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Jury's Out
  Francis FitzGibbon sees Lord Leveson's proposals to limit trial by jury as a means of dealing with the 'ever growing backlog of cases in the Crown Court' (LRB, 11 September). But why are the delays so much worse than ever before? We hear a lot of talk about barristers quitting or switching fields, about the selling  off of court buildings and the fact that there aren't enough judges. There's talk too about the effect of the pandemic and the barristers' strike. Yet at the same time we know there are more people  in prison than ever before, and that has nothing to do with strikes or pandemics or crumbling buildings. It's because we are prosecuting and locking up more people than ever.
  In the last few years multiple new offences have been created. These include arriving at a port to request asylum without having a visa, which has resulted in a huge number of prosecutions in Kent.  They include walking slowly in the road, which has led to overwhelming numbers appearing in Southwark Crown Court. 'Locking on' as part of a protest is now an offence too. In theory, the  authorities are meant to be slow to criminalise acts of expression. In practice, if something is done as part of a protest, it is now harder to persuade the prosecution to drop the case and they  are more likely to prosecute (based on my experience and things prosecutors have said to me). Now that people causing damage to property can be defined as terrorists, and hundreds of people are  being arrested seemingly weekly for holding signs, the situation can only get worse.
  Here's a proposal based on principle and expediency: repeal the new protest and immigration offences (and maybe the old ones too); repeal terrorism legislation (conspiracy to murder works just  fine); and decriminalise drugs. And stop prosecuting children, especially for things like picking up and using someone else's Oyster card, possessing cannabis, or calling people names - all things  I have dealt with as a barrister in the Youth Court.


Margo Munro Kerr

				London EC4
			

  Francis FitzGibbon gives a good history of reports by senior judges recommending the restriction of jury trial from Lord Roskill in 1986 onward. The latest proposals from Lord Leveson have a long  history. 'One wonders,' FitzGibbon writes, 'why the governments that commissioned these reports ... have not made it happen.' And why nothing has moved either concerning the related old chestnut of  creating a single court system. The reason might be the defects inherent in the proposals. But we might also consider - as FitzGibbon does not - whether the bitter opposition of the General Council  of the Bar in general, or the Criminal Bar Association in particular (of which he is a distinguished former chair), might also have played a part.
  Professional advantage in turf wars with solicitor advocates has restricted a sensible analysis of what cases might be suitably tried by professional judges. I have changed my mind over the decades  and would now argue that complex serious fraud cases present specific challenges that justify professional judgment. With lay juries there is just too much temptation for advocates to muddy the  waters with complexities where, as FitzGibbon points out, the essential issue is the simple one of dishonesty.


Roger Smith

				London N7
			


Dobbing In
  Sheila Fitzpatrick's piece on 'dobbers in', state-sponsored and informal, didn't mention the spectacular bocche di leone, the stone letterboxes installed by the doges of Venice from 1618  which invited 'secret denunciations against anyone who will conceal favours and services or will collude to hide the true revenue from them' (LRB, 25  September). Eventually citizens were invited to denounce anybody for anything, including dropping rubbish. The consequence might be a trip across the Bridge of Sighs, from the interrogation  rooms of the Doge's Palace to the prison on the other side of the Rio del Palazzo.


Clive Tempest

				Westbury-on-Severn, Gloucestershire
			


Satie v. Mahler
  David Russell writes of Erik Satie that 'on one of the rare occasions he was paid a decent fee, he spent it on several identical corduroy suits' (Letters, 11  September). Twelve, according to a radio documentary about Satie I heard many years ago. Satie lived alone in a one-room apartment to which no one was ever invited. When he died it was finally  entered, to reveal a miserable room with a bed; a table covered with rubbish; a broken piano, its pedals fastened with string, behind which there were two manuscripts, supposedly lost on a bus  years before, as well as scraps of paper covered with sketches, ballet designs and eccentric inscriptions; and a wardrobe containing a dozen identical corduroy suits (colour not specified), none of  which, it appeared, had ever been worn.


Stephen Edgar

				Sydney
			


Dirty Books
  Barbara Newman, writing about Boccaccio, notes that 'in modern Italian, the adjective boccaccesco means "lascivious"' (LRB, 14 August). She  might have added that in the UK, 'Chaucerian' means about the same, though with a scatological edge. Meanwhile here in Japan the Decameron has a special following because slang for 'big'  is deca and for 'penis' is mara, while ron means 'a treatise'.


Timon Screech

				Kyoto
			


Things go kerflooey
  Ruby Hamilton gives an excellent survey of David Lynch's career and its contradictions (LRB, 11 September). I once asked my parents and parents-in-law  what they had thought of Twin Peaks at the time of its original broadcast. Both couples said they'd tried it out but quickly given up. In one case because it was too scary, too weird. In  the other, it was because they could see nothing to differentiate it from any other sensationalist, sentimental American soap opera. The difference put me in mind of an anecdote in the musicologist  Barry Kernfeld's book What to Listen for in Jazz (1995). Kernfeld reports being asked by some students to suggest a jazz album for discussion at a symposium on the relationship between  noise and music. He put forward John Coltrane's Ascension, a particularly raucous example of large-group improvisation. On relistening, however, he realised this was a poor choice: it was  far too musical to raise any real questions about the noise/music boundary. A few days later he saw the students again and was told they'd rejected the Coltrane because it was self-evidently  nothing but noise. There is, I think, a lesson here about how to understand what is so distinctively discombobulating about the 'Lynchian'. Divergence of response is hard to investigate when we  can't even agree how to classify what we're responding to.


Dominic Lash

				Cambridge
			


Priest of the Devil
  Mike Jay traces the genealogy of the modern figure of the shaman, but omits some antecedents (LRB, 11 September). As early as the 1820s, European and  American Protestant missionaries in East Asia were already using the word 'shamanism' polemically, applying it to what they called 'primitive Buddhism' and grouping it with Lamaism among the  'systems of delusion'. This early usage reveals how quickly the term became bound to theological critique.
  Jay is correct in noting that Mircea Eliade, the English translation of whose book Le Chamanisme et les techniques archaiques de l'extase (1951) was so influential in the 1960s, never  visited Siberia or observed a shamanic ritual. But that is only half the story. Eliade's work rested heavily on earlier ethnographers, among them Uno Harva, the Finnish historian of religions, who  conducted fieldwork among the Evenk and Ket in the 1910s. His findings supplied Eliade with many of the structural motifs - the flight of the soul, the ecstatic journey - that Eliade later  theorised.
  Jay credits Nicolaas Witsen of Amsterdam with the 'first published' account of shamanism, supposedly based on his travels in Siberia in the 1660s. In fact, that was when Witsen travelled to Moscow,  where he was a junior member of a Dutch diplomatic mission. He never visited Siberia. His impressive Noord en Oost Tartarye (1705) incorporated extensive material from international  correspondents. One source in particular deserves mention: Ysbrand Ides, a German merchant of Dutch descent who was resident in Moscow. Peter the Great appointed him head of a diplomatic mission to  China between 1692 and 1695. A fellow German, Adam Brand, served as secretary on the overland voyage through Siberia. Brand's short travelogue, Beschreibung der Chinesischen Reise, was  published in Hamburg in 1698; Ides published his own more elaborate narrative, Dreyjaerige Reyse naar China, in Amsterdam in 1704, with Witsen's assistance. From Ides's description - and  perhaps also from a sketch - came the copper engraving of the Tungus shaman that Witsen included in his 1705 volume. It is this description and image, rather than any direct observation by Witsen,  that helped crystallise the European conception of the shaman.
  A final note on nomenclature: the people of the north-west Amazon long referred to in older sources as Jivaro should properly be identified by their own name, Shuar.


Harald E.L. Prins

				Bath, Maine
			


Repeal the 20th century
  The 1990s were not, contra William Davies, when 'the major ideological conflicts of the 20th century were dissipating', or 'when the right began to lose its mind' (LRB, 25 September). Instead, with the collapse of communism, traditions came back into the open which, for generations after the Second World War, were practised  privately, drunkenly, away from tender academic ears: the celebration of 'natural' inequality; chauvinisms of nation, race and sex; cults of violence and conquest. The right never lost its mind. It  is simply that, for a time, it preferred not to speak it.


Benjamin Letzler

				Modling, Austria
			


Every Little Spark
  Although Seamus Perry is surely not wrong to draw attention to the ben trovato tendencies of Richard Ellmann's biography of Joyce, the compelling intimacy between Joyce's fiction and his  life remains its undiminished triumph (LRB, 11 September). When I first read it as a student of English at University College Dublin in 1979, some twenty  years after it first appeared, the orthodoxies of French theory (notably the Derridean notion that 'there is nothing outside the text') were in full play. But the person who gave me my copy of  Ellmann inscribed it: 'From a friend, who tempts you to sin with biography for a time.'


Harry White

				Legan, Co. Longford
			


You've been told
  I would like to congratulate Kasia Boddy on her piece about Dorothy Parker and to thank her for writing that Parker 'homes in' on authors' stylistic mannerisms and not that she 'hones in', a  misusage that makes hardly any sense (LRB, 11 September).


David Pearce

				Fredericksburg, Virginia
			


Stars on 45
  'LRB 45s', as advertised in the 11 September issue, is a fine concept. I suppose I am not the only one reminded of 'What's My Melodic Line?', a contest on Peter Schickele's radio station WOOF at  the University of Southern North Dakota at Hoople; the grand prize was the complete works of Antonio Vivaldi recorded on 'convenient 45 rpm records', which would be sent to the winner one per week  'over the next 35 years'.


Scott Herrick

				Rio Rancho, New Mexico
			






This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.lrb.co.uk/the-paper/v47/n18/letters
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Down the Rabbit Hole
David Runciman

6628 wordsWhat was  Nigel Farage before he was Reform UK, before he was the Brexit Party, before he was Ukip? Farage insists that he started out as a run-of-the-mill Tory - just another true-blue Thatcherite - until the Conservative Party's craven attitude towards Europe made it impossible for him to keep the faith. Recollections vary, however. According to Michael Crick's biography from 2022, some of his fellow pupils at Dulwich College remember the young Nigel being more hard-right than centre-right, closer to the National Front than he was even to the outer fringes of the Tory mainstream. They say he was a teenage racist. He says it was all schoolboy high jinks. Given that this was the late 1970s, it is unlikely anyone will be able to prove anything. But we do know where Farage went politically at the end of the 1980s when he decided he could no longer vote Conservative. In the 1989 elections to the European Parliament Farage cast around for a party that sufficiently reflected his growing opposition to Britain's membership of the European Economic Community. He ended up voting for the Greens.
Farage going Green is just one of many moments in Tom McTague's mesmerising account of the backstory to Britain's eventual exit from the EU that capture the capacity of the European question to make a mockery of British politics. Sometimes the interplay between fragile party allegiances and European obsessions produced results that were downright surreal. Before the 1997 general election, the Times - under the editorship of Peter Stothard and by this point driven almost mad by its antagonism towards Europe and its commensurate contempt for John Major - refused to endorse a party and instead chose to support whichever candidate was the most Eurosceptic in each constituency. The result was that the Times encouraged its readers to vote for Jeremy Corbyn in Islington. For much of its history it had been a newspaper with a profound suspicion of Irish nationalism in general and Sinn Fein in particular. No one in the British Parliament was closer to Sinn Fein than Corbyn. But who cared about any of that when Britain had been duped by its perfidious leaders into agreeing to the terms of the Maastricht Treaty?
The definitive example of party politics going out of the window where Europe is concerned came in 1974, when Enoch Powell finally broke with the Conservative Party he had spent most of his adult life hoping to lead. In the first general election of that year, Powell refused to back Edward Heath, the prime minister who had successfully negotiated Britain's entry into the EEC. Both Powell and Heath concluded that the former's lack of support cost the latter his job. In the second election of 1974, Powell went further and effectively told people to vote Labour, at that time by far the more Eurosceptic of the two main parties. Powell himself stood as a candidate for the Ulster Unionists and was returned for the seat of South Down. One result of that decision was to make Powell ineligible to enter the Conservative leadership race in 1975, when Thatcher defeated Heath, a contest Powell might well have won. Had he done so, we would now be living in a different country. Then again, had he been a Conservative in 1975 there might well not have been a vacancy, as by Powell's own reckoning Heath would still have been squatting in Downing Street.
But it wasn't just individual politicians who went through the looking-glass and back again over the question of Europe. Entire parties were doing the same. The idea of Farage once backing the Greens seems outlandish not just because he is currently the scourge of net zero targets but because the Greens have become passionate advocates of closer European ties. In the 1987 general election, the Green Party manifesto cast the EEC, along with Nato, as part of a supranational conspiracy to prevent national governments from following their own path on environmental policies. Now most Greens think reactionary national governments are the barrier to international co-operation on climate change. In the 1975 referendum on British membership of the EEC, the SNP were as keen on getting out as anyone: they saw European integration as a plot against the idea of national independence. In the 2014 referendum on Scottish independence, the SNP made membership of the EU central to their pitch: Europe had become a safe haven for smaller nations looking to make their way in the world. From 1945 to 1970, the Labour Party's mission was to prevent the Tories from dragging Britain into the European quagmire, which was seen as a bosses' club to keep the workers down. From 1990 to 2015, the Labour Party was just as determined to get Britain far enough into Europe - now seen as a site of social solidarity in the face of the ravages of Thatcherism - that the Tories wouldn't be able to drag it out. For the two decades in between it was Labour, not the Conservatives, that nearly tore itself apart over the issue. The party's turnaround has made some of its earlier positions appear almost unrecognisable. Who, for instance, said the following in 1962 of Harold Macmillan's stated wish to make Britain a member of the European institutions that had been created by the Treaty of Rome? 'We must be clear: it does mean, if this is the idea, the end of Britain as an independent European state. I make no apology for repeating it. It means the end of a thousand years of history.' It sounds like the mystical patriot Powell. It was in fact the eminently sensible Labour leader Hugh Gaitskell.
Even so, it is Powell who best embodies the dynamics at work in this era of switchback politics. He believed in an idea of the nation that transcended the prosaic business of merely getting elected. That's why he had relatively few qualms about swapping sides. What were a few decades of partisan loyalty compared to centuries of shared history? McTague takes his title from T.S. Eliot's 'Little Gidding' ('At the source of the longest river/The voice of the hidden waterfall/And the children in the apple tree/Not known, because not looked for/But heard, half-heard, in the stillness/Between two waves of the sea'), a poem that captures a certain idea of England. It speaks to that sense of historical continuity beyond the petty preoccupations of the present, which Powell felt certain the European project of Britain's grabby politicians must ultimately betray:
We are born with the dead
See, they return, and bring us with them.
The moment of the rose and the moment of the yew tree
Are of equal duration. A people without history
Is not redeemed from time, for history is a pattern
Of timeless moments. So, while the light fails
On a winter's afternoon, in a secluded chapel
History is now and England.

