then for them Martha's death belongs to the past.
Clinicians in fact often say that they inevitably insulate themselves from feeling too much. This response is in part a recognition that hospitals are a zone of risk, and might contribute to what Bruce Keogh, a surgeon and the former national medical director of NHS England, has called the 'acceptance' of harm. Research also indicates that doctors believe they are meant not to show or even feel emotion: being unemotional is a badge of honour, a mark of professionalism. Numerous studies show that medical students become less empathetic as they progress through their years of training. They have to 'toughen up' and stay calm, and can be judged harshly if they don't. As Marika Davies pointed out in 2016 in the BMJ, there is a 'professional taboo around grief'. Patients are often depersonalised (I have spoken to doctors who develop strategies to counteract this); the process is often discussed in relation to burnout, the daily stress experienced by clinicians. In the distancing, minimising language of systems, Martha's death was a 'poor outcome'. The neurosurgeon Henry Marsh writes that 'much of what goes on in hospitals ... is about emphasising the gap between staff and patients.' The Birmingham reviewers, having talked to all the doctors involved in Martha's treatment, said that only one of them spoke about her as a person.
The  Medical Practitioners Tribunal Service hearing into the case of the Sunday consultant took place over three weeks in Manchester in the early summer of this year (his name is easily found, but I would rather not use it in this piece). In such adversarial hearings, the GMC becomes in effect the prosecutor, and is represented, like the doctor, by a barrister, who makes submissions. The tribunal consisted of a layperson, a lawyer and a GP. Its task was not to consider the consultant's treatment of Martha as a whole but to look into the specific allegations made by the GMC in the light of its investigation and the report of its clinical expert (a consultant paediatric intensivist), which found evidence of practice 'seriously below the accepted standard'. Beforehand, I was asked if I wanted Martha to be referred to by her name or as 'Patient A': I didn't get to choose, but could state a preference (anonymity is often beneficial). I said 'Martha', of course - a tiny protest against depersonalisation. The MPTS holds between two hundred and three hundred hearings a year, involving both GPs and hospital doctors. The determinations are available online: a handful are published every week.
Overall, the hearings provide often startling variations on established themes. Some involve racist or prejudiced behaviour: in 2022 a GP was suspended for nine months after putting in her medical notes that a patient should speak better English and insisting she remove her veil. (His suspension has recently been extended for working when he wasn't allowed to.) Hearings involving sexual harassment, of patients and fellow clinicians, are fairly frequent: a consultant was suspended for a year in 2023 after walking up behind a theatre sister who was addressing a huddle of fifteen colleagues and grabbing her buttocks with both hands. In 2021 the papers reported that a consultant radiologist had been struck off after being convicted of voyeurism for hiding his mobile phone in toilets to film women. One consultant who worked - as many do - both privately and for the NHS, was suspended last year for secretly treating private patients on NHS time. A senior doctor described by his lawyer as a 'sometimes arrogant and intimidatory consultant' (before he remediated) was suspended in 2023 in part for taking on private work that he knew would clash with his NHS commitments. A GP who prescribed drugs to herself and relatives over four years was suspended in 2023 but has now been cleared to return to work; she told her tribunal that as part of her remediation she had attended an eight-day 'truthfulness retreat'. Hearings involving clinical misconduct - patients coming to harm - are more unusual, even more so when they involve doctors like the Sunday consultant, who don't have a record of poor performance.
The allegations included the consultant's failure to arrange a critical care review, his failure to come into the hospital to observe Martha after her rash developed, and his giving misleading and inaccurate blood pressure and lactate readings in his evening phone call to the head of PICU, thus giving the false impression that Martha was stable. The consultant denied all the allegations. This was a reversal of what he'd said to the chief medical officer at King's, as recounted at our meeting in May 2023. In a solicitor's letter from December 2023 he had again, after considering 'very carefully', acknowledged that he was wrong in not arranging Martha's escalation at 5 p.m. and admitted he had 'probably' given misleading readings to the head of PICU. Now he was facing a tribunal, however, he had decided these admissions were incorrect. I found this difficult to take: doctors from King's, including his bosses, let alone independent experts, were sure he had made serious mistakes, and I wondered how he'd persuaded himself to say otherwise. Self-justifications can be seductive and harden over time into a convincing version of reality. His across-the-board refusal to admit error seemed to work against the 'culture of learning' and openness promoted in the NHS. It risked becoming a damaging example to other doctors, encouraging the impulse to deny everything. All the same, I could understand his desire to prevent Martha's death being associated solely with his negligence, as if management and cultural problems and the actions of other clinicians had played no part in it.
I went to the hearing for a number of days as an observer. Within an hour of the start, I felt this might have been foolish. The consultant and his barrister were swapping notes, smiles and jokes. (The barrister, a successful London lawyer, has, according to a clients' guide, 'represented doctors accused of grooming, sexual offences against children, dishonesty, clinical incompetence and violence'.) I was struck by my naivety: I hadn't realised I would feel like any victim or victim's relative in a legal setting, watching uneasily as hired professionals pursue their game strategies. Over the weeks, I didn't once get a sense that anyone present had fully thought through that Martha had been deprived of, say, seventy years of life. I had no idea what the end result of the hearing would be and wasn't looking for a particular sanction to be imposed. But I did hope the allegations would be found proved, especially since the consultant had denied them. I realised again how much my understanding of accountability and justice involved an official recognition and acknowledgment of individual responsibility - even more so when the clinician refused to recognise it himself.
The GMC's clinical expert argued that Martha should have been referred to PICU at 12 p.m. or 1 p.m. on Sunday; the intensive care doctors would have made more 'aggressive interventions'. He suggested that while particular symptoms were alarming in themselves, they mattered less than a consideration of Martha's deterioration as a whole. The head of PICU, another witness, reprised the 'for information only', 'not for review' message that had been relayed by the consultant during their phone conversation that evening.
The defence did not call an independent clinical expert, which I was told was a weakness. Speaking in his own defence, the consultant acknowledged that he hadn't seen Martha after midday, and underlined that, at home, he was relying on the information given to him by the registrar. He claimed his response to Martha's deterioration had been 'stepped' and appropriate, and also emphasised that Rays of Sunshine regularly looked after 'very sick', complex liver patients 'and we do not have events like this.' (He had a habit of saying 'sick' or 'unwell' when the more accurate term was 'in a very serious or critical condition'.) The consultant, I was told by the GMC barrister, was unfazed when cross-examined (Q: 'You present as somebody who ... choose[s] your words very carefully.' A: 'I don't wish to deceive'). His interpretation of events differed on occasion from other expert accounts, including the SI report and the Birmingham review; these inconsistencies went unchallenged. He was the only hospital doctor in the room. At one point he suggested that the head of PICU's version of their evening call was 'extreme' and 'absurd'. The disparity in recollection, his barrister said, could be explained by the head of PICU feeling the 'extraordinary pressure that this case must have imposed'. This made me uncomfortable, in part because the head of PICU had made a note of the call soon afterwards, unlike the Sunday consultant, but also because he seemed the most aware and emotionally sophisticated of all the professors we encountered at King's.
In terms of treatment, the defence claimed that 'there was little else they could try.' One witness for the defence was another King's professor, a consultant for three decades, who had twice been dismissive to Merope when she expressed concern about Martha's treatment. He pointed out that a number of previous patients on Rays of Sunshine who had looked 'like they were in incipient shock' had stayed on the ward and survived. He was ambivalent about the virtues of critical care outreach, and shifted attention away from the Sunday consultant by implying that the whole approach to Martha's injury had been misguided (a patient with worse abdominal trauma than hers had major surgery at an early stage and was home in a week): the consultant was merely unfortunate to be the one left 'holding the baby'.
The tribunal found two allegations proved: the consultant should have come into the hospital to see Martha and he should have arranged a PICU review. In the afternoon the changes in her physiology 'collectively indicated a sudden and significant deterioration for no clearly identified reason ... the clinical condition of Martha justified escalation to PICU and this opportunity was not taken.' It was a relief that these errors were recognised, that the consultant's denials did not stand.
The next stage was to determine whether there should be a finding of misconduct. The consultant's barrister argued that his errors constituted a single misjudgment in a long and 'exemplary' career, but the tribunal considered it relevant that 'there was no sound reason' for the consultant not to come into the hospital or arrange a review. 'These were not actions which carried any particular risk, but the real risk lay in the greater possibility of a serious outcome if he did not do these things.' Taking all factors into account, it continued, the consultant's 'omissions ... essentially amounted to gross negligence' and misconduct.
The  tribunal next had to decide whether the consultant's fitness to practise was 'impaired'. Part of this process involved the consideration of wider questions to do with his role and his response to Martha's death. The defence underlined his 'international reputation' for research. He had recently attended several conferences and given a 'state of the art lecture' in Amsterdam. Since Martha's death, he had been receiving plaudits and enjoying research success. Another professor went so far as to say in a statement that any 'adverse findings' against the consultant would have a 'significant impact on the evolution of liver medicine'.
Attention was paid to the consultant's 'insight' into what happened and evidence he'd given of remediation. He had completed e-learning courses on sepsis (but said he knew it all already). The tribunal decided to accept the claim that he had 'reflected extensively' and 'shown significant remorse', but I wondered how he could be said to have real insight when he had denied all the allegations. I looked up remorse in the dictionary. The definition is a 'deep regret coming from a sense of guilt for past wrongs'. But according to him, there were no 'wrongs'. Or perhaps the consultant's remorse was for the way King's had failed Martha (I don't doubt he was upset by her death). According to his 'responsible officer' - an associate medical director at King's - the consultant had apologised 'on more than one occasion to Martha's parents'. I recall only a letter written by his lawyers and sent via the GMC; that letter repeatedly referred to 'the errors' in Martha's treatment, not his errors.
The tribunal accepted his defence's claim that he had 'agonised' over his conduct on the Sunday in question and noted that a number of months after Martha's death, around the time the GMC opened its provisional investigation into his conduct, he had decided to step back from frontline patient treatment: he still worked the same number of hours and this allowed him to devote more energy to his work on genetics. He said this was because he had become over-cautious; no one was likely to raise the possibility that it was a decision taken carefully, with an eye on the way his actions were being discussed at King's and on the GMC's interest in remediation.
The tribunal found that the consultant's fitness to practise was impaired. This was not because he hadn't 'remediated' or because there was a 'risk of repetition' of the error, but on 'public interest' grounds: 'The misconduct was such that a finding of impairment was required to uphold public confidence in the profession ... there had been a significant potential risk of harm to Martha and it was appropriate to send a message to the profession as to the importance of following the basic and fundamental principles as set out in Good Medical Practice.'
The final decision taken at the hearing concerned any sanction. The GMC argued for a suspension, understanding that it would be brief. The consultant's barrister stressed the publicity surrounding the case, which had been difficult for a doctor of such 'distinction'. The tribunal decided that the 'exceptional circumstances' meant no sanction should be imposed. The determination made much of the consultant's international renown and specialised expertise; it would be wrong 'to deprive the public' of such a doctor, even for a short time. The tribunal echoed the defence's argument that to suspend the consultant 'for one single lapse of judgment' would 'be akin to punishment, which is not the role of the MPTS'. It said in the consultant's favour that he had 'instructed' the registrar to escalate Martha to PICU if her blood pressure dropped again on Sunday evening: I'm sure this is a mistake. It was the registrar, not the consultant, who, during their second call, raised the possible need for escalation; a plan might have been agreed between them, it's difficult to know (at his meeting with us, the consultant couldn't remember what was said). But according to every document I've read, save the tribunal transcript where there is a slightly confused mention by the consultant himself, no 'instruction' was given (the registrar was not called to give evidence).
Among the other exceptional circumstances detailed were that there had been 'no repetition' of the consultant's failings (unlikely, given that he had withdrawn from frontline treatment), and that there was, according to the tribunal, 'no evidence' his gross negligence had contributed to Martha's death (this was oddly definitive, given that the tribunal was aware of the evidence given to the inquest by the SI investigator that she would probably have survived had she been moved to PICU). The tribunal found, lifting a sentence from the consultant's defence, that he 'hadn't sought to blame others' (though he kept saying he had relied on the registrar). It also mentioned systemic failings on the ward. The final exceptional circumstance, which again echoed the defence's argument, was that the finding of impairment would be a 'continuing embarrassment' for such a distinguished doctor. I thought this an exposing and tactless choice of words, an illustration of how easily the disproportion of consequence is forgotten when a high-status professional is involved. For the consultant, at worst, 'embarrassment'; for Martha ...
The consultant's  denial of all the allegations didn't have overriding legal significance, I realised, but it struck me that, in the end, his defensiveness cost him nothing. Since September 2024 he had been working under GMC-imposed 'conditions', which meant he had to be supervised in any patient-facing activity. These were immediately removed. The official outcome of the tribunal was 'no action'.
Interviewed on the Today programme, the former health minister James Bethell picked up on a sentence from the determination: 'The tribunal considered that the best way to repair any harm would be for him to continue to provide his specialist expertise at home and abroad.' That 'kind of sentence is very unusual these days', Bethell said. 'It's the old boys' network approach. I find it an odd way to respond to an event like this ... The hierarchical nature of the health system has improved a lot but there are some old practices that make me feel uncomfortable.' Did the tribunal pause to think before using the extraordinary phrase 'repair any harm'? It occurred to me that the importance placed on the liver team's renown, the assumption that it was 'world-class' and 'special', which had negatively affected the operation of Rays of Sunshine and contributed to Martha's death, was mirrored in the tribunal's justifications for imposing no sanction. For a number of medics on social media, however, the decision raised a different question, becoming the occasion to rehearse long-standing concerns that ethnic minority doctors are more likely to fall foul of the GMC/MPTS. Yet again Bawa-Garba was the touchstone. One doctor posted that Martha was the victim of worse negligence than Jack Adcock: 'Here a child is deteriorating for days, the parents are concerned, nobody does anything ...'
The GMC's executive panel considered at the end of June whether to appeal against the decision, and concluded that in the light of the tribunal's findings that the consultant's 'omissions were "particularly grave" and "essentially amounted to gross negligence"', a 'period of suspension would have been appropriate. It is extremely unusual for a sanction not to follow a finding of impairment and the panel would have expected one to be imposed in this case.' Despite this, the GMC decided not to appeal, arguing that the impairment would remain on the 'distinguished' consultant's record for five years, and pointing again to his 'insight and remediation'. No reference was made to his denial of the allegations.
Only a handful of other hearings over the past few years have ended in a finding of impaired fitness to practise but no sanction. One involved a doctor who looked up answers on an iPad during an exam; he admitted his dishonesty throughout the investigation. I was trying to establish a comparison, but it was difficult: no risks had been taken with a patient; nobody had died. Another hearing concerned a doctor who had failed to get consent for pursuing only palliative treatment in an elderly patient in the last phase of life. Again, the doctor had fully admitted error from the outset, showing, it appears, the sort of 'honesty and humility' the chief executive of King's had advocated when he wrote to us. In the same week that Martha's case was decided, another tribunal ruled that the fitness to practise of Dr Sarah Benn, an environmental and animal rights activist, remained impaired because her political protests had broken the law. Sanctions were thought to be appropriate. She had already been suspended, and her suspension was now extended for a further twelve months.
'To be honest,' the Birmingham investigators had told us, 'we are coming to the end of this review with complete shame for our profession.' I have heard many times from different people that the way in which Martha was allowed to die was unusual and disturbing. Yet without the interventions Merope and I made, no outside agencies other than the coroners' court would have asked serious questions of King's or the Rays of Sunshine doctors (and an inquest never considers individual responsibility). The trust showed no desire to pursue the Sunday consultant's negligence beyond a couple of interviews; such a lack of interest is not only accepted but defended. Martha's death would simply have been tidied away. In-house responses by trusts to avoidable deaths become routine: an apology (if the family is lucky) and the promise of 'learnings' - the zone of risk, the acceptance of harm. Activate the SI machine then move on, hoping the press doesn't notice the inquest (but prepare boilerplate regrets, just in case). A doctor on Reddit posted after seeing a Guardian news story on the tribunal: 'Think of how many patients have met similar fates that never receive any attention, because the parents don't have the guile or resources to recognise and/or escalate it. For every case like this we hear about, there will be a ton more lurking under the surface.'
Investigating the trust's failings should be the priority after a preventable death in hospital, but intractable questions remain about the way to approach the responsibility of the individual clinicians involved, and whether bereaved families are adequately served by the processes currently in place. Jack Hawkins, a consultant in acute medicine, and his wife, Sarah, a senior physiotherapist, both worked at Nottingham University Hospitals NHS Trust, where their daughter Harriet was stillborn as a result of negligence. In June this year it was announced that the trust was to be investigated for corporate manslaughter in relation to hundreds of cases: Sarah and Jack said that it was 'just one piece of the jigsaw ... We must never lose sight of individual accountability.' The parents of Grace O'Malley Kumar, a 19-year-old Nottingham University student who was one of three people murdered by Valdo Calocane in 2023, are both doctors: her mother is a consultant anaesthetist and her father a GP. Following the publication of the report detailing the shortcomings of Calocane's mental health treatment, they called for the clinicians involved to be named: 'If individuals are not held to account, systems will not change.' The chief executive of Nottinghamshire Healthcare NHS Foundation Trust responded to the report: 'We apologise unreservedly for the opportunities we missed ... We are making clear progress with a trust-wide plan, which is already delivering key improvements.'
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Short Cuts
Reform's Disaster Capitalism
Peter Geoghegan