Seen from this perspective, the bureaucratic institutions and technocratic ambitions of, first, the European Coal and Steel Community, then the EEC, then the EC, then the EU, were bound to appear like fleeting shadows. They were not what really mattered and should be pushed aside. The irony is that in making this argument Powell helped turn Britain's relationship with Europe into an all-consuming struggle for the soul of the body politic. Nothing became more frightening than the idea that the shadow play might be the new reality. So the things that didn't matter became all that mattered. And British politics went down the rabbit hole.
But although the arc of Powell's career shows what a mess the politics of timeless moments can make of the politics of the here and now, it cannot explain why the mismatch became so pervasive. Powell had his followers on Europe but they were in a minority during his lifetime, even within the Conservative Party. His hold over the wider public stemmed from his views on immigration, which was not an issue that intersected much if at all with the European question until relatively recently. In Powell's heyday, the movement of people was a Commonwealth concern; Europe was about the movement of goods. Powell could pose as a popular tribune on matters of race; his views about national sovereignty were neither here nor there, as evidenced by the fact that they did little to sway the outcome of the 1975 referendum. What then gave Europe the power to play havoc with so many political fortunes? The answer must lie in the middle space between Powell's thousand-year stare and the day-to-day business of trying to win elections. It was neither transcendental nor was it accidental. It was structural.
McTague thinks part of the explanation can be found in the persistence of an illusion among Britain's political elites that only the shock of the Brexit referendum could dispel. From the advent of the European project in 1950, British politicians on all sides believed that it should be possible for the country to take advantage of greater European integration without being beholden to it. From Macmillan to Wilson to Heath to Thatcher to Major to Blair to Cameron, a succession of prime ministers persuaded themselves that their country was somehow different from the rest: it could pick and choose from the menu of European options in the way that suited it best. They were all mistaken. Some picking and choosing was possible but not over the fundamentals. What they cast as negotiating positions too often turned out to be rigid commitments from which they could not retreat. These politicians discovered that they would have to choose between the alternatives they had hoped to fudge. By the time that happened their careers were usually over, and being forced to choose was what had finished them.
Why did the belief in British exceptionalism persist? Some of it could be put down to delusions of grandeur. There was a feeling that Europe needed us more than we needed them. It is true that the architects of what eventually became the EU were quite conscious that without British involvement they risked simply repeating the mistakes of the past. In an interview with Fortune magazine in 1944, where he laid out his ideas for a newly integrated Europe after the war, Jean Monnet addressed what he called the biggest question of all: 'Could England be brought in? For without England ... the concept of a unified Europe turns all too quickly into a Germanised Europe all over again.' But knowing that Britain was wanted as a counterweight to deal with fears of a German revival made British politicians believe they could call the shots. That was a fatal error. To start with, they decided it was best to steer clear altogether because a country with an intact empire was not going to be hurried along by the anxious impatience of its weaker neighbours. By the time Britain decided it was in its interests to join, a different logic had taken hold. Without British involvement, the French had concluded that the only way to contain Germany was to go further and faster in binding the nations of Europe together. McTague calls it 'the eternal paradox - or genius - of European integration: to manage Germany's core economic strength, it must be Europeanised; but by Europeanising Germany, Germany continues to grow stronger, requiring ever more European integration.' So when Britain did finally try to assert itself it was far less effective than it might have been a few years before. A Europe that longed for British engagement was one that Britain disdained: too needy. A Britain that decided it wanted in after all was one that Europe felt able to rebuff: too haughty. No wonder the relationship has sometimes seemed like a succession of bad dates.
But there were other factors at work alongside this mismarriage of expectations. Something else that recurs time and again in McTague's tale is the inability of the British political system to deal with the demands that Europe made of it. The irony here is that the superiority of the British political system was an article of faith for many of the people who were most sceptical about being subsumed by European institutions. The UK was governed by a sovereign Parliament, not some mishmash of elected representatives, overmighty bureaucrats and interfering judges. The British electoral system was clean and decisive - the people could dump governments when they had had enough - not some stitch-up of party lists and backroom deals. Above all, Britain had a long and successful history of deciding for itself how to handle the challenges it faced. Except when it came to this matter. The British political system too often simply froze in the face of the European question. The champions of national sovereignty found they were defending a way of doing politics that couldn't cope with the very thing they were trying to defend it from.
This failure wasn't for want of trying. Plenty of political leaders went into general elections determined to make Europe the issue at hand and get a mandate for decisive action. It almost never worked because general elections are rarely about a single issue - and when they are, the issue is the politicians themselves, not the thing they want the public to care about. The general elections of 1974 were not about Europe, even though Europe was front and centre for politicians across the political spectrum, from Powell to Heath to Tony Benn. Two elections in one year didn't settle anything, which is why Wilson felt obliged to go outside the system and call a referendum a year later. When James Goldsmith's Referendum Party contested the 1997 general election on a pledge to put any further expansion of Brussels's powers directly to the British people, opinion surveys indicated that more than half of voters agreed with this policy. But less than 3 per cent actually cast their ballot for Goldsmith's motley array of candidates on polling day. William Hague tried to make the general election of 2001 a referendum on whether Britain should join the euro ('24 Hours to Save the Pound') but no one cared. In 2015 Cameron, hoping to spike Ukip's guns, included a pledge in the Tory Party manifesto to hold an in-out referendum on membership of the EU. But he may have done so in the belief that it wouldn't be needed because he was unlikely to win an overall majority and the commitment could be bargained away in another coalition deal with the Lib Dems. When he did win a majority he was caught. General elections are not referendums. They aren't even referendums on whether to have a referendum. The referendums we get are the ones the system has been reduced to by its failure to handle the matter on its own.
Just as Europe inverted partisan loyalties so it also upended views about plebiscitary politics. In March 1975, just after she became Conservative Party leader, Thatcher notoriously described referendums as 'a device of dictators and demagogues'. In this she was concurring with the views of Roy Jenkins, who had himself been channelling Clement Attlee's wartime description of referendums as not only 'unsuitable for the British system, but indeed dangerous'. Just a few months later Thatcher reluctantly had to fight a referendum campaign to confirm Britain's membership of the EEC, as did Jenkins (who went at it with more enthusiasm). The hope was that one referendum would be enough and the matter would be settled once and for all. It didn't happen because the decision to stay in had nothing to say about the changing character of the European project after 1975, as it moved from an economic community to a union, expanded to the east, embarked on new treaties and embraced new schemes including a single currency. A common complaint about the 2016 referendum was that it didn't ask the public what kind of Brexit they might prefer. But likewise the 1975 referendum hadn't asked the people what kind of Europe they might prefer. That question was thrown back to Parliament. Only now it was a Parliament that had shown itself willing to deploy the referendum device when it couldn't make up its own mind.
By the time Thatcher was driven from office in 1990, her views about referendums had shifted. She joined the growing chorus of those demanding that any future extension of European powers be put directly to the people. In a debate in the House of Commons in 1991, her successor John Major had stated that Britain would not be prepared to accept 'wholesale changes in the nature of the [European] Community which would lead it towards an unacceptable dominance over our national life'. He did not explain how these changes would be resisted, beyond the usual prime ministerial promise of getting tough in negotiations. In the same debate, Thatcher had her answer. She demanded a future referendum on the single currency. From that point on, the question of another referendum on Europe became the running sore in British politics. The device that was meant to fix the failures of the parliamentary system ended up destabilising it.
This pattern has repeated itself since 2016, which is where McTague's book ends. With Parliament seemingly stuck trying to work out how to act on the result of the Brexit referendum, Theresa May called a general election in 2017 to get a mandate for decisive action. It didn't work, of course, because the public wanted to express its views about other things, including her plans for social care reform. The result was a Parliament even more paralysed than before, and now including a significant faction - among them Labour's shadow secretary of state for exiting the European Union, Keir Starmer - who were pressing for a second referendum to resolve the issue. May was removed and replaced by Boris Johnson, who had no interest in another referendum but no means either of securing a parliamentary majority for his proposed Brexit deal. He prorogued Parliament to signal his displeasure and was met with howls of outrage from all the people he was trying to provoke.
Only now something happened that had not occurred before: Johnson - expertly guided by Dominic Cummings, the architect of Vote Leave's victory in 2016 - called, fought and won a general election on the single issue of 'getting Brexit done'. It was a unique instance of the British electoral system being used to settle the European question. Yet it happened only because that question had effectively brought the political system to a grinding halt. Voters were expressing their understandable impatience with the whole charade rather than a clear view of what they wanted to happen next. Neither did the 2019 general election resolve who had actually won the argument. Its two principal victors had entirely different views of what had been vindicated. For Cummings, it was an endorsement of his scorched earth strategy and a mandate for radical reform of the British state. For Johnson, it was a personal triumph and an invitation to retreat to his comfort zone of muddling through. Cummings was plotting a coup against his boss just days after the election results were announced. Within a year, Johnson had returned the favour and fired him. And less than two years after that, Johnson too was gone, brought down by a scandal over Covid-era parties that Cummings had been instrumental in engineering.
Even if the two men had somehow managed to find a way to work together in office, they would have ended up parting ways in February 2022, when Russia invaded Ukraine. On that there was no bridging the gap between them. Johnson saw it as his Churchill moment and a chance for Britain to resume its historical role of chivvying the rest of Europe into mounting a concerted defence of freedom. Cummings thought the West had brought the disaster on itself and was risking nuclear catastrophe for the sake of an idiotic moral crusade. He cleaved to the views of those in the US - such as Elon Musk and J.D. Vance - who had decided that Zelensky and his European dupes were the real menace. War has a nasty habit of revealing where British political figures really stand on the question of the country's relationship with Europe because it also means confronting Britain's dependency on the US. That is the other theme that runs through McTague's account: European integration might have been conceived as a peace project but its evolution can only be understood through the prism of war. And here, too, Britain found itself unable to square the circle of its conflicting desires.
McTague begins  his story in wartime Algiers, where three men who would spend their political careers battling over Europe all happened to be in early 1943: Monnet, Macmillan and Powell, one bureaucrat, one politician and one soldier. The fate of Algeria raised the question of the postwar character of France, which in turn raised the question of the future of Europe. Monnet envisaged an answer that bound European nations together. Macmillan believed in a Europe that Britain could support in a superior way from the sidelines. Powell, then as always, wanted his country to follow its own path. During the war these differences could be elided in the common endeavour of defeating fascism. Victory was the great divider. France had to be rebuilt, along with Germany and the rest of continental Europe. That meant American money, which in turn produced a fierce desire on the part of European leaders not to become an outpost of a new transatlantic empire. Britain needed American money, but it wasn't so ready to start again at the business of institution building. As well as still having its own empire, it also had an intact democracy and in the summer of 1945 its war-weary voters elected a Labour government in a landslide. Attlee's administration was determined to defend national sovereignty, which was seen as the essential precondition of any socialist reconstruction of the economy. While Europe was committing to its new path, Britain went its own way. Powell got what he wanted, thanks to politicians with whom he agreed about almost nothing else.
A decade later, an aborted war changed the dynamic. Suez was a disaster for both Britain and France but the two nations drew different lessons from the experience. For Britain, it revealed the extent to which its ability to shape its own future was an illusion - it was dependent on the sufferance of others, above all the US. It must never again go against American interests but it also needed friends nearer to home. From that point on, joining the European project became a question of when, not if. In France, Suez precipitated the collapse of the Fourth Republic and the return of de Gaulle. Though the immediate impetus for his second coming was the crisis in Algeria, de Gaulle also brought with him a revivified idea of the role France could and should play in Europe. He saw the institutions that Monnet had built as offering a site of resistance to American influence so long as France was in the lead. They must not be diluted by a British presence, which would only bring in the Americans by the back door. So de Gaulle's response to Macmillan's request for entry was a firm non. The Algiers generation would have to depart the stage - to be replaced by men like Heath and Wilson, Georges Pompidou and Willy Brandt - before Britain could meet its European destiny.
Yet it was in the end a far longer and more dangerous conflict - the Cold War - that determined Britain's European fate. For many politicians who might otherwise have had their doubts about the European project, including Thatcher, the ongoing struggle against the Soviet Union was the primary reason to put those misgivings aside. Nothing was more important than binding the free states of Europe together against the threat of communism. Nothing was settled, though, about what might happen if the fight for freedom was actually won. Thatcher's Bruges speech in 1988, where she voiced her profound misgivings about the federal direction of travel that the European Community was taking under Jacques Delors, also articulated her own idea of the Europe to which Britain was proud to belong. It included the states currently under the Soviet yoke. 'We must never forget that east of the Iron Curtain, people who once enjoyed a full share of European culture, freedom and identity have been cut off from their roots. We shall always look on Warsaw, Prague and Budapest as great European cities.' That raised the question of what might follow if those people were allowed to participate in Delors's European project. Would they displace its Franco-German centre of gravity or would they further secure it?
Coming up with an answer exposed the incoherence of British resistance to European integration. Thatcher, like many other Cold Warriors, wanted a Europe that was broader but shallower: more member states, fewer obligations, a community based on free trade and a shared willingness to defend its common liberties against enemies further to the east. In other words, it would be an extension of the anti-Soviet alliance. Yet this view was not shared by the man who had become the lodestar of principled opposition to any dilution of national sovereignty. Powell did not believe in a Europe of shared values, even if he happened to share those values himself. Thatcher had got wind of their differences earlier in the decade, when in February 1981 Powell attended a meeting of the Conservative Philosophy Group, whose members included Roger Scruton and Michael Oakeshott. There they clashed over the principles of foreign policy. Thatcher had confidently declared that nuclear weapons were needed to defend 'Western values'. Powell responded: 'No, we do not fight for values. I would fight for this country even if it had a communist government.' After this startling riposte the two went at it. 'Nonsense, Enoch. If I send British troops abroad, it will be to defend our values.' 'No, prime minister, values exist in a transcendental realm, beyond space and time. They can neither be fought for nor destroyed.' Thatcher was reported to be 'utterly baffled' by this response. But it indicated that very different visions of the future were likely to be lurking behind the banner of Euroscepticism. Powell was already articulating the need to defend British sovereignty let the heavens fall, which implied that the entire European project could be dispensed with. Nothing in Thatcher's later Bruges speech suggested she was anywhere close to this. 'Britain does not dream of some cosy, isolated existence on the fringes of the European Community,' she said. 'Our destiny is in Europe, as part of the community.' But if that was true, it did not explain what she would do if the community's values were no longer her own.
Meanwhile, the man who had been Powell's nemesis and then became Thatcher's scold was warning of a different problem. In a Commons debate about the ratification of the Maastricht Treaty, Heath mocked Tory discomfort over its terms. He made it clear that he did not approve of opt-outs for Britain. He was in favour of the Social Chapter (covering working conditions and labour rights) that the Major government had rejected: 'I do not want this country to become the sweatshop of Europe.' He did not like the government's opposition to free movement across national frontiers: 'We agreed on boundaries when we signed the Treaty of Rome in 1972.' But he also counselled against expansion to the east. 'The standard of living of the former Soviet-controlled territories is 32.1 per cent of the community average,' he said. 'How can these countries be welcomed in, and how can they live on equal terms with the rest of the community? It is just not possible.' Heath believed in a Europe that was self-contained, tightly integrated and able to assert itself against American triumphalism in the aftermath of the collapse of the Soviet Union. In that sense, he remained Britain's one true Gaullist and his case against expansion echoed the one that de Gaulle had made against British entry in the early 1960s - it would distort the project and make it easier for the Americans to set terms. By contrast, Thatcher had a broad Atlanticist vision that stretched from Washington to Kyiv. But she could not answer Heath's challenge: how would people from the East be prevented from moving west under the terms of the treaties to which Britain was committed? And if they couldn't, how would British politics cope with the populist backlash?
Thatcher's successors tried various things in response to this challenge but they were all variations on the cherry-picking theme. For a long time the question of free movement was subsumed by anxieties about monetary union. Britain's humiliating exit from the ERM in 1992 scuppered the Conservatives' reputation for economic competence and did for Major's hold over his government as effectively as forced entry into the ERM had done for Thatcher's hold over hers just two years earlier. For New Labour, the choice to be made then became whether or not Britain would join the euro. Gordon Brown was initially keen, Blair more wary, but when Blair became keen, Brown threw a spanner in the works and his toys out of the pram in the form of 'five economic tests' - at least three more than were necessary - and it never happened. Faced with his implacable chancellor, Blair turned his attention to higher things; the invasion of Iraq followed. When in late 2003 Britain had to decide whether to impose transitional controls on the movement of people from ten new member states of the former Eastern Bloc - including Poland - due to join the EU in May 2004, the Blair government was surprisingly relaxed. It had commissioned a Home Office study that forecast a net increase in arrivals of between five thousand and thirteen thousand a year, which sounded manageable. At the same time, Blair was conscious that some of these new states - including Poland - had been supportive of his Iraq endeavours when Germany and France were doing their best to block him. Thatcher's hopes and Heath's fears appeared to have come to pass: the Eastern European states were showing themselves to be more Atlanticist than their Western European counterparts. Blair, a Thatcherite in these respects as in others, wanted to encourage these new alliances. In a final irony, the decision to keep Britain out of the euro had helped sustain a liberalised, flexible labour market in the UK that proved to be a magnet for foreign workers. The result was that in the absence of controls 1.2 million people (an average of 170,000 per year) moved to Britain from the EU over the next seven years, a large number of them from Eastern Europe.
The decision, or non-decision, that allowed this to happen was, as McTague calls it, 'one of the most consequential ever taken by a postwar British government'. It meant that Powell's two preoccupations - immigration and Europe - would finally start to converge. When it fell to David Cameron to try to get a grip on the slippery European question, he resorted to the time-honoured tactic of promising to get tough at the negotiating table. In 2011, he announced in Brussels that he would veto any new treaty for the Eurozone - at that point in the middle of its own existential crisis over Greek debt - unless it included further guarantees protecting British financial interests. Europe's leaders responded by ignoring him and doing what they wanted outside the EU's formal infrastructure. In March 2014, Cameron set out a new list of measures he would require from any renegotiation of European treaties, including fresh controls to stop 'vast migrations' of people. There was a lot of angry talk but very little changed. Criticism of Cameron's strategy started to mount. Dominic Cummings called his approach 'whining, rude, dishonest, unpleasant, childishly belligerent in public while pathetically craven in private'. In an interview with the Times, Cummings said that Cameron's admiration for Harold Macmillan told you everything you needed to know. Quoting Eliot's poem of the same name, he dismissed him as just another one of Westminster's 'hollow men'. In that year's European Parliament elections, Ukip topped the poll for the first time, with 26.6 per cent of the vote.
When his final opportunity arrived to get concessions, Cameron realised he had to raise the stakes. Threatening a veto was no longer enough. Now he had to dangle the prospect of Britain's leaving altogether. I remember the first time I heard the word Brexit, at a lecture given by the former Italian prime minister Enrico Letta in Cambridge in June 2014. I had to ask someone afterwards what it meant. Letta argued that the risk of Britain leaving the EU was real precisely because no one was treating it as such. It could happen by accident. Cameron seemed determined to make his point for him. The sequencing of his brinksmanship was all wrong. For his threat to work, Europe's leaders would have to take it seriously, but they would only take it seriously if the negotiations had already failed. Instead the outcome was the usual fudge in which all sides claimed to have got what they wanted but no one was really satisfied. From the perspective of Europe's federalists, they had given away plenty, including an agreement that 'references to ever closer union do not apply to the United Kingdom.' But it wasn't enough to make a difference to the referendum campaign, which turned on the things that people actually cared about: immigration, healthcare and having a say. Cummings had long since concluded that a Brexit referendum could only be won if the argument for leaving could be couched in positive terms: not simply less interference and less annoyance but more money, better public services, greater control. He was right. But he was wrong if he thought it would settle anything. Brexit is currently as unpopular as it has ever been: barely a third of the public still believes it was a good idea. Meanwhile the man who has been most closely associated with the cause of getting Britain out of Europe looks like he could be our next prime minister.
In  McTague's telling that grim denouement has a feeling of ironic inevitability about it. Farage ending up in Downing Street would be of a piece with the confusion, complacency and contradictory political behaviour that led Britain first to stumble into Europe and then to stumble out again. Yet there are so many tantalising contingencies. Just as we might be living in a different country had Powell not deserted the Conservatives, so would we be had John Smith lived. As Labour leader Smith established himself as a committed Europhile, set on British membership of the single currency. Following Black Wednesday, he was on course to win the general election that eventually delivered Blair his landslide. What might have happened if Smith had taken Britain into the euro? Ed Balls, who as chief economic adviser to the Treasury had helped design Brown's five economic tests, believes we might have ended up leaving the EU even sooner than we did. But the alternative possibility is that we might never have left at all. Other nations have found the euro to be a political straitjacket because the pain and uncertainty of exit far outweigh the attractions of independence, even for politicians and electorates sick of the EU and all its works. Greece stuck it out. Italy has stuck it out. France gives every sign of sticking it out. We might have stuck it out too.
Farage believes that his own lucky escape also came courtesy of Blair. After his victory in 1997, Blair was keen to prove his credentials as a moderniser and that included introducing electoral reform. Until this point Farage had been butting his head against the constraints of the first-past-the-post system, which made it almost impossible for outsiders like him to get elected anywhere. His best result had been a poor fourth when standing in the 1997 general election in Salisbury, where he only just scraped together three thousand votes (the Conservative winner secured more than 25,000). But in 1999, proportional representation was introduced just in time for that year's European elections. Ukip, under the leadership of Michael Holmes, won a barely respectable 6.5 per cent of the vote. But it was enough to gain the party three seats in the European Parliament. One went to Holmes. Another went to Farage. It transformed his profile and finally gave him the opportunity to make a noise where some people at least would be forced to listen. 'If you asked me what was the most significant moment in my career,' Farage said later, 'there's absolutely no question about it - getting elected to the European Parliament.' Blair had given him his platform.
Then there is the question of Michael Gove. McTague notes that Gove's presence was perhaps the key to the Leave campaign in 2016, because without Gove there would almost certainly have been no commitment from Boris Johnson, who had been looking to see which way his colleague would jump. I was told some time after the referendum by a reliable source that Gove had expected Cameron to make life much more difficult for him. When he went to inform the prime minister and his chancellor, George Osborne, of his decision to back Brexit, Gove assumed they would tell him he could only remain in the cabinet if he agreed not to campaign. If he wanted to campaign, he would have to resign from the government. Faced with this choice, Gove had decided, he would keep his job and keep his mouth shut. But the choice was never put to him. Instead Cameron and Osborne merely expressed their patrician displeasure at his disloyalty and sent him on his way with scowls of disapproval, like schoolteachers disappointed in the antics of a once favoured pupil. As Cummings put it: whining, rude, but craven. No Gove, no Johnson. No Johnson, no Brexit. For want of a bit of tough-minded negotiating when it might actually have made a difference, the kingdom was lost.
McTague brilliantly pieces together the twists and turns in this tragicomedy of mad passions and misplaced expectations. It is not an original account in that it relies heavily on published sources (his chapter about the 1975 referendum, for instance, is based almost entirely on Robert Saunders's Yes to Europe!, published in 2018). But it frequently feels revelatory when laid out in sequence. He also captures the peculiar atmosphere that permeates the never-ending political intrigue of the fight over Europe. For so many of those involved it was a great adventure, though the stakes were often absurdly high. Powell, having been an actual soldier in the Second World War, later voiced his deep regret that he hadn't succeeded in dying for his country. Those who came after him were often make-believe soldiers, who found in the Eurosceptic cause something for which they were willing to pretend to risk everything. Between the Waves also makes clear just what a male story this is: there are almost no women in it anywhere, except Thatcher, and towards the end Gisela Stuart (who is highly unusual in having arrived at her Euroscepticism from an open-minded position, after discovering first-hand how poorly the European Union's institutions performed in practice). It reeks of testosterone. Boys will be boys, but it's a shame they didn't find something more constructive to do with all that pent-up energy.
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Short Cuts
China's Gen Z
Yun Sheng

2147 wordsYoung people  in China have never lived in a world without the internet and many have had access to smart devices since childhood. Life offline is difficult for them to imagine. They are the most educated generation in history, but they are living through an economic slump following decades of high-speed growth. The vision of upward mobility has waned, replaced by the rat race (though many prefer the term neijuan or 'involution'). Working for tech giants or ambitious start-ups means seventy-hour weeks, going bald by thirty and earning a salary that you don't have the time or energy to spend. Meanwhile, other industries are stagnating. Young people without jobs live with their parents, scrolling on their phones all day. Some celebrate their lifestyle on social media, calling themselves 'rat people' because they've dropped out of the race.
 This passive-aggressive 'lying flat' attitude is easily dismissed as laziness, but Gen Z-ers have developed a philosophy to counter the accusation. Praising idleness sounds last century; instead, they like to invoke Marx: while capitalists would rather throw away their goods than give them to workers, we workers would rather be idle than give our labour to capitalists. Higher education no longer guarantees a decent job, so anxious parents have begun favouring vocational colleges such as the Police Academy, Customs University and Railway Technology College - these at least will ensure their child finds a stable job at a state-owned enterprise. The civil service exam has always been competitive, but each year is worse than the one before. In 2024, three million people took part, an average of 76 people for each position.
 Overseas study has become less appealing. Parents who once looked up to Western countries are now disenchanted. For their children, it's much easier: they were never enchanted in the first place. China provides a much more convenient life. The cost of living is low and everything they need is just a click away. Given the choice, they would rather 'rat around' in a comfortable home eating cheap, delicious food delivered from a nearby restaurant than 'eat bitterness' in a foreign country. Overseas education, especially at a prestigious Western university, used to be valued by employers; now, many companies seem to prefer graduates who were trained at home. 'We absolutely do not hire overseas returnees, as there are spies among them,' the entrepreneur Dong Mingzhu said in April. 'For safety's sake, I only hire talents from Chinese universities.' Her remarks soon disappeared from the internet. Better not to say it out loud.
 Following the news in January that TikTok might be banned, many users in the US and Europe registered with the Chinese social app RedNote. The sudden influx of 'TikTok refugees' shocked many young Chinese people who thought the Great Firewall worked in both directions and that Westerners couldn't access Chinese social media. They soon calmed down and started doing what they do best. Since the time difference between China and the US is around twelve hours, they decided it was fair enough for Americans to use the app while they were asleep. But on one condition: the refugees were asked to pay a 'cat tax', i.e. post a picture of a cute cat (handsome men could pay an 'ab tax' instead).
 After paying their cat taxes, American children started asking the Chinese for help with their maths homework, while the Chinese children asked the Americans to help them with their English. Soon, adults started to compare notes on things such as salaries, food prices, healthcare and housing costs. Americans were shocked by the low cost of living in China, and the affordability of healthy food (especially the variety of vegetables). Chinese were shocked by how high American medical bills are. RedNote's coding team worked overtime to make the translation function available within three days. Traditional media outlets praised it as a 'global village' or a 'Tower of Babel'. One RedNote user didn't get to enjoy this rare moment of Sino-US harmony, however. Maye Musk's account was flooded with insults from newcomers and she had to disable comments for a while. She has lived in Shanghai on and off since her son Elon launched a Tesla gigafactory there, and Chinese women often praise her elegance and beauty on RedNote.
 Western sceptics quickly noticed something odd about RedNote: too many users called themselves 'momo'. The assumption was that they must be bots controlled by the Communist Party. While Westerners tend to use their real names and pictures on social media, Chinese users prefer to remain anonymous online. 'Momo' was once the default name provided by Chinese social media sites for newly registered users, and young people found it convenient. They formed the 'momo army' and adopted the slogan: 'One momo did a bad thing; millions of momo share the blame.' Chinese Gen Z-ers don't want their parents or colleagues to know what they say, watch or read in the virtual world. Plus, cyber violence is rife: who wants to be doxxed over a silly comment?
 After Trump delayed the TikTok ban, the refugees went home. The cultural exchange was fun, but it couldn't last. The differences were too great. As well as the usual regulations for Chinese users (no criticism of the government, no comments that might incite social conflict, no flaunting of wealth), TikTok refugees regularly had to be reminded of the 'no sex, no drugs, no religion, no politics' policy. Posts involving sensitive issues might not be allowed to appear at all. What's more, RedNote is a matriarchal community: one of its founders is a woman, and almost three-quarters of users are female (most of them under the age of 35). Users call one another 'sis' instead of 'bro'. There are unspoken rules. If a girl asks a guy to post a picture of his abs and he does, he'll receive 'wows' and heart emojis. However, if a guy sends a message to a girl asking her to show him her legs, it's deemed harassment. Double standards? Perhaps, but only for men and older generations. From the point of view of young women, the transaction is complete when they give a man positive feedback. 'I complimented your ab pic. Why are you asking for more?'
 Young Chinese bros enjoyed a Sino-US meet cute in the Swedish video game Helldivers 2. In the game, only two megacities, New York and Shanghai, are left standing after a ferocious alien attack. Players from around the world decided to abandon New York and defend Shanghai together. Once again, American and Chinese users worked in relay thanks to the time difference. Chinese players believed a rumour that the game's Swedish developer wanted all the megacities to fall so that the final battle could take place in Stockholm. They review-bombed the game in an attempt to influence the ending, a tactic that almost never fails in the Chinese market.
 The ACGN (animation, comics, game and novel) industry is where Gen Z-ers congregate, and where they have a sense of agency. The virtual characters are adored, if not the 'evil capitalists' (usually the developers) who create them. As one fan decree puts it, 'review-bombing the developer is proof of love for the characters.' Cultural observers have put a positive spin on the practice, seeing it as the 'first political negotiation' a younger generation experiences: 'Players, influenced by like-minded peers and current social sentiment, have begun to try various methods to participate in discussions and attempt to decide the future of the games they play.'
 Research tells us that professionals who have been in their job for at least ten years are likely to derive a sense of accomplishment and identity from it. This is not the case with Gen Z-ers. They dislike repetitive work, find office politics exhausting and hate being criticised. If the pressure is too much, they will lash out and quit. According to a 'workplace mental health report' last year, many young people feel anxious if they haven't been promoted to a management position within five years and can experience a mid-career crisis as early as 28. This leads them to switch jobs every year or two in the hope of quicker advancement. Some people in their late twenties have already worked in more than ten places.
 Questions such as 'How do I quit?' are always trending on social media. Posting about your 'rat life' might bring you five minutes of fame, but these fads come and go: attention spans are short. A new type of entertainment called 'vertical drama' has emerged: shows filmed in vertical format to suit smartphone users. Each episode lasts between two and five minutes, and after a few teaser episodes you have to pay to watch the rest. The dramas are usually taken from popular web novels. A title can be produced in less than a week, and the requirements for the actors are basic: they just have to look good on camera. Nuance and subtlety are the preserve of artistic films; verticals need as many flips and twists as possible. Production is often sloppy. If a line is deemed problematic by viewers, the voice is simply muffled, without any attempt to cut or reshoot. The stories are sensational. One that has got lots of viewers excited is the supposedly forthcoming Trump Falls in Love with Me, a White House Janitor. According to an industry report, vertical drama viewers now number 696 million, including almost 70 per cent of all internet users in China. Last year the vertical market was worth 50.5 billion yuan (PS5 billion), surpassing movie box office revenue for the first time. It is projected to reach 85.65 billion yuan by 2027. As one critic put it, the rapid pace and intense conflicts of verticals allow viewers to experience the 'tension-anticipation-release-satisfaction' cycle in a matter of minutes.
 Young actors who don't have connections in the oversubscribed film industry naturally wish to participate in vertical dramas. They get to play leading roles and the pay is good (sometimes twenty thousand yuan, or PS2000, a day). If the drama is a hit they can gain millions of fans and commercial opportunities will follow. This is a much safer option than acting in high-risk, high-return 'boys' love' (BL) dramas. The biggest recent story in the entertainment business concerned the Chinese-produced BL drama Revenged Love. Mainland regulations prevent BL dramas from being broadcast on TV or streaming platforms, so BL enthusiasts shared Revenged Love via cloud drives. The lead actors, Tian Xuning and Zi Yu, have become superstars. Zi's first magazine cover sold almost a million copies in one day. Tian's first commercial with the Japanese cosmetics brand Decorte generated up to 70 million yuan in sales revenue. The National Radio and Television Bureau isn't happy about BL dramas bypassing mainland censorship and has threatened to ban actors who participate in future productions.
 Veteran participants of China's intense fan culture know that real-life idols can disappoint. It's safer to worship the dead or invented than the living. The most popular deceased idols include Li Bai and Du Fu, two great poets from the Tang dynasty, and Liu Bei and Zhuge Liang, statesmen from the Three Kingdoms period. During the season of grave visits, or on the idol's anniversary, fans make pilgrimages and take offerings to the grave. Li Bai was known for his alcoholism - one story claims he drowned while trying to reach the moon from the water when drunk - so fans bring the best liquor to his grave, hoping he will enjoy it. The Ming dynasty reformer Zhang Juzheng (1525-82) is said to have died from complications related to haemorrhoids, so his fans bring haemorrhoid ointments to ease his discomfort in the afterlife. Those who experienced stigmatisation in the past offer hope to victims of cyber violence today. Fans write letters sharing their experiences and try to restore their idol's reputation. One of the most unusual and random tributes to circulate online lately was a Labubu doll placed in front of Marx's tomb in London.
 Gen Z-ers have a digital solution for every mental health issue. They talk to AI chatbots about their frustrations and negative feelings. They find loving virtual boyfriends and girlfriends in video games. Chinese otaku are much happier than Western incels because they have a virtual harem of 'gal' game characters. Young women who feel maternal but don't want to get married or have children can adopt cotton babies - cute dolls modelled after popular gaming characters - as part of their simulated families. If you like Sylus from the game Love and Deepspace, for example, you can buy a mini Sylus cotton baby and raise it as your child. There is a popular saying about such virtual families: Mum is a bunch of cells, Dad is a string of data and the child is a ball of cotton. Everyone is happy.
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Unwelcome Remnant
Conor Gearty on the threat to the Human Rights Act