3570 wordsReform UK  held its first conference in October 2021. The party was polling in the low single digits. Only a few hundred people turned up. Richard Tice, who had replaced Nigel Farage as leader seven months earlier, had chosen to hold the event on the same day - and in the same city, Manchester - as the Conservative Party Conference. He hired a battle bus with a sound system to drive past the Tory event. But Reform hadn't factored in traffic restrictions. 'Lots of the roads were shut off. We got stuck down this narrow side street,' Adam Wood, a Reform activist, recalled. 'The police weren't too happy with us.'
Wood, a business development manager from Rotherham who joined Ukip aged eighteen, stood for Reform in local elections in Yorkshire in May 2022. He got 89 votes. In the Wakefield by-election the following month, Reform received less than 2 per cent of the vote. 'There were only five of us working on that,' Wood told me. 'A lot of us were clamouring for Nigel to come back. We knew we could never do what we wanted without him.' As we spoke outside the main auditorium at Reform's conference earlier this month, three middle-aged men walked past. All were wearing turquoise Reform-branded football strips with the same name on the back: Farage. He's number 10. The playmaker.
Reform has just four MPs but the party has dominated the political narrative since last year's general election. It is now consistently polling at around 30 per cent, well ahead of Labour. In May's local elections, Reform won 677 seats, two mayoralties and outright control of ten councils. More than five thousand people bought tickets to the conference at Birmingham's National Exhibition Centre, a cavernous space tacked onto the city's international airport. The 'momentous event' had many familiar trappings: a busy fringe programme, a smattering of business sponsors, ambitious young men in sharp suits. But it also felt different from any party conference I'd attended before. The queue that snaked around the conference perimeter on the first morning had a giddy, almost nervous energy. It was overwhelmingly, if not exclusively, white. The biggest constituency, men in jeans and T-shirts, wouldn't have looked out of place at one of the rock concerts advertised on the NEC's hoardings.
Inside the main hall, the queue for the bar was already twenty people deep at 10.30 a.m. Senior executives stayed away but a phalanx of lobbyists and VIPs milled around the Heathrow Airport Lounge. JCB, the construction equipment manufacturer and longstanding Conservative donor, had brought its latest model, the Pothole Pro digger. A cranky campaign group opposing Covid vaccines had a stand. The most prominent display in the hall was selling gold bullion. A photograph of a beaming Farage loomed over it: 'Protect your wealth in uncertain times.' Last year, Direct Bullion paid Farage PS280,000 to record a handful of promotional ads that ran on GB News. Nearby a firm was selling cryptocurrency. Another stand selling gold gave me a chocolate coin and an invitation to 'explore the opportunity'. The co-owner, a burly white Zimbabwean, told me gold was ideal for hiding money 'from the prying eyes of banks'. When I said I was a journalist he quickly started talking about Know Your Customer checks. 'We take compliance very seriously,' he assured me.
Lee, an IT contractor from Kent, had taken the day off work to come to his first party conference. He had been out the night before, drinking with a right-wing vlogger he had met online. The former prime-time comedian Jim Davidson was at the same bar. 'Reform does the best parties,' Lee told me. He used to vote Conservative but 'never Ukip'. So why Reform? 'Immigration. It's out of control.' He was heading to his first fringe event of the day, on 'securing the borders'. I tagged along. On a makeshift stage, James Frayne, a Conservative strategist, was explaining to a full house that Reform's stance on immigration aligns with public attitudes. In recent YouGov polling, 38 per cent of respondents rated Reform 'best at handling asylum and immigration'. Voters, Frayne said, were 'coming round' to the idea of leaving the European Convention on Human Rights and introducing caps on immigrant numbers, but Reform's language 'needed to be more careful'. Frayne's fellow panellists were not exactly circumspect: a feverish Telegraph journalist called the BBC 'the belly of the beast' and rejoiced that 'things that might have been impossible to discuss a year ago are now being discussed by the man who will be our next prime minister.' Matthew Goodwin, a presenter on GB News, read off a litany of violent crimes committed by asylum seekers and implored the audience to 'take back your country', promising to 'weaponise these issues all day long'. It was time to 'start putting the security of the British people and our children first'. Lee, sitting a few rows from the front, was nodding along furiously.
Farage was due to close the first day, but around noon a booming tannoy announced that his speech was being moved forward. With Westminster in tumult over Angela Rayner's resignation as deputy prime minister, he wanted to make sure he hit the lunchtime news. I hurried to the main conference hall. On stage, the former Conservative minister (and now Reform mayor for Greater Lincolnshire) Andrea Jenkyns was dressed in a sequinned jumpsuit and singing a song she'd written called 'Insomniac'. 'Is this god-awful Labour government giving you sleepless nights and insomnia too?' she asked. The auditorium cheered. After the Trumpian entreaty to 'drill, baby, drill,' Jenkyns handed over to 'our next prime minister'. In a scene that could have been taken from Pop Idol, Farage emerged in a cloud of smoke and pyrotechnics. He grinned, milking the applause. The speech was pedestrian by his standards but it didn't need to be electric. The words, now widely reported, wrote themselves. Starmer's government was 'deep in crisis'. Labour MPs would defect to Jeremy Corbyn's new party. Reform - 'the party that stands up for decent working people' - needed to be ready to win a general election in 2027. Before introducing the party's latest Tory defector, the former culture secretary Nadine Dorries, Farage said he would stop illegal immigrants arriving on small boats within two weeks of winning power. The crowd roared in approval.
Farage's rhetoric on immigration is more considered than his political opponents usually admit. There are nods and winks - the notorious 'breaking point' poster a week before the Brexit referendum - but Farage himself seldom crosses the line into outright racism. Reform rejects the label 'far-right'; last year, the BBC apologised for describing the party as such, following a complaint from Tice. But the rhetoric has been more strident in recent months: in March, the then Reform MP Rupert Lowe was censured for endorsing mass deportation of illegal immigrants on social media. By the summer, Farage was saying that 'nobody in London understands how close we are to civil disobedience.' He pledged to deport 600,000 immigrants and later confirmed that he would be willing to deport Afghan women to the Taliban. 'Nigel knows how to push the conversation, but he also understands that you have to do it gradually, bring people with you,' Andy Wigmore, the former director of communications at Leave.EU, told me. Wigmore, one of the original 'bad boys of Brexit' with Farage and Arron Banks, is now based in Washington, where he works for the Republican lobbyist Gerry Gunster. He says Farage is learning from Trump's White House. 'Milei. Meloni. Orban. Nigel. They are all going to adopt the Trump strategy. They're not extreme anymore.'
Most of the people I met in Birmingham were temperate, if on the cynical side of sceptical. They wanted the small boats stopped, but also investment in the NHS and higher wages. They were fed up with a political system they see as sclerotic and corrupt. For many, the conference was a social occasion. 'This is my holiday,' Andy Walker, an avuncular former policeman, told me. He was manning the stall for Yorkshire and the Humber in the bustling membership enclosure. The previous night, he had been drinking with Lee Anderson, the MP for Ashfield and another host on GB News. 'We're the party with characters.' But Reform's darker vistas were also visible. A young American woman who lives in London told me she couldn't understand why Farage had appointed the businessman Zia Yusuf as the party's new head of policy. 'How can you be against Islamisation and have a Muslim in a position like that?' (In June, Yusuf briefly resigned as party chairman after facing a torrent of racist abuse.) On the second morning, I spoke to a man wearing a black T-shirt with an image of a Crusader and the slogan 'For England'. He was reluctant to speak to a journalist ('We hate you') but relented when I promised not to use his name. ('I'll sue you if you do. I'll go to the Free Speech Union.') He told me he made online videos under a pseudonym. 'Discord? Reddit?' I asked, trying to sound as though I knew what I was talking about. He laughed. 'Reddit? That left-wing cesspool?' I would never find his content, he said, due to 'all the infosec I use'. But he was willing to chat. Britain is on the cusp of race war, he told me. If that prospect saddened him, it didn't show. 'We are talking about inter-ethnic violence.' He compared the situation to the Troubles. 'It's already happening.' I asked where I could find evidence of this upsurge in sectarian violence on British streets. 'Nobody wants to report it,' he said. 'It's only X.' Things were so bad that women were becoming politically active, even though 'from evolutionary psychology women don't want to get involved in politics.' He saw Farage as 'a stepping stone'. He was sympathetic to the splinter parties on Reform's right: Lowe's Restore Britain, which advocates 'remigration', a sanitised word for mass expulsions, and Ben Habib's Advance UK, which has been endorsed by Elon Musk. What about the far-right populist Tommy Robinson? He liked 'Tommy' but disagreed with him on the question of identity. 'Tommy is a civic nationalist. He believes you can become British. I think you need British ancestry to be British. A lot of people here think this,' he added, his eyes scanning the hall. They alighted on the brightly coloured GB News stand about twenty feet away.
It's tempting to dismiss such voices as an extreme fringe. Most accounts of the conference treated them as curios, focusing instead on Reform's new-found professionalism and energy. But many of the most conspiratorial voices came with Reform's imprimatur. There was a fringe session on leaving the World Health Organisation. A speaker from the TaxPayers' Alliance told another fringe event, sponsored by tobacco lobbyists, that smoking is an economic boon, its medical harms 'exaggerated'. On the main stage Aseem Malhotra, a British cardiologist who advises the US health secretary, Robert F. Kennedy, said it was 'highly likely' that the Covid vaccine was 'a significant factor in the cancers in the royal family'. During a live recording of a podcast for the Telegraph, Allison Pearson accused the police of having 'tampered' with evidence in the case of Lucy Connolly, who served ten months in prison for incitement after tweeting 'Mass deportation now. Set fire to all the fucking hotels full of the bastards' in the wake of the fatal stabbings in Southport last year. (Pearson's co-host, Liam Halligan, swiftly corrected her.) No wonder party members felt empowered to call for a Reform government to investigate the centre-left Fabian Society for manoeuvring behind the scenes to turn Britain into a socialist state, or to wonder aloud whether the World Economic Forum was secretly running the world.
Perhaps Reform's most tangible achievement so far has been to unsettle the consensus around climate change in British politics. In 2019, the Conservatives passed legally binding commitments to reach net zero greenhouse gas emissions by 2050. In March, the current leader, Kemi Badenoch, declared the 2050 deadline 'impossible' and refused to commit to a new timeline. Starmer has been accused of watering down Labour's commitment to clean power, while Reform claims that as much as PS45 billion can be saved by stopping all net zero initiatives. On Saturday morning, I sat through a fringe meeting that asked 'Is Climate Realism Inevitable?' It was sponsored by the Heartland Institute, a US think tank that began life as a tobacco-funded operation to discredit the risks of second-hand smoke and has now moved on to climate change denial, with the backing of ExxonMobil and others. Framed by a giant Union Jack and a lurid, green-tinged backdrop of clouds and bright skies, Heartland's president, James Taylor, declared climate change 'a Trojan horse for socialism and communism'. Lois Perry, who runs Heartland's UK operation, went further. Carbon dioxide, she claimed, is 'not a pollutant'. Electric cars exist so that 'this neo-Marxist, communist shambolic government can control us.' Balance, of a sort, was provided by Andy Mayer from the Institute of Economic Affairs, the think tank that 'incubated' Liz Truss. He didn't dispute climate science, but offered a Panglossian vision of four degrees of warming in which 'Britain would be like Italy in the 1980s.' Viscount Christopher Monckton then asked the audience if anyone thought net zero policies should be continued. Only a couple of hands went up. 'You're fired,' he said.
Corporate Britain has been cautious about coming over to Reform. The party still lags behind the Conservatives - and Labour - when it comes to political donations and is dependent on a handful of rich benefactors: of the PS3 million Reform has registered this year, at least PS500,000 was from the party's now honorary treasurer, the property developer and former Tory donor Nick Candy; another PS613,000 came from converting previously received interest-free loans - provided by Tice - into donations. Fiona Cottrell, an old girlfriend of King Charles, has given PS750,000 over the past year. Her son, George, who has served eight months in a US jail for wire fraud, is among Farage's most trusted lieutenants.
But while the prospect of $100 million from Musk has receded, there are signs that Reform is making inroads with business. The most recent Electoral Commission filings show new cash donors from the financial world, once the Tories' preserve. Analysis by the New York Times earlier this year found that more than half of Reform's donations in 2024 came from people with homes in low-tax jurisdictions or with offshore business interests; 40 per cent came from climate sceptics or investors in fossil fuels. This would seem to be one of Reform's obvious vulnerabilities: polling conducted earlier this year by Persuasion UK found that voters were significantly less positive about the party when they heard that it had backing from oil and gas interests.
Reform has influential friends on the global radical right. Preston Manning, who founded the Reform Party of Canada in 1987, was Farage's surprise guest speaker on the opening night. Outside the PS25-a-head after-party, I met Tony Gilland, chief of staff at Mathias Corvinus Collegium, a Brussels think tank which has received more than EU6 million in funding from Viktor Orban's government. A veteran of Frank Furedi's Revolutionary Communist Party, Gilland is now a member of Reform. James Orr, a former City lawyer turned Cambridge theologian who has recently set up a pro-Reform think tank called the Centre for a Better Britain, has been a close friend of J.D. Vance since 2019; last year, Politico described him as the vice president's 'English philosopher king'. According to a leaked document published by the Sunday Times, the CBB is seeking to raise PS25 million before the next election, including from sources linked to the MAGA movement. It will operate out of the same Millbank building as Reform but has also set up a not-for-profit entity in Texas and claims it has charity partnership status in Canada. While foreign funding of parties is banned in the UK, there is no such prohibition on think tanks. The Electoral Commission is currently assessing whether or not the CBB is in breach of electoral law.
Reform has been accused of lacking policy: its critics say it's a party of Farage and his epigones, with few firm plans for running the country. This isn't entirely true. An overarching Reform theory of government is emerging: Monday Club Toryism allied with the deracination of what Trumpists call 'the administrative state'. Britain, in this telling, has been captured since 1997 by a Labour and Conservative 'uniparty' - a term repeated by almost every speaker - that has strangled the sovereign nation-state in a miasma of illegitimate laws and regulations. Arron Banks has advocated a 'big beautiful Reform bill' which would remove all Blair-era justice regulation. Farage reportedly wants to strip the Financial Conduct Authority of its power to regulate the banking industry. During a fringe event, Jenkyns proposed banning public sector workers from striking. Truss's Thatcherite tribute act was adduced not as a cautionary tale but as testament to the need for radical action. Orr talked about discussions he had had with the head of the Heritage Foundation, the Washington think tank behind Project 2025, and hinted that Reform should cloak its full intentions: 'It's not always good to show your opponents your hand.' The zeal for ripping out the wiring of British democracy - little of which has any statutory basis - is shared by many of Reform's rank and file. 'The Human Rights Act. The Supreme Court. We've had enough of it all,' one member told me. 'Brexit never happened. We still haven't taken back control.'
The rise of an insurgent, Poujadist party in British politics was overdue. Dissatisfaction is rife. Wages are stagnant. Growth is anaemic. The politics of Brexit papered over the reality revealed by the 2015 general election: Britain now has a multi-party politics. That Reform's initial incarnation, the Brexit Party, topped the polls in the 2019 European elections - with the Conservatives winning less than a tenth of the vote - no longer looks like an aberration. Reform's total dependence on its leader is a weakness, however. Farage's parties tend to be fissiparous and the next election could be four years away. Reform is built in his image, and although its corporate structure has changed so that he no longer owns it, Farage still has complete control. A board created earlier this year has little real power. At the conference, there were some nascent signs of dissent. A councillor at one event complained that policy formulation was remote and opaque. 'How am I supposed to answer people's questions on the doorstep?' Reform's willingness to accept Conservative defectors isn't universally popular. 'It's entryism,' I overheard a campaigner from the group Net Zero Watch tell a colleague. Members question the wisdom of putting former Tory MPs in senior leadership positions. Farage's rejoinder - that Reform needs people with government experience - seems to cut against the grain of his party's radical promise. And Reform's folksy disaster capitalism - Tice compared cutting council spending to fishing out coins from the back of the sofa: 'You just dig deeper than anybody else, and you find a pile of cash' - has yet to be subjected to serious scrutiny.
But the party has many advantages that Ukip lacked. Polling by More in Common this year found that its potential ceiling is 42 per cent. Talk of pacts, or even mergers, with the Conservatives has faded away. The Telegraph and the Express have already decided that Reform is the true keeper of the Thatcherite flame. Fleet Street support is in any case a declining commodity: many of those I met said they only watched GB News and social media. Farage is a TikTok phenomenon. Musk's takeover of Twitter has been a huge boon. In Birmingham, I met a former Breitbart journalist whose videos from anti-asylum seeker protests in Epping had racked up 46 million views on X. Reform is well placed to appeal to fragmented communities, already distrustful of mainstream institutions and now consuming a daily diet of online media that confirms their worst suspicions. In the emerging paranoid style of British politics, even such established realities as anthropogenic climate change are endlessly contested. At the same time, the Westminster lobby system provides a veneer of normality, regardless of how far - and how fast - the Overton window shifts.
Farage returned to the conference stage on Saturday afternoon. Behind him a running ticker on the number of Reform members had passed 242,000. Even in success, old habits die hard. 'Can we please air our disagreements between each other in private and not in public,' Farage implored. When he said he needed five thousand candidates to stand in next year's local elections, the crowd rose to their feet. 'This is the people's army in operation,' he grinned. I left as the national anthem started up. Outside the auditorium I met Nick Lockett, a barrister and Reform candidate for Westminster council. He was wearing a large turquoise rosette and a Panama hat. 'I was originally a Thatcherite,' he said. 'After Thatcher I didn't have a political home. Until Nigel came along.'
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Repeal the 20th Century
William Davies