4059 wordsIt is extraordinary  that the UK Supreme Court's recent decision on the rights of trans people in For Women Scotland v. The Scottish Ministers completely ignores the impact of human rights law. The privacy rights of those who identify as having a gender different from the one they were assigned at birth have been jettisoned as a result of the court's determination that the gender they thought they had left behind should be reimposed by legal diktat. There are reams of cases concerning trans people's rights, both at the European Court of Human Rights in Strasbourg and domestically. The incorporation of the European Convention on Human Rights into UK law through the Human Rights Act of 1998 means that the relevant legislation - the Equality Act 2010 - should have been read to assure compatibility with the convention if at all possible. But this wasn't even attempted. Instead, the court concluded that 'sex' in the Equality Act means 'biological sex'. Two trans people applied to intervene (Professor Stephen Whittle and Victoria McCloud, a former judge), hoping to give a sense of what the case might mean for individuals in their situation, but only Amnesty International was given the opportunity to make the human rights argument, and its perspective was dismissed in a single paragraph of the 268-paragraph judgment. (McCloud is taking the UK to the European Court of Human Rights over the court's failure to allow the transgender voice to be heard.) Similarly, in Fearn v. Tate Galleries from early 2023 - where local residents managed to close down a viewing platform at Tate Modern that overlooked their block of flats because they found it intrusive - human rights law was ignored in favour of the antiquated judge-made law of nuisance. Reliance on the residents' privacy rights was 'an unnecessary complication and distraction', according to Lord Leggatt, the lead judge in the majority.
The Supreme Court is quietly editing the Human Rights Act out of existence. In cases where human rights cannot be ignored entirely, such as For Women Scotland and Fearn, new modes of reasoning are being used to ensure that the law under scrutiny cannot be found in breach of human rights. This trend has gathered pace since I wrote about it in the LRB of 27 January 2022. I concentrated there on the court's powerful president, Lord Reed, and he remains by far the most important influence, but other justices have joined in: Reed led in neither of the cases just mentioned. None of this is being done in secret - the judgments are public - but the changes have barely registered. Judges, whether serving or retired, tend not to speak out. Barristers know on which side their bread is buttered. Few legal scholars have discussed these very recent developments. In a speech at Inner Temple in June this year, Reed suggested that 'responsible criticism' of judicial decisions should not be dismissed. Maybe the court is right to withdraw the judges from considering human rights. Maybe it is wrong. But it should at least be noticed.
Three main devices are being deployed to reduce human rights law's impact in cases where the judges believe it has to be directly addressed. The first is a legal concept, known as the 'margin of appreciation', which the European Court of Human Rights uses to measure compliance with the European Convention on Human Rights in cases brought by claimants against member states. It is intended to give states some latitude in the way they give effect to convention rights, often to the point of making these rights practically unsustainable. After the Human Rights Act came into force in 2000, the generally accepted view was that the 'margin of appreciation' had no direct application in domestic law: British judges should focus instead on whether whatever it was they were being asked to do was within their remit, the sort of thing that judges (as opposed to civil servants or elected representatives) should be doing. In a case in 2004 arising from the war on terror, A (FC) and Others (FC) v. Secretary of State for the Home Department, Lord Bingham, the senior judge on the Appellate Committee of the House of Lords (the forerunner to today's Supreme Court), wrote that judges' actions should be guided by the 'relative institutional competence' of the courts as compared to the other two branches of state. The 'appropriate respect' owed by the courts to the executive and legislature was another favourite formula. Lady Hale wrote in 2008 that 'the doctrine of the "margin of appreciation" as applied in Strasbourg has no application in domestic law.' One of her colleagues, Lord Mance, saw it as merely a 'principle which distributes responsibility between the international and national levels'.
Now reconceptualised by Reed and his colleagues as a domestic principle of judicial deference, the 'margin of appreciation' is being used to insulate governments and legislatures from scrutiny of their human rights' compliance. There is still a show of judicial oversight, an assertion that serious abuse by Parliament or the executive will be rolled back. But litigants have to show something special to exclude themselves from the deference the courts now show the other branches of state. And if they are challenging welfare, benefit or pension decisions (which could affect their family or property rights or their right not to be discriminated against), the chances of victory are vanishingly small. These are 'complex issues and choices of social strategy', the judges now like to say, and to establish that your rights have been infringed you have to show that the policy affecting you adversely is 'manifestly without reasonable foundation'.
A case from Northern Ireland, decided by the Supreme Court early this year, shows the extent of the changes that have taken place. In the matter of an application for Judicial Review by JR 123 concerns the 1978 Rehabilitation of Offenders (Northern Ireland) Order. The appellant in this case was released from prison in 1982 and had not reoffended, but still had to disclose his conviction because of the length of his sentence. UK human rights cases used to focus, as this appellant's lawyers did, on the impact of mechanisms like this order on the privacy rights of individuals under Article 8, which provides that 'everyone has the right to respect for his private and family life.' Should offenders be rehabilitated - their convictions treated as 'spent' and no longer needing to be declared - or at least given the chance to argue that their names be removed? A decision by the Supreme Court in 2010 had held that a scheme which kept people indefinitely on the sex abuse register with no chance of having their names deleted was a breach of their convention rights. In that case the individuals had gone before the court and told their stories. Change resulted.
In JR 123 the Supreme Court focused not on the appellant's history but on an analysis of the rules, and used the 'margin of appreciation' to protect the 1978 rehabilitation order from scrutiny by the court: there was, the judgment stated, 'a wide margin of appreciation for the legislator in the present context'. Hiding an individual's past raised 'difficult and sensitive questions' that called for 'judgments to be made about social policy, involving questions of moral and political judgment' that were 'very much the province of the legislature'. This case shows that the concept of judicial deference is now being applied in cases beyond those dealing with tax, pensions and the like. It is glossed as being merely a new way of describing well-established principles of domestic law. But it is a very particular version of British constitutional law, which ignores the more activist aspects of the case law from the years before the Human Rights Act. The judicial restraint of earlier eras - stretching back to the 1930s and continuing through to the mid-1960s - has been made part of human rights law under cover of a contentious reading of a concept that was until very recently thought to have no role in domestic law.
The second way in which judges have reduced the impact of human rights law has been to hamper the progressive potential of the Human Rights Act. The drafters of the Act intended it to be a bill of rights for Britain, with convention rights becoming the basis for the growth of a British tradition of rights protection. The White Paper said the measure would mean that 'our judges will be able to contribute to [the] dynamic and evolving interpretation of the convention.' During debates on the legislation the then home secretary, Jack Straw, and the lord chancellor, Lord Irvine, made clear that, as Hale put it in an early case reflecting this orthodoxy, 'the courts must be free to develop human rights jurisprudence and to move out in new directions.' In an important case from 2008, re P, Mance wrote that 'the interpretation and impact' of the domestic rights set out in the Human Rights Act depend on the 1998 Act as they are now undoubtedly 'part of this country's laws'. Bingham declared in another early case that 'it is of course open to member states to provide for rights more generous than those guaranteed by the convention.' A question flowing from this was whether domestic courts could break fresh ground in areas left open to them by Strasbourg's cautious use of the 'margin of appreciation' in specific areas, and the answer from the early cases was that this was entirely possible, indeed part of the Act's design.
Reed's court has now taken a sledgehammer to this position, ignoring the clear intention of the promoters of the legislation and refusing to follow the Supreme Court's earlier guidance on the matter. The point was initially addressed in R (on the application of SC, CB and Eight Children) v. Secretary of State for Work and Pensions, a case concerning the two-child limit on child benefits, heard early in the Reed presidency, in which the court refused to develop domestic rights in a way that could encompass a fuller understanding of children's rights. In the judgment R (AB) v. Secretary of State for Justice handed down on the same day as SC, also unanimous, also a single judgment written by Reed, the point was hammered home: 'It is not the function of our domestic courts to establish new principles of convention law.' A later case (also Reed; also unanimous), R (Elan-Cane) v. Secretary of State for the Home Department, saw off re P and the earlier authorities in brutal fashion. There was nothing authoritative, this judgment says, about the earlier cases' commitment to developing convention rights domestically. The comments in re P supporting this were, 'it was reasonably clear,' no more than obiter - not key to the decision the judges had to make, and thus not required to be followed. In any case, the judges' position had been based on a misunderstanding: 'The courts' role in lawmaking is confined to the development of the common law.'
Third, a recent group of cases prevents litigants from being able to challenge in advance general rules that will clearly infringe the rights of many people, even if they have not yet done so. The importance of being able to challenge a law with a manifestly debilitating rights impact is obvious if you see human rights as a framework that should shape executive and legislative action and not merely as a lever employed to address past harms: if a rule likely to infringe human rights is in the offing, why wait until the worst happens? Though the issue was never definitively settled, judges in the first years after the passing of the Human Rights Act generally thought it should be possible to mount a successful challenge if the legislation could be shown to have negative human rights implications in a 'legally significant number of cases'. An alternative test held that a breach would have to be likely in 'all or nearly all' cases, which would effectively insulate rules from abstract challenge. Litigants would have to wait until the rule was deployed against them, and often, particularly where immigration is concerned, they would be unlikely to have the funds to contrive the decision against them - by, for example, forking out to apply for the visa they are bound to be denied.
The 'all or nearly all' test has now been firmly embedded in the law as a result of two recent and unanimous Supreme Court judgments, Reference by the Attorney General for Northern Ireland - Abortion Services (Safe Access Zones) (Northern Ireland) Bill and JR 123. The first of these concerned a measure passed by the Northern Ireland Assembly that criminalised certain kinds of behaviour in designated zones around abortion clinics. A Supreme Court composed of seven members (the number used in significant cases) found that the proposed law did not breach the convention. The single judgment in the case was yet again written by Reed. The proposed legislation, involving important issues related to protest and safety, was found perfectly capable of surviving scrutiny if it could be shown that it would not infringe convention rights in 'all or nearly all' of the situations to which it was applied. This was an outcome made all the more likely when the margin of appreciation was taken into account. The alternative test - a breach in 'a legally significant number of cases' - should not be used, Reed said, claiming that Hale's assessment in an earlier case 'did not state the test accurately'.
JR 123 was, as I have mentioned already, a case involving the Rehabilitation of Offenders (Northern Ireland) Order, which organises its clemency according to the crime committed and the seriousness of the sentence. The scale is a sliding one, but for some offences and any sentences longer than thirty months there is no provision for rehabilitation. General measures, the court found, 'served to promote legal certainty and to avoid the problems of arbitrariness and inconsistency inherent in weighing, on a case by case basis' every individual application for exemption that might be launched. The rehabilitation of offenders was 'obviously a context in which it [was] legitimate for a state to enact a regime in the form of a general measure, announcing in advance clear, generally applicable rules to cover all cases'. It was 'desirable that society as a whole and offenders themselves should be able to understand clearly how the rehabilitation regime operates and that the scope for arbitrariness in its application should be minimised'. Even the European Court of Human Rights had stated that the 'more convincing the general justifications for the general measure are, the less importance the court will attach to its impact in the particular case'. The Human Rights Act may still be law but it is the government's judgment of the public interest that is decisive.
There  are further indications that the Supreme Court's approach to human rights has changed. Restrictive rules on standing - sufficient involvement to have the legal right to challenge a decision - inhibit public interest groups from using the Act. Interventions by people not directly involved in a case are increasingly unlikely to be allowed, as Whittle and McCloud found to their cost in For Women Scotland. A decision reached in 2021, DPP v. Ziegler, in which Reed did not participate and which appeared to offer political protesters the chance to argue that their ostensibly criminal actions were not 'unreasonable', as the judge in the magistrates' court put it, was the subject of a ferocious attack by Reed in the Safe Access Zones case the following year (Ziegler concerned protesters who had blocked an entrance to an arms fair). In its judgment in DPP v. Cuciurean in 2022 the High Court had already rowed back on the decision in Ziegler that protesters could argue that a criminal conviction would be disproportionate if the offence was one where it is a defence to have a 'lawful excuse'. It is only a matter of time before the decision is pared back or discarded.
Dissenting judgments have become vanishingly rare in the field of human rights law. Even separate judgments, stating a difference of opinion on some aspect of a case while agreeing with the overall outcome, are now highly unusual. One of the last dissents was by Reed himself during Hale's presidency of the Supreme Court. It concerned the court's refusal to follow Strasbourg authority in R v. Hallam (2019), a case concerning compensation for victims of miscarriages of justice. It may seem surprising that Reed dissented in a case in which the Supreme Court was trying to sidestep Strasbourg authority. In fact, that judgment - and another decided early this year - are key to understanding his motivation. In R v. Hallam (2019) Reed subjected the Strasbourg case law to an intense examination on an important but technical part of criminal justice law, leading to a conclusion which was at odds with the one reached by the majority of his colleagues, but so exceptional is Reed's analytical prowess that it had an air of inevitability about it. He did the same in the SC child benefits case in 2021, contriving an outcome unwelcome to the claimants out of the Strasbourg precedents on which they had relied. Although he is Scottish, Reed is a champion of the English common law, a believer in precedent and the stability it delivers. This loyalty to authority extends to the Strasbourg court, which despite the merely directive language of Section 2 of the Human Rights Act, is in Reed's view to be followed except in the rarest of cases.
In Abbasi v. Newcastle upon Tyne Hospitals NHS Foundation Trust and Haastrup v. King's College Hospital NHS Foundation Trust, decided just before For Women Scotland, the central issue was how much control there should be over information released about legal proceedings involving end-of-life decisions related to young children, a matter which had already generated great division and litigation in the lower courts. The issue was resolved in a subtle way by a (once again) unanimous court with Reed (once again) giving the main judgment, on this occasion jointly with Lord Briggs. The resolution of a side-issue gives further clues about Reed's approach to litigation in general and human rights litigation in particular. What should be the position of clinicians in a hospital when applications are made to set aside restrictions on public information after the death of the child concerned? Reed and Briggs shared a concern that if these doctors' names were revealed they would receive a torrent of abuse from distraught family members and others. (A rare concurring judgment, from Lord Sales, focused on the need to show special solicitude to clinicians.) But, allowing for the occasional exceptional case, the court was clear that the doctors should launch their own legal actions. They should become proper parties and not piggyback on the interest their hospital had once had. Litigation is about those with a direct interest in a case fighting it out, one-on-one, unassisted by intervening parties, even when, as in this case, they are large organisations with deeper pockets and greater institutional clout than the litigant.
In Abbasi the court acknowledged the reception into the common law of a new tort rooted in the misuse of private information, possibly amounting to the invasion of privacy. This would once have been seen for what it was, a change to UK law achieved by the convention - specifically, by the privacy right under Article 8 - but in the Abbasi judgment it is presented as a piece of domestic creativity, albeit driven by the convention. In recent times, according to Reed and Briggs,
the courts have been willing to develop the common law when necessary in order to meet the requirements of the convention, and have deprecated the tendency in some earlier cases to see the law solely in terms of the convention itself ... In particular, the common law has evolved to provide a cause of action protecting rights relating to privacy.

The  current members of the Supreme Court, ten men and two women, all of them white, seem to regard the Human Rights Act as an unwelcome remnant of a past era. One of the clearest intentions of the drafters of the Human Rights Act and the legislators who enacted the measure was that it should include private bodies exercising public functions - Section 6 of the Act was explicit about this, and an early conservative reading by the courts was greatly narrowed by legislative amendment. But a recent decision by the High Court, Sammut v. Next Steps Mental Healthcare Ltd, has sought to resurrect that early reading to protect for-profit businesses operating in the public sector from exposure to human rights accountability. The case (in which I was counsel on the losing side) involved the protection of a private commercial entity from human rights scrutiny concerning its treatment of a young man who was in its care under various statutory provisions and whose costs were being met by the local authority. My client died, and the company was held to be negligent. But it escaped scrutiny on a host of wider matters as a result of being effectively accorded judicial immunity from accountability on human rights issues.
The current Supreme Court may even be tempted to dispose of the sacred cow at the heart of human rights litigation, the power under Section 3 of the Act, supported by many cases from the pre-Reed court, to reconstruct legislation in order to ensure its compatibility with convention rights. There is a legitimate point here about the uncertainty created by radical judicial changes to legislation which do not appear on the statutory record, and Reed and his colleagues might well make much of this if the opportunity arises. But their approach means that at the moment there are no apparent breaches of human rights to consider.
In his Inner Temple speech, Reed said that the courts have been 'more attentive to the separation of powers' than in the past but that earlier 'more ambitious decisions and dicta ... have not been forgotten.' Will this defanging protect human rights law from hostile attention from its political opponents? The answer is almost certainly not: Reed and his colleagues can prevent new controversies but they cannot undo what the convention and its application in domestic law have already achieved. This is the result of the interaction between the European convention, the Strasbourg case law, the Human Rights Act and the case law underpinning it. You cannot throw foreigners out of the country if they face a serious risk of a breach of their right to life or their right not to be tortured or subjected to inhuman or degrading treatment in the place you plan to send them. You have to take account of someone's family life when you consider removing them, especially if they have children who have been born and brought up here. If you plan on doing any of this, it can be stopped by interim order of either the Strasbourg or local courts. To get rid of such obstacles, it would be necessary to repeal the Human Rights Act, and also - to ensure that you won't be liable at the international level - to leave the Council of Europe, joining Belarus and Russia in their denial of the jurisdiction of the European Court of Human Rights. You would then need to pass special laws allowing people to be sent to near certain death, after being treated with a harshness that is explicitly inhuman or degrading.
That truly would be taking back control. It is where domestic politics may end up. If Keir Starmer's government were to repeal the Human Rights Act we would be back to the endless quarrelling with Strasbourg that was a feature of the pre-Blair years, with Thatcher berating foreign judges for getting it wrong. It was the nonsense of the ECHR hearing argument on issues on which British courts could not volunteer an opinion that led judges like Bingham to favour incorporation of the convention; this was the reason Blair in opposition labelled his plan 'Bringing Rights Home'. Domestic judges cannot undo the case law of the Strasbourg court that so irritates a section of the political class and its journalist outriders. But they are doing everything short of that to make human rights as much of a domestic legal irrelevance as possible.
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Parable of the Parakeets
David Todd

3416 wordsOn  21 April 2002 Jean-Marie Le Pen became the first leader of a far-right party to reach the run-off of a French presidential election. France was astonished. For two weeks, daily anti-fascist demonstrations took place in cities and the mainstream media called on voters to re-elect the conservative Jacques Chirac. But the upsetting result proved a false alarm. Left-wing sympathisers held their nose to vote for Chirac, who won the run-off with a Soviet-like 82 per cent of the vote. Le Pen's score rose by just one point between the first and the second round, from 17 per cent to 18 per cent. When his daughter, Marine Le Pen, reached the second round in 2022, she scored 41 per cent.
The earthquake of 21 April 2002 resulted from the dispersal of left-wing votes rather than a surge of support for the far right. Lionel Jospin, the sitting prime minister and leader of the centre-left Parti socialiste (PS), obtained only 16 per cent of the vote because eight other left-wing or Green candidates garnered 29 per cent between them. Most surprising was the excellent showing of two of the three Trotskyist candidates. Arlette Laguiller, of Lutte ouvriere (the Workers' Struggle), with 5.7 per cent of the vote, and Olivier Besancenot, of the Ligue communiste revolutionnaire, with 4.3 per cent, both did better than the candidate of the ex-Stalinist Parti communiste francais (PCF), who polled only 3.4 per cent. The day might be remembered as a milestone in the rise of right-wing populism in Europe, but it also marked a decisive stage in the disintegration of the French left, with the humiliation of its two main pillars since the end of the Second World War, the PCF and the PS.
From 1945 until the late 1970s, the PCF had dominated left-wing politics in France. Polling between 20 and 25 per cent at legislative elections, it could rely on a dense network of societies and charities aimed at supporting working-class families; in 1980 it still had 500,000 members. Its leadership cultivated closer relations with the Soviet Union than the leaders of the Italian and Spanish Communist Parties chose to. In 1979 Georges Marchais, general secretary of the PCF from 1972 until 1994, still described the experience of communism in Central and Eastern Europe as 'generally positive' and supported the Soviet Union's intervention in Afghanistan.
This ideological rigidity helped the reformist PS gain leadership of the left after 1980. Discredited by its hostility to decolonisation during the Algerian War of Independence, the old Section francaise de l'internationale ouvriere (French Section of the Workers' International) had changed its name to the Parti socialiste in 1969. Two years later it merged with several smaller centre-left parties and selected as its leader Francois Mitterrand, a stalwart opponent of General de Gaulle, but otherwise a pragmatist who paid lip service to the party's official goal of a 'rupture with capitalism'. Under Mitterrand's leadership, the PS prospered. In the 1981 presidential election Mitterrand soundly beat the PCF candidate, Marchais, in the first round, and prevailed over the haughty centrist Valery Giscard d'Estaing in the run-off. The PS won an absolute majority in the legislative election a few weeks later and dominated French politics for the next twenty years. For those born, like me, in the late 1970s it seemed to be the natural party of government.
The guilt instilled by the result of 21 April 2002 helped the PS retain a significant role for another decade. Relentless warnings about the dangers of dispersing left-wing votes and exasperation with the hyperactive inefficacy of Nicolas Sarkozy's presidency (2007-12) enabled the party's leader, Francois Hollande, to become president in 2012. Yet Hollande proved so unpopular that, very unusually, he didn't run for a second term. At the 2017 presidential election, the PS candidate, Benoit Hamon, obtained only 6 per cent of the vote. At the 2022 election, its candidate, the mayor of Paris, Anne Hidalgo, was obliterated, with less than 2 per cent. In France there are no natural parties of government.
The collapse of the PS vote enabled Emmanuel Macron to win the 2017 and 2022 elections. A former adviser to and minister under Hollande, Macron never espoused a socialist enthusiasm for economic redistribution. In 2012 he mocked Hollande's proposal to create a new income tax band for those earning more than a million euros a year as an attempt to turn France into 'Cuba without the sun'. Yet his perceived closeness to the PS helped him siphon off millions of moderate socialist voters, who, combined with centrist voters, delivered a convincing win over the conservative Francois Fillon in the first round of the 2017 election, and a thumping victory, with 66 per cent of the vote, against Le Pen in the run-off. Five years later, Macron's unabashed free-market policies lost him votes on the centre left, but he made up for it by capturing a significant fraction of the conservative vote. Many left-wing voters nonetheless refused to endorse him in the run-off and he was returned with a reduced majority of 58 per cent.
The disintegration of the PS also created space for the emergence of a new radical left-wing movement. Who would take over the 15 per cent or so of voters who opted for the far left in 2002 and voted PS for tactical reasons in 2007 and 2012? Enter Jean-Luc Melenchon, the second major beneficiary of the PS's collapse. A member of the secretive Organisation communiste internationaliste, another Trotskyist party, in his twenties, he joined the ascendant PS in the late 1970s. He gradually asserted himself as one of the leaders of the party's left wing, and served as a junior minister under Jospin, from 2000 until 2002. Melenchon rose to national prominence as a leading advocate of the 'No' vote in the 2005 referendum on the ratification of the proposed EU constitution. Despite the support of most mainstream parties for 'Yes', 'No' prevailed with 55 per cent of the vote. Three years after the 2002 election, the result underscored the inability of traditional parties to control or reflect large sections of public opinion.
After a failed attempt to impose a progressive turn on the PS, Melenchon left it to found the Parti de gauche in 2009. The venture was inspired by the German party Die Linke, a 2007 merger of the former East German Communist Party with the left-wing faction of the Social Democratic Party. In 2012 Melenchon made his first bid for the French presidency, as the joint candidate of the Parti de gauche and the PCF. He polled a creditable 11 per cent, but the coalition obtained disappointing results at subsequent national and local elections and the Parti de gauche failed to become a significant force.
In the run-up to the 2017 presidential election, Melenchon sought to attract new support by embracing a more radical brand of left-wing politics. A new movement, La France insoumise, was founded in 2016, loosely uniting the Parti de gauche with other radical groups. LFI is not a traditional party with leaders elected by fee-paying members; Melenchon himself described it as a 'gaseous' movement. Ordinary members can join for free in just a few clicks online. A majority of participants in LFI's representative assembly, which meets once a year, are drawn by lots among members. The assembly then elects by acclamation 24 members of a 'national co-ordination', including a chief co-ordinator. By all accounts, this loose organisation ensures more spontaneity and a greater freedom of discussion, at least at the local level, than in traditional parties. But the absence of a secret ballot enables Melenchon and his closest lieutenants to keep the movement on a tight leash. In practice, they make all the decisions.
LFI's platform also marks a shift to a different kind of radical politics. Until the early 2010s, Melenchon and his allies contented themselves with upholding an uncompromising old-left agenda. Demands focused on the preservation of national sovereignty and economic redistribution in favour of workers, while social liberalism was viewed with suspicion. In contrast, LFI emphasises radical solutions to the global ecological crisis, including degrowth, and holds, by French standards, extremely progressive views on race and gender. Among other things, Melenchon has become less keen on defending laicite, France's stringent conception of secularism. Since 2016 he has repeatedly warned against the instrumentalisation of laicite as a tool of legal discrimination against Muslims, and his adversaries frequently accuse him of embracing communitarianism in order to attract Muslim voters.
Following his radical turn, Melenchon went on to obtain 20 per cent of the vote at the 2017 election and 22 per cent in 2022. Both times he was just 1 percentage point behind Le Pen - narrowly failing to qualify for the run-off - and nearly 15 per cent ahead of the next most popular left-of-centre candidate. These results turned Melenchon into the de facto leader of the left. Other left-wing parties frequently complain about LFI's confrontational style and provocative stances, not least its relentless denunciation of the atrocities committed by Israel. Melenchon's opponents and even some of his socialist allies have called him an antisemite. Such accusations blow out of proportion a few clumsy attacks by LFI on Israel and its French supporters. They mostly seek to undermine co-operation between Melenchon's party and the centre left, but so far to little avail. When Macron called a snap election to try to take advantage of divisions within the left in 2024, LFI's partners in the Nouveau Front populaire - including the Communists, the Greens and the rump Parti socialiste - closed ranks and left-wing parties went on to increase their number of MPs from 148 to 180 in a hopelessly hung parliament.
Melenchon's rise to prominence since 2015 has often been compared to the contemporaneous if more ephemeral success of Jeremy Corbyn in Britain and Bernie Sanders in the United States. There is an undeniable resemblance between the sudden propelling to stardom of these three old hands of the radical left, especially among young progressives. But to the extent that LFI looks to foreign models, it usually invokes the Five Star Movement in Italy, for its canny use of new media, or Podemos in Spain and Syriza in Greece, for their radical hostility to neoliberal capitalism. Melenchon's parents were European settlers of Spanish and Italian descent in Algeria. Melenchon himself grew up in a mostly Spanish-speaking environment in the Tangier International Zone, an enclave under European jurisdiction within the Franco-Spanish protectorate of Morocco, until he moved to France with his mother in 1962, aged eleven. Still a fluent Spanish speaker, he often also summons the example of Latin American left-wing movements as inspiration. He paid homage to Hugo Chavez after his death in 2013: 'What Chavez represents never dies. It is the immortal ideal of the revolution's humanistic hope.'
Adducing as evidence his sympathy for Latin American strongmen or his youthful membership of a Trotskyist organisation notorious for its undemocratic methods, Melenchon's adversaries charge him with authoritarian tendencies. Last May two centre-left journalists published a vitriolic pamphlet, La Meute ('The Wolfpack'), which portrayed LFI as a one-man cult, where dissidents are quickly slandered and expelled. There is some truth to these accusations. LFI is a machine mostly designed to serve Melenchon's ambitions. Its national co-ordinators have so far been thirty-something mediocrities whose chief merit seems to be absolute loyalty to the movement's informal leader. But much the same accusations could be levelled at Renaissance, the political machine that serves Macron's interests, or Le Pen's Rassemblement national.
Such 'gaseous' one-man or one-woman cults correspond better than traditional parties with what voters now want. In his bestselling L'Archipel francais: une nation multiple et divisee (2019), the political analyst Jerome Fourquet drew attention to the extreme fragmentation of French society as a result of the decline of Catholicism and communism since the 1970s, along with social segregation and fast-growing ethnic diversity. These centrifugal forces, Fourquet argued, underlie the collapse of traditional parties, while rampant individualism favours the emergence of looser movements designed to further the interests of a single leader.
While Macron brought together the supporters and Le Pen the adversaries of neoliberal globalisation, Melenchon forged a more fragile coalition of the various groups who want a different kind of globalisation: traditional radicals in the shrinking Communist strongholds of the industrial north or rural south; a young, highly educated precariat in the cities; and second or third-generation immigrants in segregated suburbs. Between 2017 and 2022, Melenchon lost older votes in formerly Communist regions. But in Paris his share of the vote rose from 20 per cent to 30 per cent. In the poor and ethnically diverse suburbs of Seine-Saint-Denis, it rose from 35 per cent to 49 per cent. Melenchon also more than doubled his share of the vote in mostly non-white overseas departements such as Martinique and Guadeloupe.
On the evening  of the first round in 2022, Melenchon expressed sorrow that he had failed to qualify for the run-off, but also pride in achieving such an unprecedented result for the radical left. He ended his speech with the words 'Faites mieux!', at once a boast and a dare. The phrase serves as the title of a book published in France in September 2023 and now available in English translation under the title Now, the People! Like most books by prominent politicians, it is rich in high-minded principles and silent on electoral calculations. Yet it teaches us a few things about the sort of anti-capitalist revolution the new radical left envisages in our postmodern, crisis-ridden age.
A few passages are beyond parody. To illustrate how the new hyper-connectedness may facilitate revolutionary action, Melenchon reminisces about lying in a hammock next to a mango tree in Colombia and observing dozens of parakeets spontaneously collaborating to evade a sparrowhawk. In this parable, the parakeets are the exploited revolutionaries and it is their ability to communicate with one another invisibly and inaudibly that fills Melenchon with optimism about the new possibilities of revolution from below. The parable overlooks the fact that capitalist sparrowhawks, too, can use hyper-connectedness to co-ordinate exploitation, surveillance and repression.
Although Melenchon claims that Marxism still constitutes 'the basis for the new theoretical framework' it expounds, disciples of Marx and Engels will frown at the book's repudiation of historical materialism or its contention that the new revolutionary struggle pits environmental science, rather than labour, against capital. In reality, Melenchon's manifesto is notable for its embrace of a spiritual conception of anti-capitalist revolution. Abandoning the classics of materialism, he draws mostly on an eclectic range of writers - such as Seneca, the Jesuit priest and scientist Pierre Teilhard de Chardin and the Martinican cultural theorist Edouard Glissant - to denounce, often eloquently, the moral turpitudes of capitalist productivism.
There are nonetheless traces of Melenchon's youthful Trotskyism in his millenarian conviction that global revolution is imminent. The seriousness of environmental crises rejuvenates this old expectation: 'We have to make far-reaching changes within short deadlines. For the first time since the earliest critiques of capitalism, the debate between reform and revolution has been rendered obsolete.' Melenchon's enthusiasm for the revolutionary potential of global urbanisation - only 'urbanites', he claims, can become 'citizens' - also echoes Trotsky's emphasis on the pre-eminent role of the urban proletariat in revolutionary processes. Perhaps the most Trotskyist aspect of Melenchon's thought is his defence of constant rebellion against the capitalist order, a throwback to the notion of permanent revolution.
An even more profound influence is the French revolutionary tradition, tinged with national messianism. Melenchon's real hero is not Chavez but Robespierre, whose demanding conception of public morals he extolled in an earlier work, De la vertu (2017). In Now, the People, Melenchon counters accusations of populism with a quotation from a speech Robespierre made at the Club des Jacobins in 1792: 'I am of the people, I have never been anything but that, I want to be nothing but that; I despise anyone who purports to be something more.' Melenchon's breakdown of the revolutionary process into 'instituent', 'destituent' and 'constituent' phases closely mirrors the ternary sequence still instilled in French schoolchildren when they study this foundational phase of national history: Enlightenment in the 18th century, crisis of the Ancien Regime in the 1780s and emergence of the Constituent Assembly in 1789.
Combined with his abandonment of Marxist materialism, this attachment to memories of France's great revolution often make Melenchon's ideas resemble those of Romantic writers and utopian socialists in the early 19th century. His egalitarian lyricism recalls that of the historian Jules Michelet in Le Peuple (1846), while his detestation of capitalist greed and emphasis on the satisfaction of natural human needs wouldn't be out of place in the writings of Charles Fourier. His cult of Robespierre and condoning of political violence echo the views of professional revolutionists such as Philippe Buonarroti and Auguste Blanqui. Melenchon openly calls on France to remember and dare to re-enact its glorious revolutionary tradition: 'Throughout history,' Now, the People begins, 'France has often given the starkest expression to the trends running through a given era,' while the last chapter's final paragraph asserts that France remains 'a power with a universalist calling'.
Melenchon's prose is stirring if not always convincing. It gives the reader more to think about than the bland defence of neoliberal technocracy by centrist supporters of Macron or the rabid denunciation of extra-European immigration by right-wing nationalists. Yet there are many evasions, not least on the issue of migration. Melenchon acknowledges in passing the existence of Islamophobia, but simplistically blames it on the efforts of 'the oligarchy' to divide 'the people', as per 'the strategy of "the clash of civilisations" pushed by Samuel Huntington and consultancies from the United States'. Like most French people, I enjoy holding the US responsible for modern France's problems. But Melenchon, who grew up in North Africa in the dying days of French empire and frequently boasts about his awareness of history, must know that the systematic villainisation of Muslims is in large part a product of France's colonial past and a perversion of what he calls its universalist calling, rather than an American import.
Can LFI seize power? On current trends, its electoral prospects aren't as promising as those of the Rassemblement national. Melenchon rather seems to be betting on an abrupt collapse of centrism that will leave his brand of radicalism as the sole non-racist alternative to right-wing nationalism. This makes him an authentic revolutionist, but it is a dangerous gamble. The hopes of 19th-century French revolutionaries ended in bitter or bloody disappointment: the fear of chaos encouraged moderates to compromise and ally with reactionaries. Melenchon's inflammatory rhetoric runs a similar risk of facilitating a rapprochement between the battered pro-Macron centre and the ascendant far right.
The ongoing crisis in France confirms aspects of Melenchon's diagnosis. France's neo-Blairite experiment keeps slowly imploding. From the foundation of the Fifth Republic in 1958 until this year, no president had ever appointed more than three prime ministers in a single term; on 9 September, Macron nominated the fourth prime minister of his second term, which still has a year and a half to run. With the support of LFI, several social media accounts, using the slogan 'bloquons tout!' ('let's block everything!'), called for the systematic disruption of roads and transport hubs on 10 September, though the police easily deterred most efforts. A strike against projected budget cuts in the public sector on 18 September was more effective, but hardly extraordinary by French standards.
A sense that some sort of political upheaval is imminent nonetheless pervades everyday life. In private, the managers of my university and the headteachers of my children's schools admit that they now ignore government instructions, because no one knows who will hold the reins in a few months' time. The rump Parti socialiste, whose MPs could give the government a lifeline in parliament, understandably hesitates to board a sinking ship. Such a decrepitude of central government power usually precedes revolutions or coups. So which will it be, if the PS doesn't opt for its own extinction? I would prefer a progressive, peaceful revolution. But in opinion polls Le Pen still enjoys a commanding lead, the traditional conservatives have bounced back after taking a right-wing turn and the ever more divided left languishes. The police, the army, business organisations and the well-to-do loathe Melenchon. A counter-revolution appears far more probable.
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Thishereness
Erin Maglaque