4085 wordsThe  sociologist Monika Krause, in her book Model Cases (2021), shows that social scientists have tended to base their concepts and theories on a surprisingly limited range of shared empirical instances. Images of the modern metropolis, for example, have been excessively shaped by studies of Chicago and Berlin. Political theories of populism have been heavily indebted to cases in Latin America, in particular Argentina. The sociology of work developed as a study of car manufacturing. And our thinking about professions relies on the examples of doctors and lawyers. Krause doesn't seek to challenge this partiality (the natural sciences also use 'privileged material research objects', such as fruit flies) but to understand what it tells us about the practices and knowledge claims of the social sciences.
Political economists, too, have their model cases, in particular the crisis of the 1970s, which involved the end of the Bretton Woods system of fixed exchange rates, the demise of full employment as an aim of economic policy and the turn towards conservative and neoliberal arguments in favour of tax cuts and financial deregulation. In the space of a decade, one worldview was seemingly discredited and another took its place. While historians may baulk at the tidy chronology, the idea that there was during this period a paradigm shift in capitalist regulation has proved seductive, and scholars in many fields have busied themselves describing how the ideological wheel turned. An enormous amount of attention has been paid to the intellectuals and ideas of the New Right, which thrived in the 1970s; the New York City debt crisis of 1975, which afforded an early glimpse of the neoliberal world to come; the decline of Fordist methods of mass production and the rise of superior just-in-time rivals; the industrial disputes that came to a head; and so on.
There is another, less obvious, reason that the crisis of the 1970s appeals to academics: the story of ideological regime change grants a prominent role to academics themselves. The economic model that was abandoned in the crisis is usually referred to as 'Keynesian'. Keynes himself could be described as a 'model case' member of the liberal elite (in a non-pejorative sense of the term), a man whose moral, intellectual and cultural passions drove him to rethink the basic principles of economic policy. The paradigm that succeeded Keynesianism was scarcely less scholarly in its provenance. Many of the intellectuals who forged the political economy of Thatcher and Reagan were also tenured academics, first in Vienna, Freiburg and London, and later in Chicago and Virginia. Its most visible representative, Milton Friedman, may have been a media polemicist and fearsome debater, but his academic credentials were impeccable. And while think tanks, foundations and business lobbies played their role, scientific credibility and respectability were vital as the new ideas gained ground, especially when it came to influencing the technocrats at the World Bank, the European Commission, the International Monetary Fund and central banks.
The model case of the 1970s played a significant role in interpretations of the 2008 global financial crisis and its aftermath, especially on the intellectual left, which has often longed for a crisis in which fresh ideas might get a hearing. Over the last fifteen years, I've lost count of the number of calls I've heard for a 'Mont Pelerin of the left', a reference to the international network first convened in 1947 by Friedrich Hayek to lay down the intellectual building blocks of a neoliberal future (the Mont Pelerin Society still meets to this day). Hayek had in turn been influenced by the example of the decidedly elitist Fabian Society, which aimed to put advanced social science in the service of social engineering. The most ambitious recent attempt to overturn Hayek's legacy was made by the Hewlett Foundation, which pledged $20 million in 2018 and a further $50 million in 2020 to research projects, largely based at US universities, engaged in mapping out a post-neoliberal future. This was one response to the shock of the first Trump victory in 2016, which brought home the need to tackle the economic, social and political decay that was eating the US from within.
It seemed to liberals that Trumpism arrived in 2016 without any intellectual backing or much of a policy script. Trump, like Brexit, was treated as a symptom of sustained economic dysfunction rather than the harbinger of a new future. The subsequent fiscal largesse of the Biden administration, partly influenced by the intellectual fruits of the Hewlett investments and heavily watered down by deal-making in Congress, was an attempt to draw a line under both neoliberalism and its apparent Trumpian death rattle. But the second Trump administration has destroyed such illusions, not only because of Trump's own extraordinary political tenacity and reach, but because of the wealth of ideas that accompanied his revival. The notorious 900-page Project 2025 document, produced by the Heritage Foundation, collated the ideas of 350 conservative thinkers and 45 organisations to create the outline of a vision and a plan for the second Trump term.
While Trump's first term looked like an aberration, a morbid symptom of a dying world, his second looks more like an attempt to enforce a new paradigm. The radical policies on trade, migration and international aid, the politicisation of federal spending and the attacks on constitutional process are made possible by the mania of the man at the centre, but they are being pursued according to an ideological agenda. As liberals struggle to get to grips with this takeover, they are forced to question some of their own presuppositions about regime change, political economy and the role of ideas in public life. To understand the intellectual coordinates of Trumpism requires us to look in less conventional places and to pay more attention to less obvious moments and rhythms. We may also need to reckon with the fact that, more and more, ideas can achieve influence and credibility by circumventing the world of academia altogether.
John Ganz's When the Clock Broke is a study of a moment in American history that isn't usually considered a crisis: the early 1990s, when the United States was reimagining and repositioning itself in a post-Cold War world. Pop sociology and snap history have depicted the 1990s as a period of triumph and triumphalism in 'the West', especially the US. Economic growth took off, the tenets of neoliberal economics were imposed across the world, investment poured into once dilapidated urban neighbourhoods and the World Wide Web made its first appearance. The period is encapsulated by the excruciating video of Bill Gates and his colleagues dancing on stage at Microsoft's Windows 1995 launch, the equally cringeworthy video of the entire Democratic National Convention doing the 'macarena' a year later (both are on YouTube), or the sitcom Friends, in which twenty-somethings with casual jobs live in large apartments in Greenwich Village. Wasn't this a time of naive optimism? Maybe, but only if you limit the story to the second half of the decade.
One of Ganz's achievements is to have peeled back this picture of Cold War triumphalism to examine the difficulty of the transition from the Reagan era, in which the right was still largely dedicated to defending the establishment, to Clinton's years in power, when the right began to lose its mind. Sandwiched between the two, for four years beginning in January 1989, was the hapless regime of George H.W. Bush, the dying gasp of the postwar consensus as to how politics should be conducted. Amid such events as the recession of 1990-91, the LA riots, Ross Perot's presidential run, the rise of the 'shock jocks' led by Rush Limbaugh and Rudy Giuliani's election as mayor of New York City, Ganz discovers a moment of rupture, in which a new political movement began to cohere. The characters involved weren't a secretive cabal, or even a Mont Pelerin-style network: they were often shouting their demands on the airwaves and from political platforms. But they were too outrageous, seemingly too divorced from reality, ever to be taken seriously by the political and intellectual classes, who were in any case soon swept up by a new wave of prosperity propelled by globalisation. When the Clock Broke promises 'a history of the losers: candidates who lost their elections, movements that bubbled up and fizzled out, protests that exploded and dissipated, writers who toiled at the margins of American life, figures who became briefly famous or infamous and then were forgotten'. One thing they all share, which might at the time have looked more pitiful than dangerous, is a sense of grievance towards the establishment. In a world before social media, the grudges and resentments of marginal figures rarely penetrated mainstream political consciousness. But as Ganz shows in a series of biographical portraits, a distinctive set of proto-Trumpian sentiments began to seep into the American public sphere no sooner than the rubble of the Berlin Wall had been tidied away.
In hindsight, four figures in particular stand out: Sam Francis, Pat Buchanan, Murray Rothbard and Ross Perot. Francis was, and remains, a comparatively obscure figure in American conservative intellectual and journalistic circles. But he was decisive in introducing to mainstream discourse the racist ideas of figures such as David Duke, which were unacceptable to the Republican Party of the time. Writing in the early 1980s, Francis already sounded like a MAGA provocateur: 'The New Right is not a conservative force but a radical or revolutionary one.' Its aim, he argued, should be the restoration of natural inequalities, in which racial difference played an undeniable part. Francis reimagined nationalism not as the assertion of the nation-state (which invariably meant elevating managerial elites, who would cavort with other elites in global institutions), but as a cultural phenomenon which would defend America from immigration, liberalism and government.
Francis found little to admire in the GOP of the early 1990s, but the political faction led by Pat Buchanan was an exception. Buchanan's 'paleoconservatism' was an off-shoot of traditional conservative thinking, forged in opposition to the 'neoconservative' project which (originating in the most fervently anti-communist wing of the Democratic Party) sought to deepen American global hegemony via aggressive foreign policy and a rhetorical defence of liberal democracy. The 'paleos' pulled in the opposite direction from the 'neocons', seeking to cut America off from the global economy and to withdraw from foreign wars and multilateral institutions, prioritising instead the restoration of national tradition at home. In the familiar manner of American populism, Buchanan spoke directly to the resentments and anxieties of small businessmen and farmers who suspected they were being screwed by coastal elites, with more racial insinuation than Bush or the Democrats were willing to match.
In his campaign against Bush for the Republican nomination in 1992, Buchanan drew on a number of tropes that would come back to haunt American politics. In the speech announcing his candidacy, he declared that 'the people of this country need to recapture our capital city from an occupying army of lobbyists and registered agents of foreign powers hired to look out for everybody and everything except the national interest of the United States.' Buchanan's campaign faltered and was wound up by the summer of 1992. Francis was satisfied nonetheless: 'Mr Buchanan's presidential campaign was only the opening shot, and whether he runs again or does or does not eventually win the White House, he has unleashed a force in American politics that cannot be bridled.' Buchanan's significance, Francis concluded, was cultural as much as political, the beginning of a quasi-Gramscian 'long march' to restore American identity. In desperation, the Bush campaign would later ask Buchanan for his endorsement, which he grudgingly gave, though to no avail.
As the leading light of American libertarianism since the 1970s, and the founder of the Cato Institute, Murray Rothbard is better known than Francis. Born in 1926, he began his complicated political evolution as a right-wing activist after the Second World War, and spent his career setting up and moving between a series of think tanks and research institutes, largely outside academia. Eventually Rothbard came to call himself a 'paleolibertarian', combining a belief in natural hierarchies with opposition to the moral relativism of the New Left and a passionate hatred of government. He, like Francis, saw in Buchanan a brief glimpse of political hope. Speaking at the second annual meeting of the John Randolph Club in January 1992, Rothbard rubbished critics of the paleos for telling them they couldn't 'turn the clock back':
We shall break the clock of the Great Society. We shall break the clock of the welfare state. We shall break the clock of the New Deal ... We shall repeal the 20th century.

This wasn't a call merely for a change of direction, but for an insurrection fuelled by rage and resentment against the establishment, no matter political affiliation. Sporadic rebellions in rural America at the time suggested the emergence of a constituency willing to take part.
Rothbard took inspiration from the Austrian neoliberal tradition (at least its more virulently anti-state wing, represented by Ludwig von Mises) but departed from them in at least one key respect, as Quinn Slobodian sets out in his recent book, Hayek's Bastards.* In the eyes of the original neoliberals, the main threat to capitalism lay in democracy and mass society, which inclined towards socialism. Pro-market policies needed to be insulated from the masses through strategic acts of depoliticisation and de-democratisation (such as the granting of independence to central banks). Friedman et al were explicitly engaged in a project of elite capture, aiming to change the orthodoxy of economic policymaking. The paradigm shift from Keynesianism to neoliberalism succeeded via existing circuits of academic scholarship, policy advice, the financial press and multilateral institutions.
Rothbard believed the opposite. In his view, it was the over-educated elites that threatened to impose socialism; ordinary folk were allies of capitalism, together with its central values of private property and personal liberty. Paleolibertarianism was an explicitly populist political project, which sought to restore freedom and self-government to the people. Rothbard's rhetoric contained strong hints of the violence that would be necessary to bring this about, violence which (paradoxically) would sometimes have to be wielded by centralised political powers against the institutions of elite rule. The double helix of libertarianism and authoritarianism that runs through much of Trump's programme can be traced back to Rothbard's work. One riddle that all paleos faced in the early 1990s was how to co-ordinate a mass movement and set out a political programme even while attacking the established government, media and public institutions that would be needed to carry out such a programme. Talk radio provided part of the answer, channelling and fuelling the white male rage that was becoming an increasingly prominent force in American politics. Within twenty years, social media platforms would provide the tools for the propagation of resentment-based populism.
As for Perot, before his presidential run as an independent in 1992, his career had zigzagged between the military, the IT industry (where he had amassed his fortune, thanks to government contracts) and campaigning on a mysterious allegation that there were still prisoners of war in Vietnam, abandoned by the government. It was this last claim that elevated his political profile, enabling him to tap into paranoid anti-government sentiment. He appointed the war hero James Stockdale (praised by Rothbard as a true paleo) as his running mate, but for the most part it remained unclear what Perot stood for or what his policies were. Rather like Nick Clegg in 2010, he exploited the political privileges of the outsider, dominating the 1992 campaign season simply by not being either of the other guys.
Perot's self-presentation as a blank canvas, onto which various discontents could be projected, was another sign of things to come. 'We're not interested in detailed positions,' he said. 'Everybody has detailed positions. Nobody implements them.' Perot didn't need to resort to violent or counter-revolutionary rhetoric in order to serve as a vessel for political alienation and rage. Not being a 'politician' was enough. A new age of anti-politics was dawning, in which the adoption of substantive political positions or policy pledges was a risk, and the best a professional politician could do was remain likeable but vague on specifics, talking as little as possible about 'politics'. Clinton turned out to be a master of this, triangulating feverishly (at one point in the primaries he won a non-endorsement from Jesse Jackson, while insisting that Jackson didn't endorse any other candidate either) and avoiding topics that reminded voters of politics or policy.
In the decade and a half of prosperity that ended with the 2007 credit crunch, it was possible to see depoliticisation in a more optimistic light. Ample evidence showed that trust in politicians and participation in democratic institutions were in decline, but perhaps this was a sign - precisely as someone like Friedman would have hoped - that markets were functioning so well that people didn't need to express themselves via ideology or political parties. Consumer freedom had usurped political participation. This vision of a golden age of neoliberal globalisation was summed up by Alan Greenspan, the former chairman of the Fed, in 2007 (before the full seriousness of the financial crisis was apparent): 'It hardly makes any difference who will be the next president, the world is governed by market forces.' In this picture, the 1990s was a decade of 'posts': post-socialist, postmodern, post-ideological, perhaps even post-political. In the UK, Tony Blair was both exponent and beneficiary of depoliticisation, ditching concepts of 'left' and 'right' in favour of things that matter to voters, such as 'delivery' and 'outcomes'.
By focusing on 1991-92, Ganz casts a different and more ominous light on anti-politics. 'People wanted to be pissed off,' he writes of the national mood in the run-up to the 1992 election, 'but the specifics were too irritating and difficult: the details of urban policy didn't get people going, dwelling on the scenes of burned-out Los Angeles was too depressing and hopeless. Reality had to be left behind.' A centrist policy consensus would crystallise in the 1990s, backed by a (temporarily) successful macroeconomic approach, but the fact that the major ideological conflicts of the 20th century were dissipating did not mean that political discontent was too - far from it. Anger that wasn't represented democratically would have to go somewhere, and it seems clear now that it was pushed underground. The rage that Francis, Buchanan, Rothbard and Perot hoped to direct at their enemies wasn't sated by the prosperity that followed, it merely had fewer public representatives for a time. Rather than reading the 1990s as a decade of 'posts', Ganz understands them as prefigurative: pre-alt-right, pre-MAGA, pre-DOGE.
The  case of the United States is paradoxical. On the one hand, political scientists have long spoken of 'American exceptionalism' to capture its distinctive characteristics, the things that make it incomparable to European nation-states. The absence of a successful socialist or labour party is taken as evidence of this, as are the elevated place of religion in its public life and its comparatively limited welfare state. On the other hand, many of us routinely take the US as a model case, developing such concepts as 'modernisation', 'consumerism', 'neoliberalism' and 'financialisation' around its singular example (though perhaps this is forgivable given that the US has been actively exporting and imposing these ideas since 1945). Conservative critics think that the left has, without acknowledging it, allowed the American experience of race and identity to be treated, incorrectly, as a norm applicable elsewhere.
The characters in When the Clock Broke are shaped by a national story encompassing slavery, residual paranoia towards the federal government and humiliation and rage over Vietnam, not to mention guns. But I can't help spotting some parallels with the less explosive chain of events in Britain, even beyond the ideological echoes of Reagan and Thatcher, Clinton and Blair, Brexit and Trump. John Major occupied a position on the right similar to that of George H.W. Bush, struggling against economic recession as well as the newer, crazier wing of his own party (the colleagues Major referred to in 1993 as 'bastards'), whose obsession was cutting Britain off from Europe. Major, like Bush, now seems like the last of an old guard, to be replaced in the medium term by a more PR-savvy brand of politician.
But the lesson of Ganz's account is that there is perhaps more to say about the way the 'bastards' and those awkward four years between the end of Thatcher's leadership and the birth of New Labour shaped the political forces that came to afflict Britain twenty years later. Ganz and Slobodian both invite us to reckon with the political legacy of weirdos, losers and cranks, something that few conventional intellectual historians or 'ideational' political economists are used to doing. Hayek's Bastards reveals the extent to which later generations of the Mont Pelerin Society were drawn towards cultural and biological theories of inequality, in common with many of Ganz's 'paleos'. Given the wider social, political and economic trends leading towards globalisation and multiculturalism in that period, it is unsurprising that subscribers to these (often racist) views were marginalised by mainstream institutions and liberal elites. But they didn't disappear; rather, they organised elsewhere. One manifestation of nationalist and culturalist neoliberalism was the appearance of new Eurosceptic think tanks of the right: the Bruges Group was formed in 1989 and the Centre for the New Europe in 1993. The Anti-Federalist League (of which Nigel Farage was a member) was formed in 1991 to oppose the Maastricht Treaty; Ukip was founded two years later. In 1994, James Goldsmith started the Referendum Party, whose sole policy was to hold a referendum on EU membership.
As Slobodian and Dieter Plehwe demonstrate in 'Neoliberals against Europe', their contribution to the essay collection Mutant Neoliberalism (2019), Murray Rothbard exerted considerable influence on reactionary critiques in and of the EU. The image of a 'socialist' European superstate, trampling on national cultures and dissolving them through immigration, emerged straight after the end of the Cold War. The German economist Hans-Hermann Hoppe was a protege of Rothbard's: he spent time with him in the US in the late 1980s and early 1990s, developing a critique of the EU that was both anarcho-capitalist and resolutely anti-immigration. (Today, Hoppe is cited as an influence by Javier Milei and the 'neo-reactionary' guru Curtis Yarvin.) The Centre for the New Europe, under the leadership of the Belgian journalist Paul Belien and the German philosopher Hardy Bouillon, waged a Rothbardian campaign against the EU in defence of a European culture under threat above all, as they saw it, from Muslim immigration. Climate science and representative democracy were also in their crosshairs.
These reactionaries may be contemptible, even at times laughable, but they were deadly serious. And perhaps they understood the stakes of politics more clearly than the 'Third Way' liberals who for a time would consign them to the margins. Or maybe the stakes were simply more visible before all the talk of 'globalisation' and the 'information superhighway' changed the subject. One fascinating thread in Ganz's book concerns the fate of Russia. In summer 1991, with the Soviet Union collapsing, Richard Nixon of all people privately circulated a memo, 'How to lose the Cold War', in which he criticised the West's failure to support a sustainable transition out of communism for its former foe. 'If Yeltsin fails,' Nixon wrote, 'the prospects for the next fifty years will turn grim. The Russian people will not turn back to communism. But a new, more dangerous despotism based on extremist Russian nationalism will take power.' A year later, David Duke was interviewed by a nationalist Russian paper. Asked if he would support a move against Yeltsin, he replied: 'I will support a man or a party in Russia who will help Russians become strong. I don't care if they follow certain articles of the constitution or not. I think Russia needs a strong personality in order to overcome all the difficulties.'
Neither Nixon nor Duke was schooled in 'realist' theories of international relations - they just called it as they saw it. But at a time when a quasi-Hegelian, neoconservative worldview was taking hold, according to which all peoples of the world would eventually conform to the model of the US, elites took little interest in the politics of resentment or 'strong men'. In time, that politics would take an interest in them.
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On Rachel Ruysch
Clare Bucknell

2023 wordsThree of  Rachel Ruysch's paintings feature pineapples. In Still Life of Exotic Flowers on a Marble Ledge (c.1735), the fruit is hidden in a chaotic mass of stems and blooms, easy to miss behind an immense white flower head. In A Still Life with Devil's Trumpet Flowers, Peonies, Hibiscus, Passion Flowers and Other Plants in a Brown Stoneware Vase (1700), you can see it clearly in the centre of the bouquet, its dark green leaves lit up and framed like a halo by the addition of a curved stalk at either side. You have to look twice to realise it's floating in mid-air, supported by nothing sturdier than the stems and heads of the flowers beneath. Ruysch's pyramidal bouquets often require some suspension of disbelief. The vases never seem large enough for the splendid, voluminous arrangements that loom over them. But a balancing act composed of flowers - lightweight, long-stemmed, delicate - is one thing; putting a pineapple in there is another. How would the fruit not topple the whole thing over? What would happen to the fragile-looking butterfly circling the base?
Ruysch was a meticulous observer of nature, an artist whose insects seem real enough to buzz out of their frames. But her most innovative compositions have an unlikely aspect, a touch of the improbability that comes from throwing lilies and cabbage roses together with fruit from halfway around the world. The retrospective organised by the Alte Pinakothek in Munich, and currently at the Museum of Fine Arts in Boston (until 7 December), locates her work in a specific intellectual milieu. Her father, the anatomist and botanist Frederik Ruysch, taught at the Hortus Medicus in Amsterdam, one of the largest collections of rare and exotic plants in Europe. The garden boasted specimens shipped from the Dutch colonies: pineapples from Brazil, prickly pear cacti from Curacao, banana trees and jasmine from Suriname. A network of enthusiastic horticulturalists grew up around it, competing with one another to cultivate the most difficult species on their estates. As a young woman in the 1680s and 1690s, Ruysch was exposed to their collections, as well as those of local entomologists and herpetologists. One of her early influences, the painter Otto Marseus van Schrieck, known for his moody pictures of plants, worms and reptiles writhing on the forest floor, was nicknamed Snuffelaer, 'the sniffer', because of his fascination with what went on in the undergrowth.
[image: ]'Fruit Still Life with Stag Beetle and Nest' (1717).




Ruysch's work was distinctive in the world of flower painting because it absorbed and projected this knowledge. According to the art historian Marianne Berardi, she wanted to impart 'something about the nature of the nature she was painting'. Her only picture that doesn't primarily feature flowers or fruit is of a fat Surinam toad, a creature much studied by contemporary scientific societies for its curious reproductive process. Ruysch painted a female of the species with three little toadlets popping out of its back. In her still lifes of the 1690s, she incorporated many rare, non-native plant species, deviations from the roll-call of roses, poppies, peonies and lilies. Her Still Life with Cactus in a Blue Vase (1690-95) is cool-toned, with petals in shades of white, blue, mint green and greyish purple (no conventional pinks in sight). Its focal point is a white devil's trumpet, native to Mexico, which Ruysch crowns with a corkscrewing, blue-tinged snail vine from Brazil. Beneath the devil's trumpet is an African pumpkin from Sri Lanka, slit open to reveal large glossy red seeds; above, extending diagonally into the top-left corner, is a three-armed Mexican cactus, its fine, tapering prickles just visible against the dark ground.
In the 17th century, flower painting could serve a variety of ends. The still lifes of Ruysch's teacher, Willem van Aelst, in which expensive-looking vases are arrayed next to gold pocket watches on silk ribbons, were designed to flatter the social aspirations of their buyers. Maria van Oosterwijck, before Ruysch the most celebrated female practitioner of the genre, painted a Vanitas Still Life (1668) in which the flowers, some withering and collapsing, are flanked by a skull, an hourglass and a manuscript with the title REKENINGH ('Reckoning'). It's like being smacked over the head with your own mortality. There was an uneasy need to make flowers stand for something or risk being frivolously decorative: lilies for chastity, sunflowers for devotion to God, and so on.
You can find symbols in Ruysch if you look for them. In her Still Life with Flowers (1709), the stem of the orange carnation at the front has splintered under the weight of the flower's head, leaving it dangling like a broken limb. ('Ruysch's nosegays can be regarded as one of the least heavy-handed examples of memento mori in Dutch art,' Berardi writes.) But her allusions were more often to newer, secular systems of thought. The associations that her plants and animals bear, and which bind them together in her compositions, have to do with their properties as living things. There is a connection between species that bloom downwards in her Flower Still Life with Crown Imperial (1690s) - between the snake's head fritillary, drooping on the left of the painting, and the orange crown imperial at the top-right. The big blowsy striped tulip below, inverted so that its head hangs down, echoes their form. In another work from the 1690s, Flower Bouquet with Butterflies (1692-96), plants are arranged by odour: the grim-smelling carrion flower sits just above the stinking passion flower, as if striving to outdo it. (Ruysch was experimenting: no drawing room would have featured an arrangement this pungent.) Among the animals, prey and predator are often depicted in deathly interactions. The lizard in the mossy foreground of Still Life with Fruit (1711) is shown whipping around, preparing to launch itself at a butterfly.
Ruysch's compositions grew in complexity over the years. The nosegays, garlands and bouquets that she painted after her training with Van Aelst imitate his restrained, fluid style. In Flower Piece (c.1682), half the picture is pure black ground: on the right, a single rose branch with an acrobatic butterfly on its topmost bud extends into the corner, giving the composition a stylish diagonal slant. (Even the loop of string that secures the branches in an early hanging arrangement is elegant: not many artists can make string look this good.) By the 1710s, at the peak of her career, Ruysch was painting flower and fruit pieces so monumental, abundant and complicated that you can barely see the background peeking through. In Still Life with Fruit and Flowers (1714), made to hang in the bedchamber of her patron, Elector Palatine Johann Wilhelm, a basket of flowers in the top half of the composition spills over into a greedy jumble of fruit in the lower foreground: plums, peaches, nectarines, a pumpkin, enough grapes to feed the elector's standing army. Everything is positioned on top of or behind something else, creating a layered density that seems to curve out towards the viewer like a convex mirror. There is so much to see that one of the highlights of the picture is buried away in a corner. In the shadowy top-left, a squat little bird sits in its nest in the branches, locking eyes with the viewer as it waits for an unwary snail.
In contemporary Dutch art theory, the manner in which painters established three-dimensional objects in space, individuating them and making legible the relations between them, was known as houding. It was the skill of 'placing each thing, without confusion, separate and well apart from the objects which are next to and around it,' the artist Willem Goeree wrote. In its absence, elements were liable to appear 'entangled in one another, packed together, or falling towards us in a tumble'. In this context, Ruysch's crowded, complicated arrangements can seem rebellious, or muddled. Her Posy of Roses, Marigolds and Larkspur, with Insects and Bumblebee (1695) is an impossible thicket, a spiky mass of stems and thorns. But light is directed strategically to guide us through it, exaggerating the distinctions between the flowers at the front and those at the back and between the top sides and undersides of leaves. Flecks of light make even the antennae of the cabbage white in the corner three-dimensional.
In the Still Life of 1714, stems of wheat no thicker than a hair - just traces of yellow paint - are so brightly lit that they leap out of the foreground. By contrast, the vague, blurry edges of the outer blossoms in a 1710 Still Life seem to retreat into the darkness. Textural contrasts do a similar job. Leaves that seem to clump together from a distance turn out to have different kinds of tactility: there are dry, crunchy-looking leaves, already munched by insects, and Valencia orange leaves in the same colours that are so shiny and wet-looking they resemble latex. Similarities between elements, repetitions of shape or colour, act like signposts through the chaos. Fruit Piece (1709) can be read chromatically, by the thread of orange that runs through it from left to right: orange on the tops of the fungi; pinkish-orange shading on the peaches; orange in the open centre of the melon; orange in the wing-tips of the butterfly that perches on it; orange in the yolks of the bird's eggs; tiny interior whorls of orange in the shell in the foreground.
[image: ]'Bouquet of Flowers' (1708).