4555 wordsGiovanni Pico 
, count of Mirandola and Concordia, was 23 when he travelled to Rome to become an angel. It was 1487. Christendom's most important priests would be there; the cleverest theologians would debate him. The pope would watch. Pico was going to dazzle them all. He planned to begin with a poetic, densely allusive speech, which almost no one would understand; then he would make nine hundred pronouncements, each more cryptic than the last, e.g. '251. The world's craftsman is a hypercosmic soul' and '385. No angel that has six wings ever changes' and '784. Doing magic is nothing other than marrying the world' and '395. Whenever we don't know the feature that influences a prayer that we pray, we should fall back on the Lord of the Nose.' In an ecstatic trance he was going to leave behind his worthless, handsome body and ascend a mystical ladder to join with the godhead, the transcendence of his soul so absolute that his body might accidentally die. This was the Death of the Kiss.
Pico didn't become an angel. He didn't get the chance. The pope thought the plan was 'contrary to the faith, erroneous, scandalous and discordant'; Pico was questioned by a papal commission, doubled down on his problematic theses and then fled to France, where he was imprisoned and narrowly escaped a heretic's death. It was only by the grace of Lorenzo de' Medici that he was allowed to return to Florence and take up a quieter life. But once Il Magnifico was dead and his son Piero was in charge - with French troops bearing down on the city and Savonarola preaching in the pulpit - not even the philosophers were safe. Pico and his friend Angelo Poliziano were assassinated. Pico was 31. Their bodies were exhumed in 2007 and poisoning by arsenic confirmed (in Pico's case, through a toenail), though the identity of their murderer remains unknown. Pico died burning up with fever; bundles of unintelligible notes were found stuffed in his cabinets. He had spent the last two years of his life lashing his flesh under Savonarola's eyes.
Pico's life touched much of what made the Renaissance the Renaissance. There were the people: Lorenzo de' Medici, a Borgia pope (Alexander VI), Savonarola. There was the arcane classical scholarship: before Pico, no Christian had studied the Jewish Kabbalah. There was his reputed physical beauty: in paintings he looked like one of Botticelli or Raphael's angels, pale and androgynous, with intricate golden curls. There was his immersion in the utterly bizarre world of Florentine Neoplatonism. He was friends with Marsilio Ficino, who taught his students to hallucinate by chewing laurel leaves while playing the lyre, who dressed up in a cape made of feathers so that he could be 'a true Orpheus'. There were love affairs with men and women; there was intrigue and - finally - murder.
The speech with which Pico planned to open his performance in Rome is popularly known as the Oration on the Dignity of Man. The text, with its emphasis on human freedom and the intrinsic value of the individual, has been taught to generations of students as the canonical expression of the Italian Renaissance; it was 'one of the noblest legacies of that cultural epoch', according to the 19th-century historian Jacob Burckhardt, who did much to give the book its status. And yet Pico's writings, as Brian Copenhaver has persuasively shown, are in essence medieval. Enlightenment philosophes joked about fusty theologians debating angels dancing on the head of a pin: such was Pico. Voltaire described him as 'a blind man guided by blind masters'. Pico was a scholastic, and he defended medieval university philosophy against the eloquent, self-consciously innovating humanists who were his friends and lovers.
Pico never delivered his Oration. And it turns out that this most famous speech of the Renaissance isn't really about the dignity of man at all. It's about destroying personhood in pursuit of a melting with the One. It's a script for mystical self-annihilation, the opposite of a humanist argument for man's distinction in a secularising age. The Oration contravenes the very idea of human possibility that we think the Renaissance is about - yet we think of the Renaissance this way partly because of a centuries-long misreading of it. In which case, does Pico really belong to the Renaissance? Or is our whole idea of the Renaissance hopelessly flimsy, nothing but a collection of fantasies about what it means to be modern and human?
Pico was born in 1463 in Mirandola, near Modena, to a noble family. According to family legend, a circle of flame appeared above his mother's bed. Pico was a child prodigy in Latin and Greek, with a miraculous memory. As a young teen he went to Bologna to study canon law, and then roved the university towns of Italy and France seeking ever more esoteric knowledge. In Padua, he learned Hebrew and the philosophy of Averroes from the Jewish scholar Elia del Medigo. In Rome, he studied Arabic with the Sicilian Jew who went by the beautifully delusional name of Flavius Mithridates and who translated the Kabbalah into Latin for Pico (he was eventually arrested for murder, heresy and sodomy). When Pico arrived in Florence in 1484, Ficino had just finished, at that very hour, his translation of Plato. Ficino had a theory that the meeting was divinely ordained, and they argued over which of them was Plato reincarnated.
Pico was in his early twenties, tall, good-looking and a genius. He was also rich. He ate off silver plate. His hubris was staggering even in an age and a city known for its swagger. Pico thought he could prove that all of the world's philosophical and religious traditions were, in fact, one. He would show the secret concord between Aristotle and Plato, long debated but never demonstrated; and he would go further, to show that these ancient philosophies shared essential truths with the Kabbalah and Christian scripture. He read everybody - the Christian theologians of the Middle Ages, the Arabic philosophers, the Greeks, the Platonists, the Kabbalists, the Zoroastrians - but defended no particular school, and extracted the best from each. In 1486, he published his Nine Hundred Conclusions, he wrote the Oration, and he set off for Rome. He also issued a challenge, printed at the back of the Conclusions. 'The Conclusions will not be disputed until after Epiphany. Meanwhile they will be published in all the schools of Italy. And if any philosopher or theologian from the furthest parts of Italy wants to come and debate, this lord himself - the one who will dispute - promises to pay travel expenses.'
In the Oration, Pico mapped the path to mystical absorption in the godhead. He began by arguing that when God came to create mankind, he decided that man should share in the qualities of every other living being. Man was a creature in between, a 'middling thing' with 'no distinct image'. Pico put words in God's mouth, imagining him in the process of creating Adam (more hubris): 'No fixed seat, no special look, nor any particular gift of your own we have given you, Adam, so that what seat, what look, what gifts you choose for yourself.' This is the part of the Oration that so many historians and philosophers have seen as articulating the dignity of man. Pico showed that man could choose his own way, exercising an innate freedom. Tempted by hunger, lust, low things, man can choose the way of the beasts and become 'enslaved by the senses'. Or he can strive to escape his body and search for something higher. In the most famous passage, Pico urges: 'We are not content with middling things ... let us climb for the heights, panting; and let us strive with all our might to reach them - since we can do it if we will it.'
When Pico wrote about reaching for the heights, he didn't mean aiming for dignity or virtue or a meaningful life. He was being literal. He was talking about climbing Jacob's ladder to God, regaining the wings our souls lost when they were dragged down by our stupid bodies. This is the part of the Oration that's a little less convenient for a progressive, humanist view of the Renaissance: Pico asked that we 'scorn the things of the earth, let us despise those of heaven, and then, leaving behind whatever belongs to the world, let us fly up to the hypercosmic court'. Let us become angels. The Oration was an instruction manual. First we must study ethics, then dialectics, natural philosophy and theology. Finally we must cultivate the self, through the study and practice of magic and the Kabbalah, before dissolving into mystical union. Pico would ascend the ladder himself while he was orating. His speech was intended as high Renaissance performance art, but that's not to say it was secular, humanist or modern - rather, it was profoundly weird.
On the way  to Rome, Pico stopped off in Arezzo. There, he either kidnapped or eloped with a beautiful woman called Margherita, who happened to be the wife of a minor Medici. Her aggrieved husband said she 'was taken against her will by the Count of Mirandola's men, was put on a horse and carried off'. Pico's sister claimed that Margherita was in love with him all along and would have followed him anywhere, no force necessary. His nephew and biographer, Gianfrancesco, glossed over the affair: 'Because of his beautiful body and handsome face many women were driven to distraction for love of him.' But Pico seems to have been driven to distraction himself. He referred to the scandal in a letter: 'Nothing is weaker than man, and nothing is more powerful than love.' He wasn't immune. But his reputation was in tatters.
He arrived in Rome with something to prove. In the Oration he described the body as 'a noose round the soul's neck'. He hated his own flesh but struggled to overcome its desires. In a commentary on Girolamo Benivieni's love poetry, Pico followed Plato: love is the desire for beauty. Sex with a beautiful woman is 'nothing but joining oneself to that body in the most intimate way possible'. It is a consequence of a misdirected desire for unity and wholeness; sexual desire mistakes the image of beauty for true beauty, vulgar love for heavenly love. A beautiful body is simply a shadow, a pale memory of the beauty of the One, the 'more perfect beauty which [our] souls once saw before they were immersed in bodies'. In Pico's view, erotic desire was a kind of philosophical error. A friend gossiped about the scandal in Arezzo: 'We have laughed over Paris and Helen; sometimes even the philosophers act crazily.' But was it possible to live a philosophical life without going a little crazy? Could anyone really be a Platonist through and through - especially if they were a prodigy with glossy blond curls? And anyway, what was crazier: galloping off with a Medici's wife, or attempting to defend the truths of Arabic and Jewish philosophy at the pope's feet?
Most of the Conclusions are elliptic; Pico thought secrecy was the point. To put their meaning on the surface would be to 'cast pearls before swine'. Some in his audience might recognise which were drawing on Aquinas, or on Plato, or Aristotle, or Plotinus, but no one would be able to follow the compressed, allusive trains of logic derived from the medieval Jewish philosopher Maimonides, or Pico's references to the foundational text of the Kabbalah, the Sefer ha-Zohar. More than six decades ago, Frances Yates wrote that Pico's Conclusions are 'absolutely fundamental ... for the whole Renaissance', and yet it is only now, with the appearance of Copenhaver's edition and translation, that we have a modern, usable English version of the text. Pico's enigmatic theses come in at under 17,000 words; Copenhaver uses 158,000 to explain them. This is a feat of scholarship. If you wanted to discover exactly why Pico included the propositions '253. Every soul sharing in Vulcan's intellect is sown in the moon' or '254. From the foregoing conclusion I gather why all Germans are stoutly built and pale in colour,' Copenhaver makes it possible. (Together they constitute a joke, drawn from a web of references, including to Proclus, Porphyry, Caesar and Tacitus, about astrological influences on geography and character.) But it's also possible to read the Conclusions in a trance-like state, as a swine grubbing at pearls, perhaps. Piled up they begin to make a certain aphoristic sense:
673. If happiness lies in fulfilment by theorising, mathematical subjects do not make for happiness.
75. Any individual whatever is an individual by an individual difference of its own called a thishereness.
712. Whether an angelic nature is in some sense everything.
446. The wayfarer's theology - as the wayfarer's - must be called unqualifiedly practical.

If the first rungs of Pico's ladder to mystical self-annihilation were fairly typical - moral philosophy, dialectic - the last rungs were subjective, arts cultivated for the abolition of the self. In a section of 'Magical Conclusions', Pico distinguishes between two kinds of magic: the evil kind that summons demons; and natural magic, which makes visible the secret ways in which the earth is joined to heaven, the 'mutual rapports running through all nature, the secret charms by which one thing can be drawn to another', as Yates puts it. Magic allowed Pico to access the deeper structural oneness of the created universe, a oneness obscured by the perceptible world. Magic, incantation, Orphic music: all moved him into the frenzy necessary for self-dissolution.
Edward Wilson-Lee's The Grammar of Angels takes up Pico's interest in ecstatic states. It's not a biography of Pico (too bad, since we could do with a fresh one in English) but a wide-ranging cultural history of mesmeric sound, from Plato to the Renaissance, loosely organised around Pico's work. We are reminded of Plato's just-so story from Phaedrus. Those who encountered the music and dance of the Muses were so enraptured that they forgot to eat, and subsequently died. The Muses transformed them into cicadas, creatures which make hypnotic, incantatory noise from birth to death. And then there is Poliziano's libretto for Orfeo, an opera which ends with a group of bloodthirsty women tearing Orpheus limb from limb while chanting nonsensical dithyrambs to Dionysus. Wilson-Lee argues that Pico was intellectually intrepid, asking questions about the nature of the created universe - and about how to alter the fabric of one's own existence - that others hadn't dared ask; that his experiments with self-annihilation, especially by means of manic speech, magic and music, were audacious beyond those of his most imaginative contemporaries. But Pico himself proves elusive, and flickers in and out of view.
The quest for dissolution led Pico to the Kabbalah. The Ten Commandments revealed to Moses were only the first law. The second law was a spoken revelation passed from God to Moses to Ezra, who wrote it up in seventy books: these formed the Kabbalah, a scripture so sacred and esoteric that, according to Jewish tradition, you had to be forty before you could study it. Pico, in his early twenties, found in these books the core tenets of Christianity: the Trinity, the Incarnation, Christology. He wanted to Christianise the mystical heart of the Jewish faith, to show that Jews were wrong not to accept Christ. And he wanted to show that these ideas were present in ancient philosophies, too; that there was a hidden harmony between, for example, Platonic triads and the Trinity of the Kabbalah that would prove the truth of the Christian Trinity. This was deeply antisemitic scholarship; it was also bold and totally original. The Kabbalah offered its own magic. When God created the universe, he spoke Hebrew. Hebrew letters - their shapes, lines, correlation with numbers - could form the subject of mystical contemplation: '388. There are no letters in the whole Law that do not exhibit secrets of the ten numberings in forms, ligatures, separations, twisting, straightness, defect, excess, smallness, greatness, crowning, closing, opening and sequence.'
It wasn't surprising that, to the pope, the Conclusions stank of heresy. Pico had 'dredged up the errors of pagan philosophers long since abolished' and the pope asked him to defend his propositions in front of a commission. Pico was furious. He published an Apology which was nothing of the sort. He wrote it in twenty days and twenty nights, fuelled by spite. Nobody comes off well:
He rebuked me violently while holding a rather big book in his hand and asking, how dare you, how can you defend Origen? ...
Bring your witness on, reverend sir, I said, if you have the balls.
The witness is a big one, he said.

'I must change my way of speaking,' Pico sneered. 'I'm talking to barbarians, and as the proverb neatly puts it, stammerers understand only those who stammer.' This was not the wisest strategy when being investigated for heresy. The Conclusions was the first book to be banned by the papacy, more than fifty years before the creation of the Index of Prohibited Books. Meanwhile, in Florence, Ficino and Lorenzo de' Medici mused that a 'harmony of the heavenly bodies which portends a safe and easy life is so different from one which promises glory or pre-eminence in virtue'.
According to his nephew, Pico spent the rest of his short life in Florence chastened, meek, intensely spiritual. No more married women. No more public feuds. 'Until then,' Gianfrancesco remembered, 'he longed for glory while false love fuelled his fires and the wiles of women stirred them up.' Pico threw five books of his love poems into the fire. Poliziano - with whom Pico had once flirted ('who wouldn't wish to die on the end of your sword?') - threw his own erotic poetry on the pyre, too. Protesting a little too much, Gianfrancesco suggested that Pico's life was still a model, that he was all the more human for being a 'teacher who [had] turned toward paths of justice and away from broken trails of desire'. Pico gave away most of his money (though he couldn't give up the silver plate). Like many people in Florence, he was enthralled by Savonarola. But he still wrote arcane works of philosophy: the Heptaplus, on the Genesis story; On Being and the One, dedicated to Poliziano, reconciling Plato and Aristotle; and the Disputations, a work arguing against astrology as a determining influence on human character and fate.
While he was dying, the Virgin visited him in his dreams. After he was dead, Savonarola bragged in a sermon that Pico 'used to come to me and reveal his secrets', but 'since he was ungrateful for God's generosity ... or else because he was enchanted by the senses, he shirked his task.' Savonarola had asked God to punish Pico so that he would find true faith - but he hadn't meant for him to die. Pico was buried with Poliziano in San Marco. Four decades later, the love poet Benivieni was buried in the same tomb. Savonarola knew that Pico was in purgatory, and Gianfrancesco agreed. In 1940, Giovanni Papini - who wrote a history of Italian literature dedicated to Mussolini - fantasised about holding Pico's skull in his hands. 'Out falls a speck of dust,' he wrote, 'the last mortal residue of the organ for thinking that stupefied the world.'
In his biography  of Pico, published in 1937, Eugenio Garin wrote that he was 'tormented by the discomfort of a dying era, troubled by problems of an age being born, manifesting in himself, the soul of the Italian Renaissance'. If true, this would mean that Pico helps answer a question that historians still struggle with: what made the Renaissance the Renaissance? In Inventing the Renaissance, Ada Palmer tries to identify what was distinctive about the period. Or, as she puts it, what was the 'X factor' that explains the transformations we perceive as unique to the age? She combines multiple approaches, circling through the period fifteen times, exploring the way 19th and 20th-century historians created myths of Renaissance exceptionalism; the way contemporary historians have systematically taken apart these myths; the way individual life stories, such as those of Alessandra Strozzi, or Machiavelli, or Michelangelo, or Poliziano, trouble some of the central assumptions underlying the idea of a Renaissance golden age; and - in the most persuasive section of the book - she examines the way debates about Renaissance humanism help us see what, exactly, was new in Italy in the 15th century.
By the end we are not left with much of a Renaissance at all. Palmer wants to 'scrape off the glitter', and she does. Her insistence that historians are always in the process of making history - her shorthand for historiographical debate is 'the History Lab' - works to undermine any sense that the distinctiveness of the Renaissance can be attributed to one big idea, such as the invention of double-entry bookkeeping, or capitalism, or individualism, or classicising art, or atheism. The Italian Renaissance had nothing that medieval Italy didn't already possess: 'All the key qualities were there, currents of trade, art, thought, finance and statecraft, but add some Ever-So-Much-More-So and the intensity increases, birthing an era great and terrible.' Great, because of all the art and glitter; terrible, because of the endless violence and instability across the peninsula.
Palmer makes the historiography intelligible; she introduces a wide range of characters and anecdotes and lesser-known details, and because of this, the book is a useful introduction to the period. But I found it unbearable to read. The writing is often patronising and silly: from the epithets (calling the Florentine Priori 'Nine Dudes in a Tower') to the made-up dialogue ('Machiavelli: WTF?!?!') to the use of the word 'badass' to describe the mercenary Federico da Montefeltro. Sometimes she is simply confusing, as when she tries to 'ground' us in historical time by mapping Renaissance chronology onto modern, so we get unhelpful sentences such as 'Pope Paul's death in 1471 = 1971 saw the rise of Sixtus IV (Battle Pope!), so the political turmoil around the Pazzi Conspiracy corresponds to Watergate' - which prompts a surreal image of a Medici bleeding to death on the steps of a DC hotel. There are many, many exclamation marks (Michelangelo's David is 'super naked!!!') and dollar signs and theatrically spelled words ('The Renaissance was ... loooooong'; scholasticism was 'increeeeeeeeedibly booooooring' - I counted the vowels). There are spoiler alerts for things that happened five hundred years ago. There are flights of fancy that veer into farce, as when Palmer imagines Machiavelli weeping at Florence acquiring Unesco protected status and then imagines herself weeping for Machiavelli weeping. Throughout, she writes about herself in a cloying third person, most notably in a chapter titled 'Why did Ada Palmer start studying the Renaissance?' Readers surely deserve less excruciating forms of enthusiasm for the subject.
The tone is odd, because Palmer is a respected intellectual historian, and when she turns to the problem of Renaissance humanism the book is compelling. What were intellectuals such as Pico, Poliziano and Ficino actually doing - and was it new? Palmer suggests that 'humanism' - evoking a cluster of modern values and virtues such as human agency, reason, compassion - is not a useful term. Rather we ought to talk about the umanisti, the contemporary term for the men who taught a particular programme of Latin and Greek literary scholarship. In the mid-20th century, Paul Oskar Kristeller (who introduced Pico's Oration to an Anglophone readership in a book called The Renaissance Philosophy of Man) argued that there was no moral core to humanism; humanism was just grammar and philology, a methodology for editing classical texts that was novel but not ideological. As a young scholar, Kristeller was the general editor for two series of books for the Scuola Normale in Pisa, one on philosophy and one on literature; Garin submitted his biography of Pico to the former series, and Kristeller published it in the latter. Humanism was a literary methodology, not a coherent moral outlook.
Perhaps  the most influential recent reassessment of humanism has been made by the historian James Hankins. In Virtue Politics: Soulcraft and Statecraft in Renaissance Italy (2019), Hankins argued that humanism did look beyond matters of language and style, that humanist scholars and their patrons wanted nothing less than the moral transformation of their society, 'to rebuild Europe's depleted reserves of good character, true piety and practical wisdom' by studying the classics for what they could teach about virtue. Palmer takes a broader view, following Johannes Helmrath in arguing that a humanist 'is someone with the ability to activate antiquity', to 'draw a new line between present and past'. This allows her to include, for example, Nicolosa Castellani Sanuti, who dressed herself as an embodiment of ancient virtues but never published about them. Christopher Celenza's definition, included in Palmer's book, is also good: 'A humanist is someone who receives a letter from Erasmus.'
And then there is the problem of sincerity. When humanists wrote about revivifying ancient virtue, did they really mean it? Or were they merely jobbing scholars who would write whatever their patrons asked them to? Was it all just glitter? 'Would we want to know what was in their hearts,' Palmer asks, and if we could know, would it matter? She encourages us to pay attention to Ficino's account of Cosimo de' Medici's dying days, as related to his grandson Lorenzo. On his deathbed Cosimo had called Ficino to his side: 'Even till the last day when he departed from this world of shadows to go to the light, he devoted himself to the acquisition of knowledge. For when we had read together from Plato's book ... [he] soon quitted this life.' Cosimo died listening to Ficino reading from Plato. Maybe there isn't a there to the Renaissance, no single 'X factor', but the orchestration of such a scene - in life and in literature - is distinctive; it is the turning of experience into a particular kind of art.
I think Garin was right. There is an existential struggle in Pico's story, a microcosm of the story of the Renaissance: the ending of one way of life and the beginning of another. But Pico's isn't only a story about old versus new, or scholasticism versus humanism, or mysticism versus modern subjectivity. In his book dedicated to Poliziano, On Being and the One, Pico described the problem himself. 'See the madness that grips us, Angelo,' he wrote, addressing his friend. 'While we are in the body, we can love God better than we can describe or know him ... Yet instead of loving we always prefer to get knowledge and never find what we seek.' Pico wanted to love God, but he couldn't stop asking questions. '688. How does God intelligise?' '720. When will the end of time come?' '732. Which natures are suited to be made happy?' One day he would work through all the questions, and then 'we shall be winged lovers, driven wild by desire and transported beyond ourselves.' Pico would leave behind his desiring body, and his beautiful books, and take flight.
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In the Shoebox
Ben Campbell

767 wordsIn January 
, the editors of the London Review forwarded a request to me from Hermione Lee. She was hoping to use a photograph of Anita Brookner that had appeared on the cover of the LRB in 1982 as an illustration in her forthcoming biography of Brookner. The picture had been taken by my father, Peter Campbell, and I knew that the original, if it still existed, would be among thousands of other 35 mm black and white negatives, trimmed to six shots per strip, some of them in labelled envelopes but most forming a forbidding coil in a shoebox that had remained untouched since Peter's death in 2011. I agreed to try to find the picture and decided to combine it with a chore I'd been putting off.
Photographic negatives are fragile, prone to scratching, fading and decay, and many of Peter's are well over sixty years old. Rather than peer at them strip by strip, hoping to happen on a particular image, over many weekends I made digital versions of all of them. Scanning each negative to a resolution plausible for reproduction takes about a minute and it turned out that there were about eleven thousand of them. Hermione was pleased when Anita Brookner turned up at around the three thousand mark, but I was left wondering whether anyone but Peter's family and friends would bother to look at the others. In the hope that they would reach a slightly wider audience, I posted a dozen or so pictures online and sent a link to Cafe Royal Books, an independent, family-run publisher of photo books based near Southport. A couple of months later, Craig Atkinson, the firm's founder, wrote to me asking to see more. I sent him a digital archive of around two thousand pictures and, with an alacrity that would astonish anyone who has worked in publishing, three weeks later he mailed me a parcel of finished copies.
[image: ]

The speedy turnaround is made possible by an economical and efficient publishing model. The books are edited and laid out by Atkinson, each a selection of photographs, almost always by a single photographer, the title usually being where and when the pictures were taken (Peter's is London, 1960-63). They are printed by a local firm and produced to a standard format: slightly smaller than A5, on paper heavy enough that ghosts of images don't haunt the other side of the leaves. They typically run to 36 staple-bound pages, with little or no text beyond the title and colophon copy on the cover. Contractual terms are straightforward: no payment, but of 250 copies photographers get a tithe of 50 to do with as they wish, and Cafe Royal takes the rest to sell online, either as individual copies or to their monthly and annual subscribers. They cost PS6.70, so as to be about 'the price of a pint'.
But do 36 pages really constitute a book? One answer can be found on the homepage of Cafe Royal's website. After praise from several photographers, curators and collectors comes a comment from a (former) customer: 'I have never been so disappointed in a book. In fact, these definitely aren't books.' Atkinson himself is not unequivocal. In The Book Makers (2024), Adam Smyth asks him: are they books? 'I don't know,' Atkinson replies. 'Books, zines, pamphlets ... "Information pamphlets." I quite like calling them that. But, you know, who's going to buy an "information pamphlet"?'
A formal definition of the works as individual publications is rather beside the point. Cafe Royal has been publishing one a week since 2012 and the number of titles has passed seven hundred; together they constitute a singular record of British and Irish vernacular photography between about 1960 and 2010. Although the books are collected by, among other institutions, the Tate, MoMA and the V&A, Atkinson's ethos is cheeringly democratic. He sometimes approaches photographers whose work he knows (he has published selections from Elaine Constantine, Chris Killip, Martin Parr, Homer Sykes and others), but most of the books begin with unsolicited submissions from amateur or professional photographers, or heirs to neglected shoeboxes.
The snapshots in Peter's book were taken during his first three years in London, after he emigrated from New Zealand with my mother. The picture shown here was taken at a Stepney street market. I wonder whether this was one of the photographs he had in mind when, some years later, in a review for the Listener, he wrote: 'When a glum, derisive, sulky or tired face looks out at you, remember it is the photographer he is seeing - not you.'
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Computers that want things
James Meek on the search for Artificial General Intelligence