Ruysch was interested in the difference between interiors and exteriors. She painted cut stems in which you can see the pith running up the centre in cross-section, as well as broken eggs, burst grapes, halved pomegranates, bitten plums, melons and pumpkins slit open to their seeds. She showed lizards rearing up so that their plain underbellies are visible. The fruit compositions that she painted increasingly from the 1690s - some dedicated fruit pieces, pendants to flower pieces; others in which fruits and flowers appear together - celebrate abundance and variety, but usually feature signs of disturbance, rupture or decay. In Still Life with Fruit (1698), some of the grapes have gone brown and oozed open, and bubbles of liquid are forming on the surface of a bruised peach. (There's a real filthiness to Ruysch's peaches, even when they aren't beginning to putrefy: they are always huge, positively hefty, with suggestive indentations.) Still Life with Fruits and Insects (1710) has chestnuts bursting out of their shells and a grub lodged obscenely in the chewed depression of a pomegranate segment. Flies and wasps are circling. Ruysch seems to have worked her way up to this style. In the early Swag of Flowers and Fruit Suspended in Front of a Niche (1681), the grapes are pale, perfect orbs, flat and almost transparent, with none of the knowing lusciousness of the later specimens.
Classically minded theorists, who believed that the point of art was to idealise, to depict the most perfect flowers and fruits or invent them where they didn't exist, didn't admire Ruysch's attention to deficiency. 'Who would hang a Piece of ordinary, unripe or rotten Fruit in his best Room, and among a Cabinet-collection, seeing the Life itself is so disagreeable?' the Dutch painter and critic Gerard de Lairesse demanded in 1707. 'Such Rubbish I did formerly admire; but as they only shew the Deformities of Nature, I have no Appetite to view them any more.' Ruysch would have been able to look to other still life painters who depicted 'deformities': one of her early influences, the Dutch artist Jan Davidsz. de Heem, painted split pomegranates and figs, unripe blackberries, peaches crawling with insects. Her 'appetite' for imperfect shapes, though, was likely rooted in her scientific knowledge and the real specimens, plants and animals, that she worked from. (The iguanas, snakes and toads that her father kept preserved in alcohol were very much 'as they came'.) It doesn't seem a stretch to guess that there might also have been a personal aspect to it. Ruysch gave birth to ten children - nine between 1695 and 1706 alone - and carried on painting into her eighties, when she took to including her age in her signatures. She might be expected to have known a thing or two about 'life itself'.
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Never use your own car
J. Robert Lennon

2859 wordsThere's  a phenomenon, perhaps magnified in the internet era, of an otherwise serious artist earning enduring notoriety for the stupidest thing they ever did. Alec Guinness was embarrassed by his turn in Star Wars; Luciano Pavarotti is popularly identified with his smarmy easy-listening trio. Sometimes I fear that Elmore Leonard, the American crime writer with more than forty novels to his name, will end up being most powerfully associated with his 'rules for writing'. Published as a slim book in 2007, they're usually read in an abbreviated form excerpted in the Guardian. The rules don't really tell you how to write a good book and have probably led to more than a few bad ones. They encourage a specific kind of minimalist approach ('If it sounds like writing, I rewrite it'), and tend, in rarefied writing circles, to inspire indignant counter-examples rather than praise. They also give the incorrect impression that Leonard was a hack, the kind of writer you'd be happy to watch a film or television adaptation of, but wouldn't waste time actually reading.
 It used to be hard to avoid reading Leonard. In the 1980s, he was a staple of the supermarket checkout line and you could count on finding a few paperbacks at any holiday rental. I don't think there's anyone on today's bestseller lists as accomplished on the page as he was; he had the extraordinary ability to evoke a place with the sparsest of descriptions and fill in a character with just a few lines of dialogue or a seemingly inconsequential gesture. He did more with less than any crime writer I can think of. In other words, though his ten rules aren't particularly instructive if you aren't him, they provide an insight into the creative process of a stylist who exhibited the kind of sentence-level mastery you rarely see paired with the nuts-and-bolts rudiments of plot and action.
 Penguin recently added three of Leonard's novels to their Modern Classics: Crime and Espionage series, with several others set to follow. The initial trio - Swag (1976), The Switch (1978) and Rum Punch (1992) - are all very enjoyable and give the uninitiated reader a taste of Leonard's style, characters and preoccupations. I will complain about the covers, however. The simple elegance and familiar livery of Penguin's paperbacks are meant, I'm sure, to reassure the doubtful reader that Important People have approved of these books - in this case, we get tasteful monochrome images of a gun, a martini and a sack of cash. But I miss the brash ugliness of Leonard's US editions, particularly Delacorte Press's offerings from the 1990s, with their gigantic dayglo text (Gill Sans Condensed Ultra Bold, baby!) that hints at the maximalist style and big talk of the characters within.
Swag is the earliest of these three novels and one of the first that Leonard set in contemporary America (most of his previous books were Westerns). A couple of ne'er-do-well playboys embark on a crime spree through greater Detroit and live high on the hog until a job goes wrong. Frank J. Ryan is a used-car salesman. Ernest Stickley is a petty criminal. They meet (or, more precisely, meet cute) when Stick tries to swipe a Camaro off Frank's lot. A week later, Frank sees Stick again in a police line-up and decides he likes the cut of his jib. He tells the cops that Stick wasn't the guy, and when Stick is freed they team up.
 This plot summary makes Swag sound like a meat-and-potatoes series of crime capers, but it's far better than that. The trick of the novel is that it's as much romance as crime. Frank and Stick's partnership is presented as a hasty marriage; we watch them fall for each other, commit hard and make alarming discoveries about each other from inside the extreme intimacy of a stick-up duo. Just a few pages into the book, the two are already reflecting on their meeting like impulsive newlyweds. It's funny, Stick says, how sometimes you get lucky:
 'It is funny,' Frank Ryan said. 'You want to get a drink or something?' 
 'I wouldn't mind it. I was in that Wayne County jail six days and six nights ... I guess that's when you were deciding I wasn't the guy after all.' 
 'You were the guy,' Frank said. 

They get drunk and end up in a motel together. 'Where'd you sleep?' Frank asks in the bleary morning. Stick, Queequeg to Frank's Ishmael, replies: 'Right there in bed with you ... but I swear I never touched you.'
 Frank's got a notion: when it comes to armed robbery, only fools get caught. Like his author, he has ten rules, and as long as he and Stick adhere to them, they'll be golden: be polite, say as little as possible, never call your partner by name, dress well, never use your own car, never count the take in the car, never flash money, don't go back to an old bar, don't tell anyone your business, avoid associating with known criminals. For Frank and Stick, the rules are a recipe for riches; for the reader, they are a menu of mistakes the duo are inevitably going to make.
 They rake in money by knocking over liquor stores and move into a hip apartment building populated by pretty, professional women. They spend their days hanging out by the pool, flirting and talking. After a while, they start to tinker with the rules, and a while after that, break them. Frank is the problem, for the most part; he's a little hotheaded, a little overconfident and something of a misogynist. They nearly get caught robbing a supermarket and Stick calls him out for his recklessness. 'But the nature of the business,' Frank tells him, 'you play it as you come to it. The rules are basically good, but what I'm saying, you can't fit them into each and every situation.' Stick wants to take a break. Frank wants to be more ambitious. In fact, he's got a lead on something - a big job, which he'll tell Stick all about when Frank thinks he's ready. 'I'm still not sure you are.' They argue, threaten to break up, reconcile.
 The big job turns out to be an elaborate heist at a department store. Frank has been seeing a woman who works there. She also frequents an old bar Stick is leery of revisiting. Meanwhile, Stick is getting close to one of the ladies from the building and tells her his business. As the rules bend, and the duo get more deeply involved with crew members from outside their 'marriage', disaster looms. The heist itself is rendered briskly and vividly in Leonard's deft third-person limited, which alights strategically in the heads of different characters as events unfold.
 Leonard is often praised as a virtuoso of naturalistic dialogue, its rhythms and characteristic illogic (my favourite bit in this book is a flirtatious yogism - Berra, not Buddha - of Stick's: 'You're from somewhere, aren't you? Let me guess'), but less is written about his mastery of free indirect style. The narrative voice is always distinctively his, but he borrows just enough of the syntactic peculiarity of his characters' minds to allow the author to step aside and let each actor take the stage. His rendering of racial tension is interesting - the man bankrolling the heist is Black, as is the lover he shares with Frank. A white man who wrote almost exclusively about criminals isn't who most readers would go to for a nuanced portrayal of Black Americans' inner lives, but Leonard was expert at showing the way racial and cultural dynamics change the calculus of a complicated situation.
The Switch is the shortest of these three novels, and my favourite. It introduces the two Detroit criminals, slick Ordell Robbie and brooding Louis Gara, whom we'll later see exiled to Florida in Rum Punch. Here they're greenhorns, hapless petty criminals on the cusp of their first major caper, a kidnapping. A local businessman, Frank Dawson, is running a real-estate scam that involves renting apartments to pimps and sex workers. The tenants pay cash, and the money gets stashed in a bank in the Bahamas, where Frank keeps a mistress. Ordell, who has been supplying stolen appliances for the apartments, thinks he and Louis should kidnap Frank's wife and demand a million bucks for her return. He recruits Richard, a Nazi with a gun collection, to help them out, and they snatch Mickey Dawson from her suburban home.
 The most compelling parts of the book narrate Mickey's thoughts as she gradually comes to understand what a terrible loser she's married to and how much better off she'd be without him. Frank is a vile, belittling drunk and you can tell that Leonard enjoys inventing ways for him to suck. ('It would never occur to him,' Mickey thinks, 'that his wife was more intelligent than he was.') In the novel's opening chapters, Mickey endures his abuse, tries to keep their son from taking after him and sleepwalks through her dull socialite's life. But being kidnapped gives her time to think - especially when Frank is slow to respond to the ransom demand. It turns out he was about to file for divorce anyway. Why pay to get back the wife he doesn't want?
 While it's always a pleasure to watch Leonard build his narratives, gun by gun, thief by thief, dollar by dollar, the real delight is in the details of their unravelling. Who could have imagined that Mickey would be stalked by an admiring dunce who gets in the way of the kidnappers and ends up bloodied in her bedroom closet? That Richard isn't just a racist, but a pervert who drills a peephole in the bathroom door? That Frank's mistress, Melanie, would want a piece of the action too? Leonard understands the dramatic satisfaction of coincidence and comeuppance and delivers them in unexpected ways, within a matrix of crossed wires and shifting allegiances.
 The evolution of the crooks' criminal consciousness is almost as intriguing as Mickey's transformation. Leonard shows us the moments they slip from petty loserdom into budding psychopathy. Describing to Ordell how the million-dollar ask should go down, Louis is pulled up short: '[He] stopped, realising something. It was the first time he had said the word or had even thought the word and heard it in his mind. Kidnap. Christ, they had kidnapped a woman.' Later, in the Bahamas, Melanie is 'willing to co-operate' to solve the problem of Frank's non-compliance: 'I was thinking something like - how about if you disappeared for a hundred grand? I think I could talk something around that figure and get him to think it's his idea. For his peace of mind.' It takes Ordell a minute to understand what she's getting at: 'You're not saying disappear. You're saying kill the man's wife.' No, of course not, Melanie tells him: 'I'm not saying you have to do it. Isn't there someone you could call?' Ordell, surprised at first, accepts the new plan: 'It was a different whole new deal now.' He calls up Richard, who is guarding Mickey, and tells him she's a Jew and needs to die.
 She isn't, and doesn't, and ends up with some form of Stockholm syndrome, chatting up the surviving members of the criminal conspiracy in a Detroit apartment, finally awake to the possibilities of an autonomous life. The book's dialogue is great, particularly Ordell's, which is boastful, crass and sarcastic. At one point the white Louis earnestly asks: 'How come coloured girls, their asses are so high?' 'Same way as a camel,' Ordell shoots back, 'for going without food and water when there was a famine, they stored up what they needed in their ass.' Leonard's superpower was to apprehend the broken syntax of real speech and translate it to the page so that it jumped straight from the eye to the ear, bypassing the inner grammarian. The Switch's ending is a perfect punchline, a deft little trick of perspective - one that Rum Punch would undo fourteen years later, for reasons unclear to me.
Iunderstand  why Penguin wanted to include Rum Punch in this initial set of reissues. It's a pretty good book, probably Leonard's most popular, and easy to market to new readers, who may have seen Quentin Tarantino's reasonably faithful film adaptation. I say 'reasonably' because, although Tarantino's streamlined version of the story follows the novel closely, it replaces Jackie Burke, the book's white heroine, with Jackie Brown, memorably played by the Black actress Pam Grier. This change - as well as half a dozen subtly shifted details - rebalances the story for the better.
 But I'm getting ahead of myself. Jackie Burke is a middle-aged air hostess held back in her career by her attraction to bad men. When the book begins, she is making ends meet as a cash courier to a gunrunner who wants to get his money out of the Bahamas and into Florida, where he lives. It turns out that the gunrunner is our old friend Ordell, who keeps three mistresses in three apartments, Melanie among them. Before long he's reunited with Louis, newly sprung from prison, and recruits him to help move some weapons and clear out his accounts so that he can retire.
 Meanwhile, Jackie gets collared by a couple of detectives, who dangle leniency for her crime in exchange for assistance in catching Ordell. She won't talk and is sent to prison; Ordell posts her bail through a bondsman, Max Cherry, intending to silence her for good. But when Max picks her up from jail, sparks fly. She swipes his sidearm and uses it to fend off the murderous Ordell. Now everyone involved wants the same thing: Ordell's half a million.
 The greatest strength of this book, especially if you like The Switch, is the spectacle of Louis and Ordell's descent into nihilism; the goofy rascals of the earlier novel are gone. Ordell is now a ruthless killer, and Louis is drowning in some deep, unexamined rage, which will finally emerge in the most shocking moment of the book. The heist itself is fun and complicated and its resolution satisfying, but readers (especially those who have seen Jackie Brown) might find Jackie Burke a little anaemic on the page. It's fun to watch her outwit the goons, but there's little character development; she is preternaturally shrewd and skilful from the start. Rereading the novel, I kept thinking about Mickey's transformation from naif to self-actualised cynic in The Switch and wished that Jackie had been given room to grow.
 The early scene in which Jackie resists Ordell is particularly telling. We've already seen Ordell post bond for someone he wants to silence. We know what's meant to happen when he knocks on Jackie's door. But her deft moves with Max's borrowed pistol aren't those of a dewy-eyed career flight attendant, and she doesn't make any false steps after that either. This is the main place where Tarantino's movie improves on the source material. In the scene with Ordell, played with serpentine relish by Samuel L. Jackson, Grier performs as someone from Ordell's world, a Black woman who knows how to deal with a Black man. When Robert Forster's Max (white in both the book and the film) shows up later to collect his gun, Grier talks completely differently, code-switching as she's accustomed to doing in the white world she's been forced to navigate.
 There are other small moments in the film that bring a little friction to Jackie's character arc: a Black judge knocks her bond down to $10,000 from $25,000; one of the detectives makes a racist aside; Ordell complains about the cops 'pitting Black against Black'. But it's mostly the way Grier plays the character, gradually revealing the complexity of her world, that gives viewers the sense of movement that the novel lacks. Jackie's romance with Max, consummated early in the book and assumed to continue beyond its final page, is less of a sure thing in the film; the tragedy of Grier's Jackie is her alienation from both of the worlds in which she operates, and choosing one over the other would never work. Tarantino allows them a couple of lingering kisses before she drives off into the sunset, leaving Max and his lonesome work behind. It's the right ending. Watching the film after reading the novel, you can't help but think that, as good as Rum Punch is, Leonard left money on the table - something Frank and Stick would never do. Like them, maybe he could have used an eleventh rule.
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Poem
Autumn Cyclamen
A.E. Stallings

182 wordsAutumn cyclamen,
booby-trapping underfoot
like a mistimed spring,
clutch of shame's blushes,
flock of flamingos balanced
on slender stemware
or mad flight of hats,
magenta origami,
by Schiaparelli,
above ground, you stand
poised as flames on candlewicks,
but under earth I
know you're a heavy
dark mass, circular tuber,
a flat severed breast
like a loaf of bread,
toughened and covered in dirt,
bouquet overhead.
I can't help but think
of that cruel fairy tale
about the proud girl
who trod on a loaf
to spare her new shoes crossing
a puddle of mud.
Down she sank, down, past
the Marsh Witch's brewery,
to hell's portals, where
Andersen leaves her
grounded a lifetime waiting
for mercy's stale crumb.
Don't be the proud girl
brought low - that's the lesson. Come,
teach me another:
the root, round anchor
of buoyant exuberance.
Proud girls, you gorgons,
gorgeous in your gowns,
rising back unrepentant
out of your loam house,
tiptoe fripperies,
overlook my misreading.
I still see her yell
as the loaf sinks, shock
of ankles sucked down in muck,
her pink silk stockings.
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In Full Sail
Abigail Green

2963 wordsThere are  few pictures of rich Jews as enchanting as Renoir's 1881 portrait of the young Cahen d'Anvers sisters, Elisabeth and Alice, with their chubby cheeks, pearly teeth, sturdy legs and frilly dresses. Or take Ingres's earlier but equally celebrated portrayal of the Baronne de Rothschild, a woman Heinrich Heine compared to an angel. It is at once lush and restrained. Betty de Rothschild's glorious full pink skirt is set against a rich brown background; she wears pearls and a large ruby, but her pose is informal, her eyes thoughtful. Such paintings illuminate a moment when Jews entered European high society on new terms. They were no longer simply tolerated as the financiers and estate managers whose expertise, money and contacts facilitated the lifestyle of the old aristocracy. At last they could aspire to a different status: as near-equals whose wealth, intellect or artistic talent gave them access to previously closed social worlds.
Samson Wertheimer, a rabbi and financier who served as court factor to three Holy Roman Emperors in the early 1700s and was even known as the Judenkaiser, didn't inspire great art; portraits of him exist, but they are pedestrian and by unknown artists. The Jews who figure in so many of Rembrandt's greatest paintings are, with a single exception, not individuals but social types: the old Jew, the young Jew, the Jewish bride. So when the Rothschilds, the Cahen d'Anvers and the British Wertheimers commissioned portraits that showed them as individuals, they were not only indulging the impulse to preserve their faces for posterity, but revealing a sophisticated understanding of what art was and why it mattered.
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'Asher Wertheimer' (1898)
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'Mrs Wertheimer' (1904)
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'Ena and Betty, Daughters of Mr and Mrs Asher Wertheimer' (1901)
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'Essie, Ruby and Ferdinand, Children of Asher Wertheimer' (1902)
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'Almina, Daughter of Asher Wertheimer' (1908)
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'Alfred, Son of Asher Wertheimer' (c.1901)







PreviousNext





In Britain, the end of the 19th century was marked by tumultuous economic upheaval, agricultural crisis and appalling poverty, but also by diversification in the social hierarchy. Constrained by social and economic forces, members of the old landowning families began to mingle with the families of 'Randlords', captains of industry and financiers. Sometimes they even married their daughters. Art dealers like the Wertheimers joined this composite elite. Dealing was a profession that rose dramatically in prestige precisely because the old families were losing money and new ones sought to acquire 'the furniture of the great'. Prices were soaring. In 1882, Ferdinand de Rothschild instructed another Samson Wertheimer - a Jew from Furth now settled in London - to spend six thousand pounds on Marie Antoinette's writing table, which he purchased at Christie's from the duke of Hamilton. As Edmond de Goncourt cattily noted at the end of the 1870s, the scrapmongers of yesteryear were now 'gentlemen dressed by our tailors who buy and read books and have wives as distinguished as the wives in our own circles, gentlemen hosting dinners served by servants wearing white cravats'.
Less than 3 per cent of the very rich in Edwardian Britain (those leaving estates of more than PS100,000) were Jews, but attacks on the 'new plutocracy' were often antisemitic in nature and to be Jewish attracted a particular opprobrium. This was certainly true in the art world, a sector that comprised other mercantile minorities, though none carried such a weight of prejudice as the much maligned Jewish dealer. This was also the Dreyfus moment, when vicious caricatures and sinister pen-portraits of Jews became ubiquitous. Yet it remained the task of the society portraitist to give wealth a human face. The results were ambiguous, and this tension is the subject of Jean Strouse's book, a group biography that navigates the relationship between Jews, art and money in the years around 1900.
John Singer Sargent seems to be in fashion: his 'dollar princesses' are on display at Kenwood House (until 5 October); his early years are the subject of a major show at the Musee d'Orsay, opening this month. For a long time, however, his work provoked ambivalence. Admirers saw him as an heir to Velazquez, Van Dyck, Manet and the great English portrait painters; dissenters thought his work shallow, commercial and derivative. He was, the critic Michael Kimmelman argued in 1999, 'the gold standard during the Gilded Age. But he invented nothing; he changed nothing.' As the chronicler of a world in flux, perhaps he did not need to. If turn-of-the-century Britain was a society, as Strouse writes, 'precariously balanced between centuries, between tradition and modernity, between a past dominated by Europe and an indistinct American future, between longstanding social hierarchies and disruptive forces of new power and wealth', then Sargent was - as Max Beerbohm commented - its 'supreme interpreter'. That ability stemmed in part, Strouse suggests, from his peripatetic upbringing. Sargent was a certain kind of rootless American. Born in Italy, where he first learned to sketch and paint, he set foot in the US only at the age of twenty and spent most of his adult life in Europe. In short, he was himself a product of the new society, and was instinctively drawn to its more dynamic protagonists.
Sargent's earliest work did not necessarily have these qualities. His 1882 painting of a flamenco dancer may have reminded admiring critics of Goya, but his 1884 portrait of 'Madame X', the American-born adventuress Virginie Gautreau, shocked Paris with its louche portrayal of the wife of a wealthy French banker, her naked shoulders and decollete rendered scandalous by the thin loop of a strap falling down one arm. The ensuing furore propelled Sargent to London, where he really made his name, painting old and new money with varying levels of enthusiasm. Inevitably his subjects included Jews - mostly women, but also a few rich and powerful men. Chief among these works is his 1898 portrait of the British art dealer Asher Wertheimer. 'Sargent has just completed another Jew,' the historian Henry Adams told a friend when he saw it, 'Wertheimer, a worse crucifixion than history tells us of.'
Adams was one of the nastiest antisemites among the American upper classes, but he was not the only contemporary to regard the portrait of Wertheimer this way. When the architect I.N. Phelps Stokes first saw it in Sargent's studio, he described the figure as 'pleasantly engaged in counting shekels', a verdict that tells us more about the viewer than the sitter, since Wertheimer was doing nothing of the kind: he holds a cigar in his left hand while his right thumb sits in his trouser pocket. Polish Jews might have seen the US as the goldene medina, but social integration was in some ways easier in the old world.
Wertheimer was Sargent's sixth painting of a Jewish subject; he would paint 29 more. Altogether, if we include his charcoal portraits, some seventy of his sitters were Jewish, around 5 per cent - not a particularly high proportion, but in keeping with the proportion of wealthy Jews in British society. Yet statistics do not tell the whole story: Wertheimer would become Sargent's biggest private patron. The first commission was twin portraits of Asher and his wife, Flora. Dressed in an ivory gown with lace trim, Flora rests a hand on a Louis XV desk with ormolu mounts. Her pearls, Strouse notes, 'seem to contain light', although she dismisses the painting as a 'study in tones and textures of white next to the rich darks of Asher', and lacking its 'vital force': 'Where Asher seems intensely alive, Flora looks beautiful but muted and still.' Flora didn't like the painting either - she worried it made her look 'too rich' - so in 1904 her husband commissioned another, a gloomy, austere painting that depicts a mother who has just lost her son.
Wertheimer was by now a weekly visitor to Sargent's studio, and Sargent a regular guest at the family's home in Connaught Place, near Hyde Park. Monet, who was introduced there by Sargent, thought it 'quite extraordinary, a palace with some very beautiful things and a quite distinctive society, nothing but Jews, or almost, an infernal din and very relaxed manners despite a high degree of elegance, ten children, five daughters, three of them married and several quite beautiful'. The portrait of two of those daughters, Ena and Betty, is on the cover of Strouse's book. 'What do you think of it?' Sargent asked an American who visited his studio in 1901. 'Isn't it stunning of the taller girl? Don't you think she is handsome?' Ena was a magnificent young woman, unusually tall with dark hair and a full figure. She is shown half-turning to the viewer, one arm casually flung around the waist of her more reserved younger sister. The painting is a rhapsody in crimson and white. A large Chinese vase and other works of art are visible in the background. The style and abandon of the sisters' dresses deliberately invokes Sargent's scandalous portrait of Virginie Gautreau. Yet there is nothing louche about their liveliness, a quality some observers connected with their Jewish origins. The critic and artist D.S. MacColl thought the figure of Ena had 'a vitality hardly matched since Rubens, the race, the social type, the person'. It was, in its way, a compliment. The connotations attached to the belle Juive were always more alluring than those that clung to her male counterpart.
Strouse writes that when she first encountered the Wertheimer paintings on show together at the Seattle Art Museum in 2001, they seemed to her 'familiar'. If Adams was inclined to dislike Jews, she is inclined to like them - more, certainly, than the English aristocrats Sargent painted, whom she describes in terms that make them appear unattractive and aloof ('flat and stale' in the case of Daisy Greville, countess of Warwick, a woman who was anything but). This opposition between 'chilly aristocratic marionettes' and 'exuberant life forces' shapes the book, as Strouse attempts to reclaim the humanity of her arriviste Jewish subjects for a 21st-century public. Who can fail to love Ena as she sweeps into Sargent's studio, scarf and coat 'in full sail' (a vele gonfie) and, six feet tall, poses playfully in a feathered hat and cape that recall the Most Noble Order of the Garter?
In 1905, a year after Sargent painted Portrait of Ena Wertheimer: A Vele Gonfie, Parliament passed the Aliens Act, a milestone in British immigration history, conceived to stem the large-scale influx of Jews fleeing Russia and Eastern Europe. Sargent did not read newspapers, but he must have understood what it meant to present A Vele Gonfie in the 1905 Royal Academy Exhibition, alongside The Marlborough Family and The Countess of Warwick and Her Son. The Graphic pronounced A Vele Gonfie 'one of the most subtle and brilliant things Mr Sargent has ever achieved'. Punch depicted Sargent and Velazquez delivering their paintings (in Velazquez's case, the Rokeby Venus) to the National Gallery as 'Desirable Aliens'.
Ena, who once dreamed of becoming a painter, married into a family of Jewish industrialists and herself became a figure in the London art world. She opened a gallery on Brook Street in Mayfair, entertained Diaghilev and promoted artists including Ben and Winifred Nicholson, Fernand Leger and Raoul Dufy. But she made no money, and her husband, Robert Mathias, resented, as Strouse puts it, 'how much the Ballets Russes dancers ate, Ena's impetuous gift of the pearl necklace to Diaghilev, the haemorrhaging red ink of the dress shop'. The couple fought bitterly, never more than over Ena's inexplicable decision to sell A Vele Gonfie to an American gallery. (After she died, Mathias went to great lengths to recover it.)
Life proved harder for the Wertheimer boys. At school they were subjected to antisemitic bullying. Alfred, the second son, didn't take his degree at Cambridge but went to work as a chemist in East London. He wanted to become an actor, but his father wouldn't hear of it. Sargent sought to mediate, warning Alfred, as he worked on his portrait, that Asher really did mean to cut him off if he took 'a decisive step' in that direction. London fell in love with Sargent's 1901 painting of the 'immaculate young Jew', but Alfred, a morphine addict, continued to frustrate his father, borrowing money he did not return. He died of an overdose in South Africa. The eldest son, Edward, seemed more promising, keen to make his mark in the art world and on the family business. But he contracted typhoid after eating a bad oyster on his honeymoon. The brothers were buried side by side. Sargent's portrait of Edward was never completed.
He did, however, produce two groupings of the younger Wertheimer children: Essie, Ruby and Ferdinand (known as Bob), seated informally at home in 1902; and Hylda, Almina and Conway, set outdoors in an arrangement that lacks spontaneity. He also painted Almina as a harem slave. The portrait plays with the 18th-century Orientalist tradition but gives it a knowing contemporary edge. Asher hung it in his morning room at Connaught Place, next to the dining room where eight others were on display. In 1922 he gave this group (nine of his twelve Sargents) to the nation.
'These are more than a group of family portraits,' the Times's critic wrote in 1923, when the nine Wertheimers were exhibited together at the National Gallery. Illustrations of 'an epoch and a set in that epoch', it deemed them 'documents which the historian will prize, and perhaps the satirist will not disdain to pick at'. Two years later, after Sargent died, an article in the paper added that they were 'the only pictures by a living artist that have ever been exhibited' at the National Gallery. Others had tried. In 1915, the gallery had rejected the offer of a painting by Walter Sickert, deeming him insufficiently 'important'. Sickert didn't forget the insult, suggesting - shortly after the Wertheimer display opened - that the gallery should show only the work of the dead: this, at least, was an uncontroversial distinction, and it would never do to leave the trustees 'at the mercy of the wishes' of future 'testators'. The problem was it already had been. Everyone knew that when Asher handed over the portraits he had expressed the wish that they be shown together, in one room. This was quite a request. A whole room, dedicated not just to a contemporary painter, but a single family? Not aristocrats - a group whose history was deeply entwined with that of the nation - but Jews? The family's German-Jewish name and foreign origins hardly recommended them to a public prone to anti-German rioting and gripped by the cataclysm of the Somme. Of course, Asher Wertheimer was a patriot. He invested heavily in war bonds. When he died in August 1918, the Times asserted (erroneously) that he had 'always had the most undisguised hatred and contempt, professional and personal' for Germany and the Germans. But by this time his sons Conway and Bob had changed their names; Wertheimers no more, they became Conway J. Conway and Bob Conway. Only Sargent's portrait of Hylda, Almina and Conway, Children of Asher Wertheimer serves to recall their earlier identity.
In 1926, the Wertheimer paintings were transferred to the Tate, where they featured in a newly built Sargent room. Today, they live in a storage facility in London's East End, in huge racks that are pulled out of their units on fixed rails. Strouse was lucky to see them together in Seattle. When Roger Fry reviewed the original 1923 exhibition, he dismissed them as 'art applied to social requirements and social ambitions', the product of a world in which 'a rich man, if he have the intelligence of Sir Asher Wertheimer and the luck to meet a Sargent, can, by the latter's professional skill, transmit his fame to posterity.'
Sargent's work fell out of fashion in the 1920s. There were also practical difficulties. Joseph Duveen, another Jewish art dealer, attempted to resolve these when he funded the Sargent room, along with three other galleries intended for modern art by foreigners. In the 1960s, the Tate began to diversify the contents of the Sargent space, consigning most of the Wertheimers to the basement. Ena's son, Anthony, wrote furious letters challenging what he saw as a 'monstrous violation', but in vain. It was an unrealistic expectation. Curatorial preferences change over time, collections grow, space remains at a premium. But there is a bigger story. Is it the story Strouse tells, structured by the pressing question 'Who is England?' - a story which has, after all, lost none of its urgency? Is it, as Fry thought, the story of an American painter helping a family of rich Jews join the ranks of the 'upper ten thousand', a term with purchase on both sides of the Atlantic? Or is it a story with many European parallels, about Jewish aspirations and Jewish generosity?
Again and again in this period we find Jews such as Duveen and the Wertheimers giving generously to great public museums as a way of staking their claim to the future of the nation. The Tate and the National Gallery benefited, but we might also think of Edmond de Rothschild's vast bequest to the Louvre or James Simon's gift of Nefertiti in Berlin. The aristocrats who customarily figure as subjects of the great portraits in the British artistic pantheon were rarely so generous. They had their own historic houses; their estates were entailed; they were increasingly short of money. Above all, they cared for their own posterity. The Rothschilds and the Wertheimers were more public-spirited. Yet such Jews were also regularly targeted for their avarice, materialism, cosmopolitan solidarities and clannishness. The stereotypes that dogged them have not gone away. We need to recognise their significance as cultivated men and women intoxicated by high culture, committed to their new countries and forced by their outsider status to think deeply about the meaning and symbols of citizenship.
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I am entirely made of wood
Emily Berry