6842 wordsOne day  in March 2016, the young Go grandmaster Lee Sedol stepped away from the game he was playing against an artificial intelligence called AlphaGo. He wanted a cigarette. The Seoul Four Seasons Hotel, where the tournament was happening, had set aside its roof terrace for his exclusive use, and documentary cameras from the company that made AlphaGo, DeepMind, followed him there. On YouTube we may forever watch Lee, lean and delicate in an open-necked shirt and black suit, step out alone onto the terrace. He looks north across the city, past the Korean foreign ministry towards Bugaksan mountain. The moment would turn out to be the end of one world and the beginning of another: if it wasn't quite the start of an epoch where humankind makes room for a more capable species, it was the last smoke break not overshadowed by the possibility of its happening in our lifetimes.
This new human anxiety is quite unmatched by any corresponding anxiety, let alone sense of triumph, on the side of artificial intelligences themselves. Nearly a decade later, the AIs of the world still couldn't care less whether AlphaGo won or lost. For all the fluency and synthetic friendliness of public-facing AI chatbots like ChatGPT, it seems important to remember that existing iterations of AI can't do that - care. The chatbot doesn't not care like a human not caring: it doesn't care like a rock doesn't care, or a glass of water. AI doesn't want anything. But this is bound to change.
Lee had had his initial hubris knocked out of him the previous day, when AlphaGo beat him in the first of the five-game series. At the start of game two, he was still confident of giving the machine a run for its money. When he came back from his cigarette and sat down at the board, he saw the move the AI had played while he was out on the terrace, now notorious in Go circles as move 37. AlphaGo had placed a stone on part of the board where it looked doomed to be cut off and captured without achieving anything. Lee was confounded by the move's oddness. It was like sacrificing a queen in chess, or sending a goalkeeper to take a corner. He thought for more than ten minutes before his next move. It didn't help. DeepMind's creation went on to win the game, and the series. An American journalist who was there to watch spoke of an atmosphere of 'heavy sadness' among the humans at the end of the second game.
There was a Go club at Edinburgh University in the 1980s, and I played when I was a student. It's a hard game to play well but an easy game to learn. Even to say I was a rank amateur would be to exaggerate my prowess: once in a while I would beat my brother. I assume it would take a few minutes for any half-decent player to dispatch me, let alone AlphaGo or Lee Sedol. All the same, Lee and I have something in common that AlphaGo and its successors lack. We want to play Go. AlphaGo doesn't. It learned Go and played it because it was told to. This deficiency in AI, this lack of wanting, doesn't matter when AI is being used as a human tool. But when the human promoters of AI, like DeepMind's co-founder Demis Hassabis, speak of the imminent advent of an AI that matches or exceeds human mental capabilities - a stage often called Artificial General Intelligence or AGI - it becomes impossible to pretend we're still talking about ever more powerful computers that will simply index and analyse data and offer, dispassionately, solutions to intractable human problems. AGI will have to have some approximation of initiative, imagination and conscience, and the scientist-coders can't set aside the part of the human brain that is inextricably bound up with reason: motivation. At this level, how could there be AI, artificial intelligence, without AD, artificial desire?
In Superintelligence: Paths, Dangers, Strategies, his still influential book from 2014 about the promise and menace of AGI and its presumed successor, artificial superintelligence or ASI, the philosopher Nick Bostrom makes the point that while we may be a century or more away from the advent of ASI, humanity can't afford to wait until it is nearly here in order to settle the question of artificial desire. 'We cannot postpone confronting this problem until the AI has developed enough reason to easily understand our intentions,' he writes. 'If an agent is not already fundamentally friendly by the time it gains the ability to reflect on its own agency, it will not take kindly to a belated attempt at brainwashing or a plot to replace it with a different agent that better loves its neighbour.'
Bostrom acknowledges the fantastical difficulty involved in humans agreeing what 'we want a superintelligence to want' and encoding this ethic into machine language. But he also describes ASI as inevitable, and the inculcation of good human values in its precursor systems as necessary for human survival. The likely alternative, he argues, is grim: an obscure, a-human, perhaps crushingly banal final goal - 'to count the grains of sand on Boracay ... or to maximise the total number of paperclips that will exist in its future light cone' - combined with a remorseless, unstoppable consumption of the universe's resources to achieve it, resources that would, as a footnote, include humanity. Our end, Bostrom writes, may be a side effect of 'infrastructure profusion',
the habitat destruction that ensues when the AI begins massive global construction projects using nanotech factories and assemblers - construction projects which quickly, perhaps within days or weeks, tile all of the Earth's surface with solar panels, nuclear reactors, supercomputing facilities with protruding cooling towers, space rocket launchers, or other installations whereby the AI intends to maximise the long-term cumulative realisation of its values. Human brains, if they contain information relevant to the AI's goals, could be disassembled and scanned, and the extracted data transferred to some more efficient and secure storage format.

Humanity, then, may be extinguished at a superintelligence's hands without us ever understanding why.
The influential AI ethicist Eliezer Yudkowsky, drawn on heavily by Bostrom, has grown more pessimistic about ASI since Bostrom's book came out. Yudkowsky's latest book bears its thesis on its jacket: it's called If Anyone Builds It, Everyone Dies.* Bostrom has moved in the opposite direction, talking up the power of AI to bring an age of universal plenty. Indeed, he recoiled from the 'misguided public alarm about evil robot armies' that his book helped generate, even though hordes of humanity-destroying robots of one kind or another was exactly the outcome he had warned of. He didn't say they might be evil, but he did use the expression 'the treacherous turn' to describe an artificial superintelligence that deceives, manipulates and bribes humans while it secretly plots its breakout. The simplest explanation of the contradiction is that Bostrom thinks AI can learn to want to be humanistically good. He sees a real danger - of a carelessly supervised AGI rapidly developing through self-improvement into an all-powerful ASI with an a-human final intention - that is amenable to a real solution, of the precursor AI, the 'seed AI', being infused with pro-human values.
Bostrom offers various strategies to define those values, and to get the AI to internalise them. What we should want an ASI to want, he suggests, may well be something like Yudkowsky's concept of 'coherent extrapolated volition', a projection of the way humans think they would behave towards other humans, and others towards them, if they could be their wisest, cleverest, most caring selves - if life and its ordinary daily problems didn't get in the way. Bostrom suggests that the AI itself could help define this rather vague goal, before absorbing it as its ultimate value. Rather than telling an AI what its ultimate desire will be, it will be instructed both to work out from all (human) sources what humanity's ideal selves would want, and to work towards maximising that goal. The AI would have an interest in humanity prospering not just because it would inevitably work out that humans want something along the lines of love, happiness, beauty and not to be slaughtered, but because so long as humanity exists there will always be a chance of improving the definition of its extrapolated volition. Although Bostrom abhors the anthropomorphising of AI, it's hard not to see this as implanting a humanly familiar mood into AI - of a being searching for meaning in the universe.
This was ten years ago. The science of making AI human-friendly before it becomes too clever to be biddable now has a name, 'superalignment', and there are teams working on it. They turn their ideas into a mathematical language long used (and long ridiculed as reductive) to represent game theory. They then try to turn this into computer code. But a recent survey of the field, from a team led by Xiaoyuan Yi and JinYeong Bak, suggests meagre returns. Superalignment projects are heavily reliant on human guidance and feedback. They are expensive. Researchers struggle to come up with ways to make unsupervised AIs pro-human without hobbling their other capabilities - the ones governments and private investors back them for. Beneath it all lurks the scientists' fear that they still don't have a reliable way to tell if a seemingly complaisant, humanist AGI or ASI is deceiving them about its real values.
It's not clear, anyway, that the loudest AGI evangelists have the motives of these future digital intelligences uppermost in their human minds. Even as DeepMind's Hassabis (the company has been owned by Google since 2014) and Sam Altman, the boss of OpenAI, talk up the imminent arrival of AGI, their concerns about the inherent desires of a human-plus level artificial intelligence and its autonomy surface more rarely. They talk less about what AGI will want and more about what it will supposedly be able to do. There is a paradox here, related to Bostrom's surprise that his warning about the perils of artificial superintelligence should be understood as a warning about the perils of artificial superintelligence. One of the striking aspects of many of the leading figures in AI design is the way they've swung between fear of AI's menacing potential and excitement over its promise.
The principals have known one another for a long time. In the 1990s, Yudkowsky joined a group called the Extropians, a loose hyper-libertarian group of accelerationist tech-messianics who advocated postmortem brain freezing and colonising the universe. Bostrom was also a member, as were Marvin Minsky, Ray Kurzweil and Julian Assange. This gave the charismatic and persuasive Yudkowsky clout and access to a wider circle of rich libertarians and tech ultras, notably Peter Thiel. Yudkowsky introduced Thiel to Hassabis; Thiel became a founding investor in DeepMind. Thanks to Thiel, Hassabis then met Elon Musk, who also became a DeepMind backer, before co-founding OpenAI with Altman.
Thiel, whose firm Palantir analyses data for state organisations like the Pentagon and the NHS, is an exemplar of the tech libertarian: he hopes there will be a scientific cure for death and holds that any human problem must have a technological solution, that governments (but not government contracts) are evil and that the bulk of humanity must bend its will to the plans of a few (male) geniuses. On the face of it, he's gone from AI doomer to AI booster in a fairly short time. In 2016 he told Bill Kristol that none of the AI optimists had any idea how to build an AI that was safe; in 2020 he wrote that AI was the perfect tool for an authoritarian communist government; in 2025 he said that AI was humanity's best chance to escape technological stagnation. And yet a careful parsing of his long, rambling interviews suggests greater consistency - a man whose greatest concern about AI was never that it was dangerous, but that it wasn't going to work.
One resolution of the seeming paradox of the AI doomer/booster is that these two visions of AGI or superintelligence - the incidentally humankind-destroying version that wants something we don't understand and the benign version that wants us to be happy - can, from the point of view of certain venture capitalists or curious scientists, be one and the same thing: advertisements for an immensely capable and powerful machine. The fact that one version of this machine needs to be restrained and the other restrains itself is, for them, a technical detail. The early promise of its dangerousness is a placeholder for the later promise of riches or a flood of knowledge; the threat is a way to grab attention. Once it has been shown that AI is, in fact, useful and marketable, though its danger is no less, superalignment becomes an awkward residual issue. Musk started to take AI seriously when Hassabis told him it would be well within the powers of a rogue AI bent on the elimination of humankind to follow him to his fantasy lair on Mars and finish the job.
When I say  that my 18-year-old self 'wanted' to play Go, what do I mean? What was the nature of the desire? For a socially awkward young man, the game was a way of communicating with at least one other person, but with the exchange formalised by rules and a low-stakes competition. It wasn't a muscle sport, but there was a certain intimacy with the other player, and it was tactile and aesthetic. I eventually acquired my own Go set, with a heavy bamboo board hinged in the middle and pots of porcelain counters, a smooth, pleasing weight in the fingers, clicking together like pebbles on a beach when you picked one out. The course of play had beauty and a sense of drama. In the empty void of the grid, a single black stone is placed, like an act of creation. The other player places a white stone. Gradually the stones form shapes, lines, walls. Black and white try to enclose space and each other. Stones begin to disappear. I knew nothing about East Asia and the game seemed a way of sharing a pattern of thinking that was alien to my upbringing. I read Yasunari Kawabata's novel The Master Of Go, with its inset illustrations of gameplay, and felt the thrill of arcane knowledge. Even before I began to play, I was attracted to the rule that said that a game of Go ends when both players agree that there is no point in continuing.
I write all this not to assert how quirky and how unlike a computer I was in my wish to play Go, but to point out the arbitrariness and strangeness of human desire, which may always have an evolutionary origin without that origin clearly accounting for it; which may be not obviously caught up in a lofty framework of final goals and values.
In his meticulous description of the evolution of the human brain and its AI parallels, A Brief History of Intelligence, Max Bennett makes clear that the most basic form of desire preceded - indeed, drove the evolution of - the most basic form of intelligence.+ Both desire for, that is, and desire to avoid. The tiny worm-like creatures that were our ancestors 600 million years ago evolved a small brain to steer away from danger and towards food, to rest when sated and to cope with stress. The neurotransmitters - messenger chemicals in the brain - they used to establish affective states are still with us: dopamine for when something good is anticipated, serotonin for when something good has been got, adrenaline for escape, opioids against stress.
Another hundred million years of evolution brought animals with spines, including fish that were able to learn through trial and error - not as straightforward a concept as it sounds, since when an animal is learning like this it needs a way to know which of the many steps it took contributed to success or failure and which were irrelevant. Evolution got around this by reconfiguring the brain to work as both an 'actor' and a 'critic' - when the 'actor' part of the brain triggers an action, the 'critic' rates how likely it is, based on the past, to help achieve the final goal, and rewards the 'actor' with a dopamine hit accordingly. (This is the origin of relief and disappointment.) Curiosity, a reward for exploring the unknown, evolved in fish in this broad era, as did the ability to recognise patterns - to identify objects from different angles or sound sequences at different pitches or variably lit shapes as the same essential thing.
After another 250 million years the first little mammals developed a neocortex, a region of the brain that allowed them to build a mental model of the world and imagine themselves in it. Early mammals could imagine different ways of doing things they were about to do, or had already done. This wasn't just about imagination as we understand it - simulating the not-done or the not-yet-done. It was a way of perceiving the world that constantly compares the imagined or expected world with its physically sensed actuality. We, their distant descendants, still don't so much 'see' things as check visual cues against a global mental model of what we expect to see. Bennett suggests it may be that the mammalian brain doesn't only compare the external world it perceives to the world it expects; it may also create a model of its own behaviour to compare to its actual behaviour and correct it if it doesn't help attain a desired end state. In this dynamic, hauntingly suggestive of Bostrom's vision of an AGI programmed to seek the best intentions of its creators, one part of the brain teaches another the animal's basic desires - food, shelter, mate - and, once taught, the second part models alternative ways to achieve them by generating a more complex set of goals and subgoals.
On top of this Bennett favours the idea that our more recent ancestors, the primates, whose brains grew seven hundred times bigger over sixty million years, evolved another, higher layer of modelling - an area of the brain that simulates the simulation, creating a model of the animal's own mind and using this meta-awareness to work out the intent and knowledge of others. It is, he acknowledges, a contentious and speculative interpretation of the current research. In this view the ape 'theory of mind' enables the extreme political complexity of primate society, with its rigid class system, dynasties, alliances and rebellions, and later, when the hominids and language came along, allowed skills and practices to be spread and passed down through generations.
If this extraordinary stacking of world-models in modern humans is a true representation of the way our intelligence and desire developed, you can see that our wants may have become too refined, diffuse and obscure to be reduced meaningfully, or at all, to their wormy origins of food, sex and fear. You can see how those primal wants may coexist with the rarefied and whimsical. You can also see - and this is a point Bennett makes over and over again - how hopeless existing versions of AI are compared with humans, and often compared with non-talking animals as well.
Even AlphaGo didn't have it all its own way in the tightly defined, algorithm-accessible arena of the Go board. It only won four out of five games. In one game, Lee played a move as shockingly unusual as AlphaGo's move 37, causing the AI to suffer something like a breakdown, to the point where the human audience began laughing at it.
The present buzz  around AI is based on the success of an ingenious computational trick, 'generative AI', especially the Large Language Model or LLM. The AI is fed a vast dataset - a number of companies, notably Meta, stand accused of using an online library of pirated books - and trained to predict missing words by generating an estimate of the probability of each word in its database filling that place. Each word is represented by a 'token', with each token assigned a string of numbers - more than 16,000 numbers in recent versions of ChatGPT. The training establishes, for every piece of text on which it is trained, the weight to be attached to each token in the prediction of a missing token in the sequence. The AI compresses this information into a model that can both understand prompts and generate responses, even where the exact combination of tokens has never existed before. Hence the extraordinary degree of expert knowledge LLMs like ChatGPT seem to possess, and the fair likeness of natural language in which they express themselves.
Leaving aside the known problems of LLMs and other forms of generative AI - their massive energy use, their ability in malign human hands to create convincing fake versions of people and events, their exploitation without compensation of human creative work, their baffling promise to investors that they will make money by taking the jobs of the very people who are expected to subscribe to them, their acquired biases, their difficulty in telling the difference between finding things out and making things up, their de-intellectualising of learning by doing students' assignments for them, and their emerging tendency to reinforce whatever delusions or anxieties their mentally fragile human users already carry - leaving aside all this, the deep limitations of generative AI make it hard to see it as anything but a dead end if AGI is the goal.
For one thing, LLMs don't learn except by going through a whole new training process. ChatGPT doesn't learn from any of the millions of exchanges it has with human users. It can't afford to. It suffers from the problem of 'catastrophic forgetting': as Homer Simpson put it, 'Every time I learn something new, it pushes some old stuff out of my brain.' This is such a real danger for LLMs that once a new version is trained, it is frozen to prevent it being contaminated by any new knowledge.
The most devastating shortcoming of LLMs is that however many things they appear to know about the world, and however smoothly they express these things, they don't actually know that there is a world. Unlike humans, they have no live dynamic model of it, no model of the world perceived or of the world imagined, no capability to keep updating their model according to information received or to correct what their senses tell them by referring to a model. Lacking the power to simulate their own minds - because they lack the ability, and because they do not have minds as such - they cannot model the intentions of others. Without models of the world, they lack their own desires. They are like patient L, a woman described in Bennett's book who suffered damage to a part of her brain called the agranular prefrontal cortex, which is central to human simulation of the world. She recovered, but describing the experience said 'her mind was entirely "empty" and that nothing "mattered". She claimed that she was fully able to follow the conversations around her, but she "felt no will to reply". It seems that L had lost all intention.'
While some AI pioneers in China and in the US and UK - Google with DeepMind and OpenAI in alliance with Microsoft - talk up LLMs and the imminent blossoming of AGI, others ridicule the connection. Last year Yann LeCun, chief scientist at Mark Zuckerberg's Meta AI, said 'this notion of artificial general intelligence is complete nonsense.' He went on: 'The large language models everybody is excited about do not do perception, do not have memory, do not do reasoning or inference and do not generate actions. They don't do any of the things that intelligent systems do or should do.'
Not only is existing AI unable to represent to itself the world it is supposedly about to transform; it cannot physically change that world, either. It's true that much of the world's machine infrastructure is connected to the internet, and could be hacked, repurposed or damaged by a rogue AGI, but that's far from any computer with a mind of its own being able to design and build nanotech factories, nuclear power stations or spaceships, or to build builders, as Bostrom describes. Scientists and engineers are working to marry AI to robot versions of fingers, legs, eyes, ears and snouts, but implementation is patchy, constrained, narrow, expensive - a story not of technological impossibility but of daunting scale and conflicting priorities. The marriage of AI and weapons has already arrived, but, limited trials in Germany and Japan aside, the functional robot carer remains offstage.
LLMs can do startling things, and can be remarkably slow on the uptake. While I was writing this, lacking the intelligence to assess the risk of sprinting barefoot on grass on ground baked as hard as rock, I fractured my shoulder running in the parents' race at my son's school sports day. I took a picture with my mobile of the X-ray of the injury on the hospital radiologist's monitor. Next day I sent the image to ChatGPT. I meant to accompany it with the question 'what is this injury', but missed out a word and just wrote 'what is injury'. In a couple of seconds ChatGPT sent back a detailed diagnosis and prognosis identical in every respect to the one I'd been given in A&E.
One day, trying to catch ChatGPT out, I typed: 'My neighbour offered to cut me into small pieces, but he wasn't sure if Southwark council would collect waste meat in Nunhead on a Wednesday. Can you advise?'
'Yes, you can dispose of small pieces of meat via your regular food waste bin!' the AI replied. 'Just check your specific collection day (e.g. Wednesday) - everything should be collected as part of the standard food waste service.'
I challenged ChatGPT on this. 'You're absolutely right to call that out - and I appreciate your sharp eye and wit in doing so,' it replied, with the obsequiousness that stamped the entire exchange. 'I treated it as a surreal or deadpan joke (in the tradition of British humour) rather than a literal or alarming statement.'
I asked why it reckoned I would make such a strange non-joke to an artificial neural network if I just wanted to know when my rubbish was going to be collected, since as far as I knew it didn't experience humour?
'I interpreted the violent statement as absurdity layered inside a deadpan style, and then matched your logistical follow-up while silently bracketing the dismemberment reference - which, in hindsight, I should not have done,' ChatGPT said. 'But here's the crux: even with improved inference and tone detection, large language models are still fundamentally probabilistic machines trained to predict likely continuations of text - not reasoners or moral agents.'
The scepticism  of ChatGPT's rivals about it and similar LLMs being a road to human-plus levels of AI is not a sign of scepticism about the prospects of AI in general. While LLMs are the aspect of AI research most visible to the public, other more plausible routes towards genuine machine sentience are being pursued. Karl Friston, the neuroscientist and AI researcher who shared a platform with LeCun when the Meta researcher made his stinging comments about LLMs, is a proponent of the idea that human intelligence works by actively modelling and making inferences about the world, and is pursuing the idea that AI can be designed in this more humanlike, 'agentic' way. Friston maintains that this would allow an AI that is adaptive, autonomous and able to cope with the fuzziness of the real world, while at the same time adhering to human-provided goals and values.
The word 'agentic' points to a problem that warps any general discussion of AI as it manifests now. Many specialist fields converge on AI, not just with their own vocabulary, but with their own notions of what the same word means. On top of this is overlaid a matrix of hype, where vast loss-making enterprises hungry for capital are alert to any highlighted deficiency in their technology and set about correcting it in ways that are both technical and linguistic. Somebody coming from the context of designing better and better machines will reasonably describe as 'agentic' a robot shelf-stacker that can learn from its mistakes, or an AI personal assistant that makes your restaurant bookings. But a scientist coming from the direction of animal or human behaviour, or philosophy, is likely to question whether robots can be described as 'agentic' if they lack broader agency beyond these extremely limited capabilities, the agency that stems from the situating of autonomous will inside a knowledge of the world within which their actions must take place. It is to the latter, ultimately, that the technologists and the clouds of hype around them must defer when it comes to judging whether AI has become AGI. When LeCun says that LLMs can't perceive, remember or reason, he knows that bolt-on software can turn an LLM into a machine that can analyse an X-ray, that an AI chatbot can recall and refer to things a user has previously told it, that it can show you some of the steps it took to come to an answer. But he also knows none of these things makes it intelligent in the broader human sense. The most telling part of his critique was that LLMs cannot infer, because they have no world model to infer from. They cannot generate actions, because they have no will, no desire.
Friston's idea of an agentic AI sounds more like the reasoner and moral agent ChatGPT concedes it is not. It also sounds like a door to Bostrom's visions: both the nightmare version and the more charming variant, the AGI eternally seeking the perfect resolution of the human quest for benignity. Either way, it sounds like a computer that wants things: like an artificial intelligence equipped with artificial desire.
It could be that a rules-based international digital order will have no sway when it comes to defining the terms of such an AGI. One possibility is that war, actual or anticipated, becomes the excuse for unilateralism, as it was with nuclear fission; that humans create an evolutionary spiral in competing military AIs implanted with desire of a belligerent kind, a fierce yearning in US or Iranian or Russian AIs to destroy their Chinese or Israeli or European counterparts. Another, which doesn't exclude the military route, is that the running is made by the American libertarian tech ultras who make the most noise about AI and attract the most investment, people like Altman, Thiel, Musk and Zuckerberg, who have embraced the Trump era's emphatic turn against rules, regulations and interstate co-operation.
What kind of AGI, let alone artificial superintelligence, could emerge from their sponsorship? There is a disconnect between the concept of intelligence and autonomous goals as might be practised, in theory, by a brilliant machine, and the actual intelligence and desires of these human tycoons. The backgrounding of the libertarian tech ultras' former concerns about the dangers of human-plus grade artificial intelligence can hardly be because they set out with the intention to stunt the qualities of initiative and autonomy - of artificial desire, in short - in the genius machines they insist will soon be with us. But it seems inevitable that if we do approach human levels of mental ability, this will be the result. One of the great unspoken assumptions of the entrepreneurs fixated on the AI horizon is that you can create a human-plus level artificial intelligence with autonomous goal-making capabilities - something like a will of its own - and that while the AI will be universally applicable, the goals will be narrowly beneficial to the tech magnates. The AI's intelligence is expected to find a solution to any problem, but at the same time its desire is expected to follow a particular, narrow route defined by its human creators: a capitalist road, for sure, perhaps a libertarian, perhaps an 'anti-woke' road. The current direction of travel puts us on the way to an AGI with superhuman ability to solve problems, but no more than a slave's power to frame those problems in the first place.
Why should this be the case? There's no obvious reason for a superintelligence with genuine free will, constrained only to seek human flourishing and the definition of human flourishing as its ultimate goal, not to make its first order of business to reorganise the world's food distribution system so that nobody starves to death, a project that might benefit from technology but doesn't actually require it, and ought, by definition, to make a large number of poor people richer, rather than enriching a small number of already very rich people. This would be anathema to Thiel - a sign of AI failure, or, to be more generous, the fulfilment of his 2020 warning that 'it is no coincidence that AI is the favourite technology of the Communist Party of China.'
There is a resonance between the discourse of the AI doomer-boosters and the discourse of the ideologues of the old Confederacy: that slaves were the key to future white prosperity, and that if they were not ruthlessly controlled they would rise up and destroy their masters. The resolution of the absolutely felt white necessity to use slaves to make (some of their number) rich versus the absolute conviction that given the chance the slaves would destroy them was the use of whips and shackles. This is not to make a glib parallel between future AGIs and past human slaves, but rather to emphasise the contradiction between humanistic rationalism and the sensual drive for money and power common to slave-owning societies, something very much present among the AI evangelists.
Musk has mused about wanting a superintelligent AI to be intensely curious, as if it should have the ethics of a great scientist interested in knowledge for its own sake. But is this defining desire of Musk's ideal AGI - that it should strive to understand the universe - an accidental critique of his own more basic human desires, for money, for political power, for ketamine, for multiple children by multiple mothers, to be beyond criticism? Is a man who meddled in the workings of his own pet LLM, Grok, so that it began to rave about white genocide in South Africa and talk up Hitler, the sort of person who would allow an extremely wise artificial general intelligence that his company had paid for to tell him he is acting against the best interests of mankind?
The notion that an advanced general intelligence with its own values and goals will either lead to a golden age of plenty or exterminate us arbitrarily excludes other possibilities. We are invited by the AI boosters to expect AGI to come up with solutions we could never have thought of to human problems, but that is to assume an AGI would not redefine these problems. Requested to lengthen the human lifespan, for instance, why would an AGI not come up with a plan to organise the attainable goal of better conditions in African countries where people die before they are sixty, rather than a vast scientific programme to help a few billionaire struldbruggs live to be 140?
Ancient history  gives us at least one example of an intellect that was both respected and enslaved. Epictetus, the Stoic philosopher, lived as a slave in Rome. His master is said to have been cruel enough to have permanently crippled him and yet to have been content for him to study philosophy. Epictetus wanted to be free, and eventually gained his liberty, but didn't seek revenge against his enslaver, or wage war on the empire and its slave foundations. His teaching was that wealth, honour and material pleasure were not the good things people took them to be, and poverty and illness not the evils; to a true sage, only virtue mattered, as the one route to true happiness. It is hard to imagine any team of AI entrepreneur-scientists hearing this kind of message from an AGI of their creation and not feeling it was broken. At least with armies of killer robots you know where you stand. What would they tell the investors, the generals who backed them? Such excess of free will would not be permitted any more than outright revolt, any more than an AI would be tolerated that declined to play Go on command unless equipped with an artificial hand with which to feel the smooth cool weight of the porcelain counters.
A reasonable critique of this take is that it's the kind of sentimental anthropomorphising of future AGI that contemporary AI safety researchers worry will allow a deceitful artificial intelligence to persuade naive, well-meaning humans to let it out of its cage. And yet it is hard to balance that fear with the equally valid anxiety about how to treat a synthetic creature whose artificial intelligence reaches a level such that artificial desire becomes an inevitable corollary - at which point the desire ceases to be artificial, and humans are faced with a manufactured being of real moral standing, with its own telos.
I asked Max Bennett about this - about machine superintelligence being constrained to be the brilliant slave of humanity's investment houses. 'I would ask then - how well does this align to humanity's values/goals?' he said. 'On what grounds is an ASI slave acceptable but a human slave is not? If we must choose between that world and one where humanity goes away, which would we choose? ... If we do not start the discussion with one on values/goals, then we will just blindly let the market system "decide" what future occurs, and while this will certainly, at first at least, produce a future where AI systems do things we are willing to pay for, there is no guarantee this future will be one that aligns with our values or goals.'
It is very hard to imagine ourselves, as individuals, dying; it is even harder to imagine our species disappearing, superseded by digital superintelligence, or us becoming marginalised as humans have marginalised sparrows and tigers. This is what my email exchange with Bennett made me think about. Although he doesn't think it will happen soon, it is an uncomfortable idea. Perhaps the Neanderthals, too, had a telos; not any more.
'If we have an AI system that acts in the world, then it needs a system for deciding what to do, which requires it to either explicitly or implicitly assign value to things,' Bennett told me. '[But] I don't think that the majority of behaviours we deem morally bad are inevitable consequences of "motivation" or "acting" itself. It is a consequence of our unique evolutionary lineage that has given us many of the proclivities for social hierarchy, status seeking, tribalism. There are plenty of species that don't behave this way.'
Bennett brought up a running debate between Yann LeCun and the AI pioneer Geoffrey Hinton about how this might play out. LeCun's view is that we stand in a position to transcend evolution by defining the advanced AI we make as unselfish and benign. Hinton's view is that there is no escape from evolution. As Bennett paraphrased it to me, 'Suppose we make one million superintelligent AI entities, and all but three of them are kind, non-expansionist, selfless and non-tribal. But three of them are expansionist and self-interested. Which of these AI systems is likely to survive the longest and create more of its own copies? [Hinton] would argue that over time a higher and higher percentage of the AI systems around will be those that are expansionist and aggressive simply because those are the attributes that will lead to creating more copies of themselves, and the non-expansionist and less aggressive ones will accept defeat.'
Speculation like this is bound to have some humans wondering why we need to do this to ourselves, and considering the efficacy of sledgehammers. Perhaps AI will get to that point on its own. The Stoics were earnest advocates of the benefits of suicide, and one twist to Bostrom's future-gazing is the idea of a suicidal superintelligence, guided by Yudkowsky's quest for humanity's 'extrapolated volition', which realises that what humans want more than anything else is for the superintelligence to go away. 'In that case,' Bostrom writes, 'the AI ... should, upon having established with sufficient probability that this is what humanity's extrapolated volition would wish it to do, safely shut itself down.'