1902 wordsThe Expansion Project  is Ben Pester's first novel. There is little about its opening that hints at the weirdness of the imagination which created it, though a reader familiar with Pester's short stories may have some suspicions. The title story of Am I in the Right Place? (2020) features a 'Mondelux single-man-in-a-bedsit oven with rotisserie setting' that turns out to be a portal to childhood memories. In 'Lifelong Learning', from the same collection, a person at a party climbs into a kitchen cupboard to escape an abusive flatmate and finds a 'one-time hole' leading to a utopian community known as 'the village'. And then there's 'Mother's Day Card from a Wooden Object': 'Perhaps you're wondering why I have chosen this moment to send this card - which, as you know, I cannot actually send or write in a physical sense because I am entirely made of wood.'
 One could say that the novel is about a man who loses his mind at work, but that's not really right, because the categories of 'man', 'mind' and 'work' are somehow looser and more porous than one might expect. The man's name is Tom Crowley. We meet him on his way to work at the Capmeadow business park, accompanied by his eight-year-old daughter, Hen. It's Bring Your Daughter to Work Day, or Crowley thinks it is. Hen is not short for Henrietta, the child explains to 'Steve from reception'. Actually she was named on account of her 'hen-headedness': when she was a baby her head was as narrow as a chicken's.
 Crowley is prone to panic and sudden rages; he clings on to sanity through parenthood: 'My children, since they were born, have been a miraculous way for me to confirm that I am all right. I certainly couldn't have said it before they arrived. I was not all right.' Their existence, however, is sometimes itself a source of panic and rage. The mundane details that unfold could be lifted from any stressed father's morning routine: an untidy kitchen, train station croissants, a frantic scroll through unread emails, a lost napkin. But it's within the mundane that Pester lodges (or dislodges) the strangest things. Many of his characters experience some version of being en route to work when they find themselves on the cusp of slipping through a portal into an alternate universe. In 'All Silky and Wonderful', a man on a train wakes from a doze to learn that his carriage is about to be decoupled from the rest of the train because a set of 'expressive teal leather luggage' abandoned by its owner is emanating a 'bone-level sense of doom'. 'Please don't decouple me!' he cries. 'You don't understand - I've got to run a workshop.'
 For Crowley, the difficulty is how to be a person who goes to work, and also a father and a husband, when work is in many ways hostile to real human connection, a place where language is 'messaging' and emotions are unprofessional. The Capmeadow liaison officer explains:
 Whenever they seem to be about to talk about something they are forbidden to mention (not forbidden, I apologise, this word has crept into my language recently and I think it's because one of my team used to work in the copywriting division; there has been a spread, only a mild one, of off-message language - so, not forbidden but non-accepted), something gently happens to move them back onto a more appropriate track. Certain topics cannot be discussed with me for data and privacy reasons. There are counsellors and things like that for very personal issues. 

The daily grind of parenthood brings different challenges, but these are more than compensated for by transcendent love. Crowley observes his daughter passing through his workplace:
 As always, she moved as a different shape to the people around her, brighter and more fluid than any other form in the office. At least, this is how I saw her. It's fairly difficult to know how the rest of the world would have seen it, but to me, she was like a blaze in the presence of others. 

 Of course, work and family have always been inextricably intertwined, as Crowley acknowledges: 'I might as well be honest and say I was never good at my job. Until it was for them, I never had a single second at work that felt like a productive use of my time. Not here, not in any of my jobs before this one.' In Bring Your Daughter to Work Day, an occasion that probably doesn't exist, he seems to have hallucinated a merging of his two roles, a fantasy that both occurs and doesn't occur, during which Hen goes irrevocably missing but also turns out to have been at school the whole time.
 Pester's satirical and surreal scrutiny pushes the concept of the 'work-life balance' to its limit. Crowley's job is to produce his company's messaging: 'Little messages to help people feel good about their work. Like "we succeed together", or something like that,' he tells Hen. Several of the short stories also involve strange happenings in an office environment. The most striking of these, ' If yes, please explain your answer ', involves the arrival of a large green and lilac egg at a corporate workplace. It 'instantly changes the atmosphere in the office' and creates 'an immense feeling of common purpose in the whole company'. Bring Your Egg to Work Day, perhaps. The egg hatches into an indescribable gender-fluid creature that the company's employees name 'Tritty'.
 Capmeadow is a dystopia masquerading as a utopia, a sprawling complex of offices, accommodation, restaurants, shops and recreational spaces. There's a Resilience Garden ('it's a shame ... to see signs of desperation in such a tranquil space'), a Museum of Life and a secret night market where employees have side hustles selling fake artisanal wares. The business park is in a state of continual construction and is surrounded by a mysterious fog; the complex can only be reached by a shuttle bus that makes 'the sound of string instruments in the cold'. Its perimeter creeps sleazily into the surrounding landscape, where its edges 'glisten and have a slight odour ... If you look closely, the way it reproduces itself is like breathing.' The Capmeadow expansion also encroaches on the psychic space of its employees. Crowley feels 'the swell of a meeting room' while walking his daughter home from school; he finds 'the carpet in the corridor that led from my office floor to the lifts' under his feet during a visit to a castle in his home town. Children in the Capmeadow creche engage in a 'very kind of work-based play'; 'they were explaining that they too were incredibly, unbelievably stressed, they kept saying bloody hell why can't I focus? Why can't I focus for just ten seconds? And there were some pretend mushrooms and they all said we should eat lion's mane ... although of course it was just some bits of air.'
The Expansion Project has echoes of texts such as Kazuo Ishiguro's Never Let Me Go (for the institutional sci-fi) and the plays of Sarah Kane (for the howling emptiness bumping up against banality). But Pester's fiction is its own beast. You have to wonder where he gets his ideas. 'He had a very dusky bottom,' the speaker of his story 'How They Loved Him' reminisces. She's relating an anecdote about how she and her ageing husband picked up a migrant worker outside Wickes, a DIY retailer, to fill in a 'puckering', 'sucking' hole that had appeared in their living room. They later coerce the man into having sex with them. 'I've always found Jonathan's tongue a bit embarrassing, in the intimate sense ... Uncontrolled - Labradorian!' It's from the same school of dark - let's call it beyond the pale - humour as TV programmes such as The League of Gentlemen or the podcast Dear Joan and Jericha. English niceties become a coffin lid that creaks open to reveal something horrifying. 'He got this long smooth erection, very quickly,' the narrator recalls. 'It was really long but not very wide, like a kind of whistle. Very noble actually. I stroked it for a while, and then leaned over and popped it in my mouth. Very strong tasting, it was. Hard work will do that to a glans.' I walk past a Wickes most days and Pester's story often lurches into my mind. Can you imagine having the phrase 'strong-tasting penis' intruding into your thoughts regularly?
 There is less of this sort of thing in The Expansion Project, but there are plenty of other weirdnesses. As the novel progresses, we realise that this is not a straightforward narrative but a series of audio (and audiovisual) transcripts in the process of being catalogued by a confused archivist who isn't entirely sure who they work for or when all this material dates from. Like everyone else, the archivist is unravelling, confused about whether shoals of fish swimming in the data lake are responsible for the degrading of the archival footage: 'What else are they eating if not this essence? ... Would it cause a reaction to the skin of an archived image, to be grazed on by a pale white fish, floating in there with your data?'
 In addition to the archivist, we hear the voices of an AV technician, the liaison officer, Steve from reception and Cath Corbett, a colleague of Crowley's. Most of the characters are in some form of distress, which fades in and out of focus - partly because the characters are in a state of dissociation, and partly because the quality of the audiovisual material, which after all may have been nibbled by fish, varies. Steve from reception compares himself to 'a sick egg'. 'Things were bad,' he admits. 'I'd been living, like, on the surface of my life.' In meetings, Cath Corbett appears 'to switch between states of managerial directness and tremendous pain'. The AV technician's sciatica sends him into an existential crisis: 'I wonder if anyone else in this room is in pain like this. Just at this moment there must be two thousand people in the audience, and twenty times that on various meeting screens and in other offices around the world. Is anyone, in any of those rooms, I wonder, as close to the brink of agony as I am?' The only character who seems largely free of existential dread is the liaison officer. It's her job to listen to the concerns of others, but she doesn't respond to them; her colleagues' anxieties are merely 'collected as feedback'.
 This is not a cheerful book, but it is a funny one. The corporate attempt to suppress and compartmentalise human feeling is repeatedly shown to be laughable. But pain is non-compliant; in a way, its resistance to control is a kind of saving grace. Like Crowley's analogy for the rare text messages he receives from his son ('jewels mined out of rock'), our encrypted feelings can never be abolished by capitalist imperatives. They will emerge one day out of a fog of dissociation - in the middle of a meeting, on the train, on the way to run a workshop - and un-numb us back to life.
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Diary
Two Cultures of Denunciation
Sheila Fitzpatrick

4040 wordsIdon't  think I ever dobbed anybody in - or if I did, I would have told myself I was doing something else. Dobbing is the preferred Australian word for denunciation or snitching to the bosses, and it is taken to be a shameful betrayal of one's fellow subalterns. I'm quite sure that, as a child, I never sneaked to a teacher about other girls: that would have been contemptible in schoolyard culture and I would remember if I'd done such a thing. For adults, it's easier to obfuscate the act. A university dean of my acquaintance once told me that faculty members at his Ivy League school regularly dropped in to his office for casual chats whose real purpose, usually not directly stated, was to let him know that 'there might be a problem' with some other colleague.
When I first went to the Soviet Union as a British exchange student in the 1960s, I found that Soviet attitudes on the matter were similar to those I had grown up with in Australia. To be a snitch (donoschik) was and remains contemptible in Russian eyes, no matter how much governments - from 17th-century Muscovite to Soviet - have encouraged it, and how common the practice is in real life. Of course, as a principled position, this blanket ban on informing the authorities about anything has its problems. In the 1980s, when I had become interested in denunciation as a social historian, I asked one of my Soviet/Russian friends what he would do if he found out his neighbour was a serial murderer. Would he break his own rules and go to the police with a donos, or remain silent and risk more people dying? 'I would tell them,' he said, after a moment's thought. 'But I would hate myself for doing so.'
America, as I realised soon after arriving there as a budding Sovietologist in the Cold War, is different. Telling the authorities about another citizen's wrongdoing becomes an ipso facto betrayal of subaltern solidarity only in context of a strong dichotomy between 'us' and 'them'; and this dichotomy seems to be only partially and episodically present in American life. It was 'us' and 'them' for the anti-Vietnam protesters of the 1970s, and for intellectuals in the McCarthyist 1950s, outraged at the pressure put on witnesses before the House Un-American Activities Committee to 'name names' of communists and sympathisers. But in general, Americans have seemed to accept the idea that government is their representative, not a thing apart, so they don't feel so bad about telling the authorities something the authorities should know.
Among the difficulties of talking about denunciation is that there are so many words for it, along with sharply opposed understandings of its morality. If you denounce me, you're a snitch with a personal agenda. If I denounce you, it's because I'm a public-spirited citizen. Many of the terms in different languages are negative or at best neutral officialese, but Americans, uniquely, have invented a term for denunciation that is wholly positive: 'whistleblowing'. This word, reportedly coined by Ralph Nader in the early 1970s to avoid the pejorative connotations of 'snitching' and 'informing', refers specifically to the reporting of abuses on the part of bosses of corporations, government departments and the like. Since whistleblowers risk retaliation by speaking out, they are seen (except by their targets) as brave, public-spirited truth-tellers.
By contrast, denunciation was seen by US Sovietologists, as well as a broader Cold War public, as a distinctively Soviet phenomenon, part of the 'atomisation' fostered by the totalitarian state through the breaking of traditional family and friendship loyalties, and wholly negative. The case always cited was that of Pavlik Morozov, a Young Pioneer who denounced his own father during collectivisation, whose example was recommended to generations of Soviet children.*
In the course of my research on Soviet history, I became interested in Stalin's Cultural Revolution of the late 1920s and early 1930s, a precursor to (and no doubt an inspiration for) Mao's better known Cultural Revolution in China decades later. The Soviet Cultural Revolution was an assault on the entrenched power of elites (the 'bourgeois' intelligentsia and 'rightist' bureaucrats) in the arts and education. The campaign was taken up with enthusiasm by young communist militants eager for a fight as well as people with grievances in all fields of culture. Denunciation of opponents to the Party was a major weapon in these conflicts. Such denunciations were known as 'signals from below', a positive Soviet term for denunciation which, despite official endorsement, never caught on in ordinary Russian speech.
The Great Purges of the late 1930s, which were initiated by Stalin but gathered their own momentum, offered a different kind of mass-denunciation experience. Communist elites were the main target, and popular denunciation was a common way of identifying the victims ('spies' and 'enemies of the people') who were to be arrested, executed or banished to Gulag. In contrast to the Soviet Cultural Revolution, which was not usually hysterical, this became a real moral panic - a witch hunt in which 'enemies' might be suddenly and intuitively recognised with no real evidence offered or required. Citizens thus accused were unable to defend themselves, and if well-wishers tried to step in, even just by calling for due process, they instantly became 'enemies' too.
Comparisons with American experience were in general discouraged in US Sovietology, so the Salem witch hunts in late 17th-century Massachusetts were never invoked as an earlier episode of moral panic. Since denunciation was seen as a by-product of totalitarianism, it was taken as read that no such practice could exist in a democracy. This was one of the Cold War axioms encountered in the US in the 1970s that struck me as self-evidently wrong. Having grown up with an outspoken left-wing father who trod on toes in Cold War Australia (where we had our own HUAC equivalents in the form of Royal Commissions on espionage and communism), it seemed odd to me that Americans had so quickly forgotten their own experiences of the 1950s. Of course there is denunciation in Western democratic societies as well as in totalitarian ones. The question is about moral status and equivalence.
The philosopher Judith Shklar had an answer: denunciation is good when made to a good government, and bad when made to a bad one. Perhaps that helps to some degree. We might agree that, since the Soviet government was bad (which is clearly Shklar's premise), it was also bad to denounce 'enemies of the people' under Stalin, 'dissidents' under Brezhnev and, mutatis mutandis, anti-war and gay activists in post-Soviet Russia under Putin. But how about denouncing 'Stalinists' under Khrushchev or Gorbachev? Or 'Nazis' and 'Nazi collaborators' under any of these?
Shklar's argument suggests that denunciation should always be morally acceptable in a democracy. But in the US some might prefer to decide on a case by case basis, or at least administration by administration. Denouncing 'terrorists' under George W. Bush in the 2000s is one thing (though don't take that as a personal endorsement), but denouncing 'communists' under Truman or Eisenhower in the 1950s might seem more dubious to American liberals, not to mention denouncing 'woke' intellectuals under Trump in the 2020s.
It would be nice if we could distinguish between denunciations on the basis of motive, but that seems hopeless. Most denunciations are couched in public interest terms, motives are generally mixed, only God can see into the heart etc. We may be on firmer ground making distinctions between denunciations on the basis of likely outcomes. Under Stalin during the Great Purges, these included arrest, exile to Gulag and summary execution. While the denunciatory processes of McCarthyism had some similarities to the Purges, their outcomes were hugely different. Victims of McCarthyism (despite the Rosenberg case) didn't typically suffer death or long-term exile, but 'only' reputational damage. Loss of employment was a high possibility, but the chance of arrest was small. This was much closer to the level of consequences likely to follow a Soviet denunciation in the Khrushchev and Brezhnev eras.
Shklar focuses on political denunciations, but it's difficult to draw a hard and fast line between these and denunciations for criminal acts, or for behaviour that is merely deemed 'inappropriate', to use an anachronistic term. After the opening of classified Soviet archives in the 1990s exposed a remarkable range of Soviet donosy, I did a study of three hundred denunciations made by Soviet peasants against their bosses in the 1930s. It made little sense to divide them into political or non-political, since so many combined both: a typical denunciation against the chairman of the kolkhoz would include a political accusation ('Trotskyite') as well as a criminal one ('embezzler'), along with allegations of abusive or disrespectful behaviour such as slapping rank-and-file kolkhozniks or having sex with their daughters. Peasants seem to have written the same kind of letters throughout the Soviet period, with cosmetic changes on the political side ('Nazi collaborators' for 'Trotskyites' after the war). Indeed, for a large range of denunciations, not only in the Soviet Union, the nature of the current political regime seems largely irrelevant. Should sexual abuse have been reported in the Soviet Union under Khrushchev but not under Stalin? Would my Russian friend have been morally in the clear if he had kept quiet about his neighbour's putative crimes until Gorbachev or Yeltsin came along?
But I didn't have to go all the way to the Soviet archives to find examples of denunciation. In the US, where I had been living since the early 1970s, the mainstream press provided ample evidence of the phenomenon. The new moral panic was not about communism but about the sexual abuse of children in kindergartens. Denunciations came in from parents reporting their children's fantastic tales of flying witches, Satanic rituals and being flushed down the toilet to secret chambers where the abuse took place. One of my friends, normally a rational person, but with young children, took the accusations semi-seriously. So did the courts in California and elsewhere, sentencing some nursery school workers to long prison terms. Eventually the hysteria died down; the charges were dropped and the teachers released. In January 1997, the ex-felons were invited to a 'Day of Contrition' - held, appropriately, in Salem.
Crime Stoppers, another product of the 1970s, offered a new avenue of anonymous denunciation for citizens who were too squeamish or too prudent to report directly to the police. Crime Stoppers is now an organisation with international reach whose function is to pass on the information it receives from individuals to the relevant national and international authorities. Even Australians, with their strong anti-dobbing tradition, have embraced this useful 'receiving service for people wanting to share what they know about unsolved crimes and suspicious activity without having to say who they are', as its Australian website currently puts it.
Political whistleblowers in the US periodically captured the headlines in the US press. In 1971, there was Daniel Ellsberg's leak of the Pentagon Papers to the New York Times and Washington Post. Since his aim was to discredit the government position on the Vietnam War, most liberals regarded his actions as morally justified, indeed admirable. In 2013, when Edward Snowden did something similar with NSA documents, the reaction was more mixed (his flight to Russia was a bad look). In between, the denunciation of the 'Unabomber', Ted Kaczynski, by his brother David in 1996 made many Americans uneasy: against the undoubted 'good' of catching a terrorist was the 'bad' of snitching on his own family, something uncomfortably close to the Pavlik Morozov story. Then, in 1998, came the scandal of Monica Lewinsky's sexual relationship with Bill Clinton, which came to light as a result of a denunciation by Lewinsky's co-worker Linda Tripp. This provoked even more strongly divided opinion. Perhaps it was in the national interest to expose the president's sex life (and his false denials); on the other hand, Tripp, who seemed eager for the limelight, was betraying a friend's confidence and getting that friend's reputation completely trashed for what was at most, on Lewinsky's part, a minor peccadillo.
But it was the anti-terrorist panic following 9/11 that was the turning point in US attitudes, the moment when denunciation became not only acceptable but also, with regard to suspected terrorists, a moral duty. I remember the shock of driving down the New Jersey Turnpike soon after the attack and seeing a flashing sign admonishing me to 'Report any suspicious persons'. The state of Pennsylvania advertised a toll-free number for the public 'to report tips about possible terrorists or terrorist activity'. It's true that when Congress tried to reproduce this nationally as Operation TIPS (Terrorism Information and Prevention System) in 2002, the House majority leader, Dick Armey, a conservative Republican, objected that he could not support a law that encouraged Americans 'to spy on one another'. The initiative was defeated, but both anonymous and signed tips about people with Middle Eastern names kept flooding in anyway. Perhaps not coincidentally, Time declared 2002 'The Year of the Whistle-Blowers', choosing three female whistleblowers as its Persons of the Year.
The idea of a duty to denounce (terrorists or anyone else) was taking hold. 'If you see something, say something,' a catchphrase originating from the New York transport authority after 9/11, was licensed to the Department of Homeland Security in 2010 for use in a nationwide anti-terrorism campaign. The equivalent message in the UK, 'See it, say it, sorted,' emphasised the relief passengers should feel on unburdening themselves of unwanted knowledge and responsibility.
The #MeToo movement that began in 2017, for retrospective denunciation of powerful men for sexual abuse, was undoubtedly a good cause, but it also had some of the characteristics of a moral panic, notably the insistence that victims' statements must never be questioned and that those they accused must immediately be judged guilty without the right of self-defence. 'Speaking out' in the context of #MeToo was seen as truth-telling, something quite different from denunciation, snitching or even whistleblowing, despite the functional equivalence. #MeToo was part of a broader climate fostering the reporting of many forms of 'inappropriate' behaviour in the sphere of sex and gender, including the failure to use an individual's chosen pronouns. Researchers at North Dakota State University found that 72 per cent of students thought that professors who made 'offensive' remarks should be reported to the university administration.
Experiences were very different in Russia. Communism had been overthrown in 1991, the Union disbanded, 'wild capitalism' tried under Yeltsin, and a degree of law and order, with emphasis on national self-respect, restored under Putin Mark 1, before Putin Mark 2 swerved into international aggression with Russia's invasion of Ukraine. For Russian citizens, some everyday practices have changed, but not the practice of denunciation. Currently, the offences most often denounced are anti-war attitudes towards the Ukraine conflict and LGBT rights activism ('propaganda'). The first are patriotic in tone, the second go under the banner of 'traditional family values'. In both cases, the baleful influence of the West is often cited.
The invasion of Ukraine was viewed critically by the Russian liberal intelligentsia. Most people maintained a prudent silence in public, though in the first months it wasn't unusual for university teachers to raise the issue for discussion in their classes, making their own anti-war stance clear. Over time, however, such people became more wary. A number of intellectuals with Western contacts chose to move abroad, at least for the time being (with Russian borders now open, it is possible, unlike in Soviet times, to retain some ambiguity as to whether one has emigrated), while retaining their jobs and working remotely via Zoom. Alarmed at the prevalence of denunciation of academics for anti-war attitudes, one group of Russian scholars (who feel safer remaining anonymous) undertook a study of it, based on interviews and the documentary public record. They reported a climate in which denunciation of those with anti-war attitudes by students, colleagues and outside vigilantes has become ever more common and reputationally damaging. These denunciations are generally made not to the FSB (the KGB's successor) but to university administrations. At first, the universities often tried to defend their faculty, but increasingly they have resorted to disciplinary measures, including pressure to resign and actual firings.
Of course, denunciation is only part of the picture of repression in Russia. The Foreign Agent law, originally designed to reduce the influence of foreign NGOs, is now also used against individual Russian citizens deemed to be 'under foreign influence', which requires those with foreign contacts to put themselves on a register. Foreign agents are, among other things, banned from public office and from teaching; failure to register, if you are judged to be under 'foreign influence', is a criminal offence. Putin's regime takes domestic dissent seriously; it has an active security police to keep an eye on those who oppose the war, and over the past decade an array of laws has been passed to allow them to be punished. According to data gathered by researchers at OVD-Info, 356 people are currently in prison in Russia for anti-war crimes, only occasionally as a result of citizen denunciations.
A Moscow publishing insider told me that in commercial publishing, denunciation is still the main method of control. Unlike in Soviet times, there is no formal censorship, but in some ways this only makes life harder since, while there are undoubtedly subjects you are not supposed to publish on and things you are not supposed to say, you essentially have to sniff the air and guess what they are. The direct threat comes from self-appointed vigilantes who 'carefully read books on subjects that interest them', and then, if they see offensive material, 'write denunciations to all possible authorities and the security organs, which are always glad to receive news of easily uncovered violations of law and launch appropriate actions - in most cases administrative and not criminal'.
Criticism of the Soviet performance in the Second World War and the equating of Stalin with Hitler are among the themes that are known to be disapproved of 'up there', and are particularly likely to attract denunciation by vigilantes. But the biggest target, apart from criticism of the Ukraine war, is gay and trans activism. Both have been criminalised, so here denunciation can cause more than reputational damage. Recent reports of prosecutions for 'gay activism' noted the role of 'tips and complaints' from vigilante organisations such as the Safe Internet League and the Veterans of Russia. For longtime Soviet/Russia-watchers, this is an intriguing variation on the old story of pernicious Western influences. In the late Stalin period, capitalist degeneracy and 'cosmopolitanism', probably peddled by Jews, were blamed for aberrations in high culture such as abstract art and atonal music. Despite a current reported rise in popular antisemitism in Russia, Putin seems to have avoided giving that kind of signal. But his message on the sex and gender question has been quite explicit: 'A man is a man, and a woman is a woman.' The Orthodox Church, the Duma and - judging by opinion polls - the great majority of the public heartily agree.
Russian denunciation appears to have stuck to the traditional rule that denouncers are usually conservatives and their targets liberals. The same used to be true of denunciation in America, but that changed in the first two decades of the present century, when sex and gender offences became prime causes of denunciation. In the North Dakota survey, students identifying as 'liberal' were significantly more likely to be in favour of denouncing professors for inappropriate speech acts than those identifying as 'conservative'. In an analysis from 2020 of 'scholarship suppression' in the US, the social scientist Sean Stevens and his colleagues noted that in Western academia, denunciations, typically made online in social media campaigns against sex and gender offences, come predominantly from the left.
But now, in the age of Trump, the anti-liberals seem to have regained the initiative as prime movers of denunciation; liberals, accordingly, have remembered that they have objections in principle. The consensus liberal view on denunciation under the new administration is revealed by the headlines: 'Trump wants you to snitch on your co-workers'; 'Trump is propping up his agenda on a network of snitches.' ICE has an online portal for reporting on illegal immigrants and suspected criminal activity, and a hotline sponsored by the Department of Education calls for anonymous informing by 'students, parents, teachers and the broader community' on schools and teachers 'perceived as promoting diversity, equity or inclusion'. Shortly after Trump's inauguration, a directive from the Office of Personnel Management led to emails being sent to employees of the Departments of Homeland Security and Veterans Affairs, Nasa and other agencies asking them, within ten days, to identify colleagues still persisting in work on diversity, equity and inclusion - in other words, snitch or be snitched on. In April, the Department of Health and Human Services called for denunciations from health workers and the public of doctors who provide gender-affirming care to minors. While there were some awkward problems with regard to patient privacy at first, these have now been circumvented, partly by classifying informers as whistleblowers.
The Trump administration's campaign against 'antisemitism' in universities relies on a double denunciation process: students and faculty are encouraged to provide information about alleged offences, and universities are required not just to act on this information but also to report it to Washington. Fear of such denunciation is rampant among faculty, according to Rashid Khalidi, recently retired from Columbia University. George Washington University has been censured by the Department of Justice, with the usual threat of dire consequences, for failing in the first instance to take action on complaints received, and in the second to report them.
People from the Make America Great Again movement aren't going to call reporting via the new tip lines 'snitching', or even 'whistleblowing', because these are liberals' words. But the activist group Moms for Liberty has found a MAGA way of naming the practice: it described the call for denunciation of teachers for DEI activism as 'putting power back in the hands of parents'. Calling for denunciations is one way of mobilising ordinary Americans to challenge the power of the 'deep state' and the liberal elites who despise them. Back in the day, when Stalin was presiding over his Cultural Revolution, this was called 'mobilising the masses' against 'bourgeois liberal' elites, and denunciation played exactly the same role in identifying offenders for the authorities to prosecute or fire. MAGA is Trump's Cultural Revolution.
We should 'resolve to make 2025 the year of no snitching', the American labour journalist Hamilton Nolan wrote in January. That's fine with me. I'm an Australian liberal who internalised the belief that dobbing is shameful when I was in primary school. But I can see why MAGA supporters have a different take. From their perspective, snitching is the pejorative liberal word for the exercise of grassroots democracy needed to keep bureaucrats honest and put phoneys from the 'woke' intelligentsia in their place. If it hurts corrupt bureaucrats and phoneys, so much the better: this is payback time. Or, as Stalin would have put it, it's class war. And if it's class war, perhaps I should just stick to my own class standpoint, the liberal elite one, and continue to oppose snitching in almost all circumstances.
But wait. Shouldn't the anti-Trump forces be on the counter-attack? That was presumably the rationale behind the decision of Democrats in the House Committee on Oversight and Government Reform to set up their own tip line to report 'potential wrongdoing under the Trump administration'. The announcement, in February, noted that 'whistleblowers have a vital role in helping Congress conduct its constitutionally mandated oversight responsibilities' and calls on the public to pass on information about 'abuses of power and threats to federal workers' emanating from the administration. Fox News described it as Chuck Schumer's 'Deep State snitch line for anybody who wants to dime on Trump'. So the Democrats are fighting fire with fire and denunciation with denunciation. The attached form may be submitted anonymously.
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