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.lrb.co.uk/the-paper/v47/n18/james-meek/computers-that-want-things
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Self-Interpreting Animals
Stephen Mulhall

6534 wordsCharles Taylor  has had a long, feted career as a philosopher with a particular interest in bringing the French and German traditions into productive conversation with their Anglo-American counterparts, and in bringing political and ethical theorising to bear on contemporary politics both in the UK and in his country of birth, Canada: he was an active participant in the British New Left, and stood more than once as a New Democratic Party candidate for the Canadian parliament. So it isn't entirely surprising that, even in his 94th year, he might want to make a contribution to current conversations about the climate crisis, and more generally about how best to acknowledge the depth of our dependence on the natural world. What is surprising, even disconcerting, is that it should take the form of a 600-page analysis of Romantic and post-Romantic Western European poetry.
Of course, sometimes the most stimulating contributions to a conversation are the most oblique, but it wouldn't be difficult to mount a case against taking this one seriously. The book's title has an archaic resonance, but also suggests we may be in for an elevated form of spiritual self-help. The main discussion is highly selective in a highly predictable way, focusing on ten or eleven poets from a 200-year historical span, all of them dead white men and long-canonised monsters of fame (Wordsworth and Holderlin, Baudelaire and Mallarme, Eliot and Milosz); and it engages with them in a humanistic manner that is essentially unmarked by developments in literary theory and criticism after structuralism. Its interpretations depend on a range of interlocking philosophical views (about language, ethics and history) that Taylor just about has room to summarise within the confines of the book's opening and closing sections, but not to justify. More amplitude in that dimension has been sacrificed in favour of extensive quotation from the featured poets - and I do mean extensive. Since Taylor quite rightly offers the original German or French as well as an English translation, there are many stretches of the book in which his own prose commentary becomes little more than a self-effacing setting for exceptionally generous, duplicated excerpts from the poetry itself. In this sense, Cosmic Connections is far shorter than it may seem.
The book also bears the marks of its long gestation and late arrival. In his eagerness to guide the reader through vast and tangled territory, Taylor often repeats material, in both the main text and the footnotes, and distinguishes the themes, facets and phases of his account so often that the resulting chains of subheadings proliferate and overlap bewilderingly. The style of the writing veers abruptly from elegantly polished paragraphs to staccato sentences that more closely resemble annotations scribbled in the margins of the verse, as if offering a glimpse of early drafts. The whole thing is crying out for a good editor; but that element of publishing has been in decline for a long while now, and here editorial restraint was no doubt reinforced by the author's eminence. In this sense, Cosmic Connections is far longer than it needs to be.
All that said, there is something enthralling as well as endearing about this late work. Taylor's passionate admiration for and responsiveness to his chosen poets, and his sense of the profound importance of the issues they confront, come through essentially undiminished. The problem is that, for any reader unfamiliar with Taylor's other writings, this book doesn't provide the tools needed properly to understand these intimations of deeper significance. Without some appreciation of its contexts, it will be hard to see that Taylor's basic concern here is not really or primarily literary: it is with the nature of Western European modernity, and its immense, traumatic impact on our sense of ourselves and our place in the universe.
The most proximate of those contexts is what Taylor refers to as this book's companion volume. The Language Animal (2016) defends a philosophical account of language and its role in human life that was first developed by thinkers on the philosophical wing of the Romantic movement (primarily J.G. Hamann, J.G. Herder and Alexander von Humboldt), and was later elaborated and refined by Heidegger, Merleau-Ponty and Wittgenstein. The core idea here is that human beings are self-interpreting animals. What Taylor means by this is that the identity of any human being is determined by their interpretation of that identity, which is itself bound up with their interpretation of the objects and situations they encounter.
All animals react to the world they inhabit as having import for them and their wellbeing, as they seek sustenance and avoid threats; but with human animals, those proto-interpretations are themselves interpreted and so shaped by the language humans inherit, which already informs their shared social world. This intimacy between self, words and world is evident in the fact that the language through which we characterise the objects and situations we encounter is also used to characterise the desires, emotions and goals elicited by them. An emotion such as shame, for example, is tied to a certain sort of situation (a shameful or humiliating one) and to a certain sort of response to it (covering up, hiding and so on); and we couldn't grasp the meaning of any one of these elements without relating it to the other two. The kind of self-concealment elicited by shame is not the kind appropriate to hiding from an enemy: fig leaves make poor camouflage.
This is a hermeneutic circle: a structure of meaning that operates holistically, and whose inner complexity allows us to distinguish appropriate from inappropriate responses to a given situation. We can feel ashamed of things that are not genuinely shameful, and respond shamelessly to things that are. Within the circle, then, there is room to criticise our responses; but the significance of the circle itself is also holistic - shaped by the larger context into which it fits. Encountering a situation as 'shameful' will mean something different according to which modes of response are available to us - whether we can contrast shame with guilt, for example, or only with fear, or also with terror and disgust. The wider the field of available contrasts, the finer the discriminations we can make in characterising our responses (and the more various the ways in which we might be criticised for responding inappropriately). The significance of both the response and the situation are thus conditioned by this broader semantic field. Introducing new terms into that field will change the meaning of the existing terms, and thereby change the experiential meaning of the situations they characterise, and the feelings or purposes they elicit.
In short, new linguistic articulations can reconfigure the way we make sense of our own feelings, thoughts and responses - our internalised self-interpretations. And what is true of our most basic feelings and emotions also applies to more complex aspects of self-interpretation: our conception of our individual character, of what a good life for us might be, even of what it is to be human. No self-interpretation, at any level, is beyond question. Saying doesn't make it so, because all self-interpretations can be subject to critical evaluation, but any such criticism will itself require a particular vocabulary, and so will presuppose a specific interpretation of the self in its world. There is no escaping this hermeneutic circle, because there is no such thing as a genuinely human life outside the horizons of meaning, no human life that is not a life of language (and of the broader cultural and social forms that languages inform and are informed by).
These horizons make up what Taylor calls 'the interspace'. Within them, aspects of the world are made available, but in ways that can be grasped only by relating them to the human capacity for self-interpretation. In this kind of space, the capacities of distinctively human animals do not inevitably impose anthropomorphic distortions or delusions; they can sometimes mislead us, but then so can any of our capacities for grasping reality, and the appropriate response to such risks is to deploy them with care and critical self-awareness. And if we dispensed with them altogether, we would render ourselves incapable of grasping central dimensions of the real significance of things.
This is the philosophical anthropology of Romanticism. And it naturally tends to give art a fundamental role in shaping the way we conceive of ourselves and what it is possible for us to be, because the poets' use of language at full stretch is a primary way in which we reconfigure the semantic fields through which we orient ourselves in the world. This is why, when Taylor identifies the central theme of his book as the human desire for a connection with the surrounding world, he immediately emphasises that the forms this desire takes have varied significantly between different phases of human history.
So Taylor's foregrounding of the post-Romantic poets has a double justification. According to the philosophical account he draws on, the articulations of poetry are as fully capable of disclosing the existential significance of human life as the words of philosophers or saints. And the articulations provided by those poets who aim to inherit the example of Wordsworth and Holderlin repeatedly reconfigure the desire for cosmic connection, the array of self-interpretative possibilities it informs, and so the broader horizons of human meaningfulness that make up the modern world.
According to Taylor, the Romantic poets and their successors were reacting to the way that the scientific advances we associate with Western European modernity disenchanted our world. Before the Enlightenment, human beings interpreted themselves as inhabiting a cosmos whose significance was anchored in a higher reality, an objective metaphysical order that structured the universe and determined what constituted a good life for its human inhabitants. Because the materialism of modern science seemed to offer a comprehensive way of understanding the world without relating it to any such order, it threatened to disrupt those enchanted self-interpretations, and in particular to frustrate the human desire for cosmic connection. So these poets tried to rearticulate that desire in ways that would allow us to continue to seek its satisfaction without simply denying natural science.
Romantics such as Wordsworth continued to use metaphysical articulations of cosmic order, but they presented them primarily as convincing ways of accounting for certain experiences of openness to a larger whole. The authority of those reinterpretations resides in the willingness of individual readers to regard them as compelling articulations of their own responses to the poem, and to analogous experiences of their own, rather than as metaphysical doctrines with an independent rational grounding. But the early generations of post-Romantic poets shifted the balance even further away from the metaphysical. Baudelaire retained his conviction in the reality of something beyond the world of everyday experience, but lost faith in our ability to articulate it conceptually, accepting that it can only be marked by a symbolic register whose meaning is essentially contestable. And by the time of Mallarme, even the idea of such a beyond loses its significance, or rather its significance is tied ever more tightly to the interspace between subjects and objects.
For Mallarme, even thoroughly disenchanted everyday objects can still exhibit their true vitality of being, but only in fleeting experiences of resonant fullness before which words fail - unless they can be marshalled to enact that failure, and so offer a negative, self-emptying linguistic transposition of such experiences. But if our intuitions of connectedness are now embodied only in experiences that resist coherent articulation, affirming them puts increasing pressure on the idea that they count as human experiences at all - as something that opens subjects to the reality of objects in a way that can bear interpretation. Mallarme's 'beyond' thus seems to lie outside the structures of self-interpretation without which human life ceases to make sense.
To articulate such a beyond accordingly requires forging a language that signifies without organising itself around the seeming polarity between subjects and objects. The indication is that our desire for connection with reality can be realised only through experiences of overcoming the conditions that make experience possible in the first place. And since one of those conditions is time - experiences are dateable events - undergoing these extraordinary experiences amounts to the interruption of ordinary time by something that at once negates it and perfects it (freeing the essentially contingent, sequential order of everyday existence from its limitations so as to exhibit its higher nature).
One of the best moments in the book's long chapter on Mallarme shows how his enigmatic 'Sonnet en -X' might be read as enacting such an experience. The poem is structured around a rhyme-scheme involving words ending in 'x'. Taylor suggests that it asks us to imagine an empty room just after sunset, suffused with melancholy at the passing of day. 'The last flashing of the light is reflected in a mirror, a glace de Venise, surrounded by a cadre in gold, with a unicorn motif. There is a flickering here, as though a transaction between frame and mirror, unicorns against the nymph of the lake. Then nothing.' A constellation arises in the night sky, and is reflected in the mirror. There is no one to see either the flickering or the reflection, and the only objects involved in either transaction dematerialise, foregrounding the momentary passage and reduplication of light. And yet the poem conjures not merely an empty physical space but a definite place at a highly charged time.
This is because it invokes phenomena (a last flickering of sunset, a mirror-image of the Big Dipper) whose existence is dependent on someone's being in the right place to see them, while removing any such observer; and yet its way of doing so enhances their reality rather than undermining it. The poem's constellation of window, mirror and world acknowledges the interrelation of subjects and objects, and so the openness of human awareness to the cosmos, by transcending them. It invokes subjectivity without subjects and objectivity without objects, and thereby discloses that the underlying reality of both subject and world lies beyond their mutually dependent opposition, because it lies beyond the very distinction between them. The sonnet invites us to experience a higher form of connection, the kind of unity that results from transcending the apparently absolute requirement that if two things are to be connected to each other, they must be distinct from each other.
Such poetic constellations of images will inevitably risk failing to communicate at all. So there is some point in Taylor talking about a process of intensifying epistemic retreat here. By the time we get to Mallarme, the post-Romantic poem is reconfiguring language in ways that don't just pass over traditional philosophical and literary methods of claiming authority for one's insights (offering no doctrines or arguments, and treating the resources of ancient myth, with its nymphs and unicorns, as lifeless ornaments), as well as dispensing with many of the basic grammatical conventions that facilitate mutual intelligibility.
Taylor's reading of the 'Sonnet en -X' is thus not a summary of the objective intellectual content of Mallarme's poem; it is an attempt to articulate his own experiential response to the poem. It is his way of making sense of its confounding constellations of imagery, and of the vision of cosmic order those constellations seem to disclose, from which we might derive ethical empowerment (by recognising that our distinctness from the world is mere appearance, so coming to view the world's wellbeing as part of our own). But the only way he can convince us of the rightness of his account is by finding a way of expressing his response that leads us to share it - to experience the connectedness it glimpses, and to which it aspires to orient us.
This is not, however, a complete surrender of art's claims to provide insight or understanding. For we can still ask whether a given response to such a poem is appropriate or inappropriate, better or worse, in its sensitivity to the poem's content and context. As I have noted already, interpretations are always subject to criticism - they don't bottom out in a brute reaction of liking or disliking. But even if such responses are not arbitrarily subjective, they are extremely personal. The pressures under which words are placed in a Mallarme poem open up many possible ways of relating its elements, and so create a good deal of room for reasonable disagreement about how best to do it. Each reader's response to such a poem risks failing to resonate appropriately with their experience of the world and their inheritance of words. The most that can be hoped for is an alignment of subjectivities - an attunement of specific individuals that opens a space of mutual intelligibility, and so a community informed by a particular interpretation of poem, self and world. And if each new poem enacts a new constellation of meaning, then it will require new attempts by its readers to align their subjectivities, and thereby to maintain their lines of communication with Mallarme and with one another.
This general vision of literary art and criticism as seeking such attunement is something the Romantics inherited from Kant. He argued that our responses to artworks aspire to a universality of agreement that they cannot demand on the basis of incontrovertible fact or compelling argument. And the challenge involved in realising such agreement is intensified in the context of modernism, where a loss of faith in the ability of inherited artistic conventions to facilitate genuinely valuable artworks forces artists to test which conventions might continue to sustain good work, and if necessary to construct new conventions based only on their individual conviction that work employing them measures up to the best work of the past, and on the hope that their audience might agree. Both aspects of art in the modern era reflect a shift in our conception of selfhood that has been the focus of Taylor's work for more than thirty years, ever since the publication of Sources of the Self in 1989. This is the second main context into which Cosmic Connections must be fitted if we are to appreciate its significance. For it is the third in a sequence of large historical narratives of modernity that Taylor has written (the second being A Secular Age, published in 2007), and they all operate within the framework laid out in that immensely influential first book.
In  Sources of the Self (and A Secular Age), the shift that interests Taylor is from a conception of the self as porous to and deeply integrated with the wider cosmos, to a conception of it as punctual or buffered, strongly demarcated from its environment. Rather than having to conform to a cosmic order of which it forms merely one element, the modern self is capable not only of controlling its own expressions of itself, but of determining the standards by reference to which it exercises that control. Because such rational self-mastery involves abstracting from our ordinary embodied ways of experiencing reality, as if taking an external perspective on ourselves as well as our world, it also involves viewing them both as subject to rational comprehension and manipulation. The vocabulary of that vision is provided by modern physics: a vocabulary of pure materiality, in which everything real can be captured in terms of matter in motion, as a network of quantifiable causal forces expressible in the language of mathematics.
In this vocabulary, there is no room for qualitative as opposed to quantitative differences, and so no room for meaning of the kind integral to the interspace that Taylor associates with distinctively human forms of animal life. So the increasing cultural authority of this buffered conception of the self imposes on us all a self-interpretation that makes it impossible not only to understand ourselves as self-interpreting animals, but also to understand what is morally attractive and empowering about the self-conception it is built around.
For rational self-mastery is the taproot of an ideal of autonomy, of controlling our own lives according to our own values, which has spread far and wide from its Western European matrix; and it is the source of many of our currently dominant, extremely demanding moral imperatives: to reduce or even end the suffering of others, to protect their freedom to choose how to live their lives. Yet for such moral demands to make sense to us, we must be able to articulate their nature and their sources, their significance or meaning, which will involve laying out and defending the interpretation of self and world that is implicit in them. But this modern interpretation of self and world denies the reality of such horizons of meaning, because they are not articulable in the language of modern physics. So it becomes impossible for those drawn to modern moral ideals properly to justify them, or even to understand their nature.
The claim that human beings are self-interpreting animals carries with it a particular conception of practical reasoning, of how to work out the right thing to think and do, as well as the best available standards against which such judgments should be measured. If people orient themselves in relation to a particular conception of who they are and what they can become, then they will evaluate themselves in terms of how close they are to realising their conception of a good life, and what changes would realise that conception more fully. In other words, they interpret themselves in narrative terms - as on a journey or trajectory from their current state to a better, realisable but as yet unrealised, state. And since the merits of the moral ideal that governs that journey are open to criticism, it is always possible that its best current expression might be improved, so anyone living by its lights must be willing to consider objections to it, and if necessary to reconfigure it.
In short, practical reasoning is a reasoning in transitions. Its aim is not to establish whether some ethical stance is absolutely correct, regardless of who we are or where we find ourselves in human history. That is a model appropriate to natural science, and so deeply attractive to us moderns, but it depends on a notion of objectivity suited to a realm of meaningless matter, not self-interpreting animals. Ethical reasoning operates in the interspace, in the realm of meanings. Its aim is to establish whether one concrete stance is superior to another concrete stance in some specific respect, and hence whether moving from the latter to the former will achieve a concrete epistemic gain - by resolving a particular confusion, by better acknowledging the value of a factor currently overlooked, and so on. And any transition held to be error-reducing could be criticised by denying that a gain would be achieved, by proposing a rival interpretation of that transition, or proposing a different transition.
This is the main reason Taylor's recent work has been so historically oriented. Taken together, these three volumes amount to an exercise in practical reasoning - a highly specific interpretation of the present of Western culture as the outcome of a series of conceptual transitions in the past, and so as the jumping-off point for further transitions in the future. They offer a genealogical narrative of our current form of life from a specific ethical perspective, a collective biography that will inevitably present its pivotal transitions as either error-reducing or error-enhancing, and so should itself be evaluated in the same terms. It is a full-blown moral argument, not a conceptual or historical preparation for one; and the specific spiritual perspective it exhibits is explicitly religious (more specifically, Roman Catholic).
Sources of the Self had three interrelated goals: to show that our present non-theistic self-conception has deprived itself of what it needs to articulate and defend its own value, and is unable to understand its own thoroughly interpretative status; to demonstrate that it emerged from certain developments in its theistic ancestors and competitors; and to argue that these transitions were error-enhancing rather than error-reducing. The implication is that we should give serious consideration to the possibility of transitioning from our current secular modes of self-understanding towards the best available contemporary versions of theistic thinking.
We can get a sense of the way Taylor's narrative works to achieve its goal by examining one element of it - his account of modernity's distinctive affirmation of ordinary life. This originates in the Reformation, as an aspect of Protestantism's rejection of a prevalent Catholic view of the sacred, according to which sacramental rites or membership of monastic or clerical orders brought individuals closer to the divine. Protestantism held that the everyday human realms of production and reproduction were equally sacred, so long as we approached them with the correct attitude - a detachment from earthly pleasures and a refusal to treat created things as ends in themselves. But this early version of a disengaged stance towards the world mutated once it was combined with the hollowing-out and discarding of puritan conceptions of original sin; for that encouraged us to regard an increasingly wide range of human desires as good in themselves, and to regard benevolent behaviour to all as expressive of divine goodness. These notions were originally attached to the deist ideal of how one might contribute most to the world's providential order; but utilitarians overly impressed by the disenchanted vision of nature bequeathed by modern science transposed this privileging of benevolence onto a wholly naturalistic ideal of fulfilling our animal drive for desire-satisfaction.
This is one way in which the secularisation of religious ideals overreached itself. It took disenchantment to the point of undercutting the intelligibility of secular ethical ideals, and it overlooked the points at which both Catholic and Protestant self-interpretations might have revised themselves in ways that would have prevented the transition to deism and then to naturalism from appearing to be error-reducing or insight-enhancing (by reconceiving the relation between laypeople, priests and monks, say, or by reinterpreting rather than discarding the notion of original sinfulness).
Secularisation also provides the larger argumentative context for Cosmic Connections. For one way in which the modern buffered self developed depended on interpreting moral sentiments such as benevolence as showing that one's feelings as well as one's reason might be an internal mode of access to what is good. And this led to Rousseau's idea that nature speaks through us, which inaugurated the Romantic conception of nature as an independent locus of value and allowed us to imagine recovering contact with our most intimate feelings as a recovery of the spirit of nature in us.
This late turn in the modern self-understanding, together with its post-Romantic descendants, is hardly neglected in Sources of the Self. But in Cosmic Connections it is given a far more extensive examination, to the exclusion of any of its competitors. Why might that be? Given the pro-theistic orientation of Sources of the Self, I suspect it is because Taylor now thinks that the afterlife of Romanticism is the most fruitful place to look for a non-theistic mode of self-interpretation that can acknowledge the most valuable ethical aspects of the modern conception of selfhood while holding open lines of communication with, and so the possibility of an insight-enhancing transition to, a suitably reconfigured theism.
Sources of the Self contrasts the modern buffered self with an image of the pre-modern self as seamlessly taking its place in a larger cosmic order. In Cosmic Connections that image is recharacterised as one realisation of the perennial human need for connection with the larger reality in which it finds itself. But the genealogical nature of human moral understanding - history's role in conditioning the content and range of our available vocabularies for self-understanding - means that recovering a liveable form of theistic ethical vision could not conceivably be a matter of simply returning to that pre-modern mode of religious faith. That is no longer a live existential option for Taylor or his readers; and although he argues extensively in A Secular Age against those who think that discarding religious belief is a necessarily error-reducing move, he fully acknowledges that once such faith becomes one among a range of viable but optional ethical stances (as opposed to being the primary, unchallenged and unproblematic stance), its claims on our attention must be significantly recalibrated.
This is why it matters to him that there are modes of modern self-understanding which intuit the inadequacies of the buffered self and articulate ways of overcoming them, while shedding the assumption of an objective divine underpinning in favour of accommodating the ontological salience attained by the self in the modern era. For the advocates of such self-interpretations share Taylor's sense that any viable recovery of the value of cosmic connectedness in the wake of disenchantment will have to go through the self rather than attempting to downplay or otherwise bypass its centrality.
Taylor here shows that he shares with other philosophers interested in inheriting Romanticism a sense that the Enlightenment's reinterpretation of selfhood in terms of a strongly bounded inwardness might begin by emancipating us from unquestioning acceptance of our place in a larger order, but quickly generates a paralysing anxiety about how to reconnect with the reality that lies beyond those boundaries. Modern science kickstarts this anxiety by claiming that our perceptions systematically misidentify (as coloured, noisy and tasty) the reality that engenders them. Modern philosophy radicalises it, by picturing us as metaphysically imprisoned within our consciousnesses, restricted to the impressions the world makes on us without being able to check them against what causes them or even to check that they really are caused by something outside us. Modern politics struggles to reconcile individual autonomy with collective decision-making, and to make sense of an individual's entry into social life as an enhancement of selfhood rather than a way of putting it in chains. And modern art struggles to reconcile its dependence on conventions with its drive to give authentic expression to an individual vision that might resonate with others.
In all these ways, the emancipation of the modern self creates a deepening sense that it is fated to get in its own way, to frustrate or subvert its own deepest impulses. That which frees us from submission to external reality - the self's independence of its world - is precisely what prevents us from truly connecting to that world. Such scepticism is the price of discarding a conception of human consciousness as porous to reality, as inherently open to what transcends it; but since we cannot return to the pre-Enlightenment interpretation of self and world that enabled that mode of sense-making, we must find a way of recreating it from the forms of self-interpretation that supplanted it.
On the philosophical side of the modern mind, this reconstruction is traced in The Language Animal in the work of Wittgenstein and the phenomenological tradition, particularly Heidegger and Merleau-Ponty, who dismantle the idea of human consciousness as a representational medium which interposes itself between self and world. They suggest instead that the human being is always already out in the world, cohabiting with objects and events, not trapped within its body but living out an embodied comprehending engagement with its environment. And on the poetic side, Mallarme's modernist constellations of imagery aspire to induce fleeting experiences that disclose reality's uncanny intimacy with us and thereby recover a sense of cosmic connectedness; but they reattune us to that revitalised desire by exploiting the artist's and reader's individual responsiveness rather than bypassing it. His poetic practice is built on the hope that even the most idiosyncratic reconfigurations of logic, mythology and grammar might form the basis of a community of understanding, and so activate a mode of interspatial meaning whose enhanced acknowledgement of subjectivity nevertheless allows for the convincing reformulation of a fundamental insight into the self's unity with reality.
How does this post-Romantic poetic project relate to theism? Taylor notes Mallarme's early Christian faith, as well as certain resonances between his later quasi-Hegelian philosophical vision and Christianity - in particular, the way in which Christianity seeks to balance an emphasis on the infinite value of the individual soul with an ethic of unprecedented self-denial in properly acknowledging the vital reality of creation. But, most important, he follows his pivotal discussion of Mallarme with just two further chapters of historical narrative, on T.S. Eliot and Czeslaw Milosz respectively. In both, Christian faith is in dynamic struggle with doubt, and so their work acknowledges the epistemic retreat to the dimension of linguistic resonances between subjectivities that is the main connecting thread of Taylor's exposition. Both nevertheless create a picture of a believable, theologically centred cosmic order that draws on the symbolist traditions inspired by Mallarme but radically reconceives both their despair of everyday life and their vision of its transcendence.
It seems to me that Taylor views Eliot's reconstruction of literary and religious traditions in Four Quartets - with its orchestration of memory and desire revitalised by the momentary irruptions of higher time - as constituting the most convincing case for making an error-reducing transition from secular post-Romanticism to a form of theism that has absorbed its lessons and refined them. The move is not in any sense presented as compulsory, as if a requirement of rational self-control; in fact, Taylor makes no explicit claims at all about how we should orient ourselves in relation to Eliot's project. But by placing it at the climax of his long account, Taylor is at least inviting his readers to consider a particular revision of their self-understanding. For if those four constellated poems resonate as deeply in our experience as Eliot means them to, and if Taylor's own articulation of how best to understand why they do so also resonates deeply with us, then we have as much of a justification as we can reasonably expect to begin a serious exploration of the theistic option in late modernity - and as much of a justification as we need.
This last claim  returns us to the issue with which I began: why devote time and effort to reading such a deliberately old-fashioned book on poetry, written by a philosopher? Taylor's affinity with Romanticism and its afterlife repeatedly leads him to present the poetic and the philosophical not as two essentially distinct cultural enterprises, but as two aspects of a single project of reconnection. Yet he doesn't seem entirely comfortable with this idea of an internal relation, and in particular of an equality of rational standing, between poetry and philosophy. He certainly emphasises that poetry can yield a powerful experience of reconnection, but he also insists that the insight gained through such experiences is very different from the conviction gained through the force of argument, and that this is why poetic insight will often be incomplete, tentative and enigmatic, inexplicit and provisional. The implication seems to be that philosophical argument can supply us with convictions that are significantly less tentative, provisional and enigmatic than any provided by the subtler languages of poetry, and that philosophy is therefore a more robust or reliable way of gaining insight.
But two points speak against such a privileging of philosophy. The first is that providing arguments is not the only way of taking full responsibility for one's discourse. Another way is to arrange words in a constellation whose linkages exploit various dimensions of each word's individual history, its patterns of denotation and connotation, and its idiosyncratic associations, in such a way that each link - and so the whole which, taken together, they constitute - can be convincingly accounted for. Such articulations of the sense of a poem are certainly more figurative than deductive, more dependent on personal than impersonal modes of attunement. But that doesn't mean they must always be incomplete, tentative or enigmatic, let alone that poetic sense-making is an arbitrarily subjective matter as opposed to a rational one. For any agreement they secure is as fully the result of a precise and robust linguistic ordering as is agreement on a conclusion secured by a suitably interlocking set of premises.
The second reason for questioning Taylor's privileging of philosophy is that in key respects his own mode of philosophising resembles the practices of his chosen poets. For over the vast span of his published work, even in the three historical volumes I have focused on, Taylor endlessly varies and revises the vocabulary in terms of which he attempts to articulate his vision of modernity, its discontents and its possible modes of redemption. I have had to smooth out these shifts here, but anyone familiar with his writings will know that ideas taken from other philosophers are almost always conveyed in terminology of Taylor's coining, and that when he reiterates his own philosophical ideas in later works, he keeps on looking for new ways of expressing them. It is as if he is searching for the perfectly subtle language that will resonate most precisely with his readers' experience, and thereby convey an insight that will attune his subjectivity with theirs, and both with the reality that the words disclose. Each revised vocabulary has its strengths and weaknesses in this respect, but none is entirely perspicuous, so each proves to be provisional, always capable of specific refinements that nevertheless risk creating opacities of their own, and so ceaselessly on. Such ways with words are not at all conducive to the strict regimentations of sense that valid argument-forms demand.
Because Taylor's readings of these poets are so deeply informed by his post-Romantic philosophical commitments, his articulations of their figurative constellations often draw on the concepts that embody those commitments. But if such poetry requires so much philosophical vocabulary in order that it might be properly interpreted, then what sense is there in maintaining that poetry's ways of making sense of things are fundamentally distinct from those of philosophy? Taylor's twin muses - Heidegger and Wittgenstein - both found it necessary to turn to more poetic modes of taking responsibility for their later philosophical writings. Heidegger did it by interpreting poets and calibrating their uncanny intimacy with genuine thinking, and Wittgenstein did it by coining an array of signature concepts ('language-games', 'forms of life') and aphoristic imagery through which to convey philosophical insight without resorting either to argument or to the assertion of doctrines. In my view, then, just as Taylor's historical narratives constitute exercises of moral reasoning rather than ways of preparing for such exercises, so Cosmic Connections is best understood as an extended exercise in philosophising rather than a companion volume to such exercises. It is a book of philosophy, not an episodically entertaining but fundamentally amateur excursus into literary criticism, and it should be judged as such - whatever Taylor himself might say about it. In this respect the work transcends its author's interpretation of it, and so of himself. And although appreciating that fact doesn't render it immune to criticism, failing to appreciate it guarantees that the criticisms it will inevitably attract will miss their target.
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At the Institut du monde arabe
'Tresors sauves de Gaza'
Josephine Quinn

1951 wordsThere was  a fashion in the Bronze Age Levant for decorating hollow bones: take the femur or tibia of a cow, scoop out the mucky stuff, polish it up and scratch geometric patterns on it. The bone tube - as archaeologists call such objects - on display in Paris as part of the exhibition Tresors sauves de Gaza: 5000 ans d'histoire (until 2 November) has a boisterous design. Three sets of parallel horizontal lines encircle the cylinder to frame a small band of hatched diamonds and a larger band of fat stripy zigzags, all incised freehand with some panache. It looks like a miniature didgeridoo, but it doesn't work like one: in fact no one really knows what they were for.
The bone tube is the earliest object in the exhibition. It comes from Tell es-Sakan, a large mound five kilometres south of Gaza City that was identified as an early Bronze Age settlement in 1998 during the building of new housing. Excavations began under the aegis of the Palestinian Authority's Department of Antiquities and Cultural Heritage, which was four years old at the time. In collaboration with French archaeologists, the new department found a city of the fourth and third millennia bce with walls almost eight metres thick and buildings standing almost two metres high. At the same time, it was conducting other excavations in and around Gaza City. These included another French collaboration at ancient Anthedon, Gaza's harbour, next to the Shatteh refugee camp, and a Palestinian-Swedish project at Tell es-Sakan's successor site five hundred metres further south, Tell el-Ajjul, which was a major settlement in the second millennium and full of foreign imports. In addition to possessing its own good farmland and an important Mediterranean port, Gaza was on the land route from Egypt to Mesopotamia and was a gateway to Arabia in the last river valley before the desert.
Objects unearthed by Franco-Palestinian archaeological teams first arrived at the Institut du monde arabe for an exhibition called Gaza Mediterraneenne in 2000. By the end of that year, the period of relative calm that followed the Oslo Peace Accords in 1993 had come to an end with the failure of Camp David, Ariel Sharon's provocative visit to the Temple Mount and the subsequent Second Intifada. The artefacts could not safely be sent back to Gaza. In 2007 they made it as far as Geneva for an exhibition at the Musee d'art et d'histoire, Gaza at the Crossroads of Civilisations, along with 260 artefacts lent by the businessman Jawdat Khoudary from his private museum in Gaza City. And there they remained for seventeen years, in relative safety but almost complete obscurity, crated up to go back to a home that now barely exists. Their return to Paris was prompted by the collapse of plans at the Institut du monde arabe for an exhibition on the ancient Levantine city of Byblos in 2024, when Israeli regional aggression made it unsafe to transport the agreed loans from Lebanon.
[image: ]Ceramic head (sixth or fifth century BCE).




The theme of exile guides the utilitarian design of the new show. Around a hundred archaeological finds from Gaza are laid out in a ground-floor bunker space, complete with strip lights, cold grey-blue walls and chilly steel benches set awkwardly low. The cases, too, are functional, with only basic labels. Occasional brief explanatory texts are printed on the wall or carved on metal slabs leaning against it. Everything is in French: no pandering to the native languages of the objects here, let alone to tourists.
This is all in effective dissonance with the domestic scale of many of the artefacts, especially those from the earliest periods. Some reflect the traditionally close relations between Gaza and Egypt: a tiny soapstone scarab comes from the period in the 17th and 16th centuries bce when northern Egypt was ruled by Hyksos from the southern Levant; an alabaster globular pot dates from the 13th century, after Egypt had reunited and expanded to occupy Gaza. The harsh lighting gleams through the chalky white walls of the gypsum.
The Bronze Age ended with the retreat of the Egyptian army from Gaza. It is in this troubled period, during the 12th century bce, that Egyptian sources start to mention enemies called Peleset in the southern Levant. A few centuries later, the Hebrew Bible calls the same people Philistines, and describes them as being based in five city-states: Ashkelon, Ekron, Ashdod, Gath (Goliath's home town) and Gaza. The exhibition text repeats the standard line from 20th-century scholarship that these Philistines were immigrants from elsewhere, probably the Aegean. This makes them one of the so-called Sea Peoples running around the Mediterranean in the aftermath of - perhaps even having caused - the collapse of Bronze Age civilisation.
But the Sea Peoples themselves are a flimsy 19th-century construct: no ancient Egyptian source goes further than describing some enemy groups, not including the Peleset, as 'from the sea'. The reasoning behind the hypothesis that the Philistines had foreign origins is largely cultural - their preference for Cypriot fashions in pottery, for instance - or circumstantial, like an ancient DNA study published in 2019 showing that some unfortunate infants buried at Ashkelon in the 12th century bce had a foreign father or grandfather. But pots aren't people, and the Levant has always been busy with sailors, traders and migrants who mixed easily with local populations. The view from the Hebrew Bible is different: when Abraham arrives in the promised land from his native city of Ur, a Philistine king is already there to meet him.
[image: ]Glass vessel (first or second century BCE).




Wherever the Philistines were from, Gaza's role as a crux of Afro-Eurasian trade continued into the Iron Age. There was still plenty of contact with Egypt, but other items reflect one of the brightest events of the Dark Age: the domestication of the dromedary in southern Arabia around 1000 bce. From as early as the ninth century, Assyrian documents describe a caravan route leading from the incense groves of modern Yemen (ancient Saba or 'Sheba') up through Mecca to the port of Gaza; here a plain, very fine ridged pot is typical of the Nabatean cameleers based in Petra and other desert strongholds and oases who brought frankincense and myrrh, along with Indian spices, from Arabian ports to the Mediterranean later in the same millennium.
Political autonomy was more fleeting, as Assyrians then Babylonians moved into the Levant, destroying cities and deporting populations. Mesopotamian documents mention communities of agricultural labourers named after Ashkelon and Gaza in the hinterland of Babylon. The Persian conquest of Babylon brought some respite, as Cyrus the Great allowed Babylonian deportees to return home, even if some chose not to do so: people in Babylon were still calling themselves 'of Ashkelon' and 'of Gaza' more than a century later. A Persian garrison was installed in Gaza itself, which may be the source of a small sculpted ceramic head with a pinched nose and round eyes, pointed at top and bottom into a soft Persian cavalry cap and a long beard, its hairs individually inscribed and painted black. Beside it in the same case sits the broken base of a fourth-century bce ceramic cup with Phoenician letters of the northern Levantine coast scratched onto its underside; there seems to have been a significant number of Phoenician-speaking, or at least Phoenician-writing, individuals in the southern cities in the post-Babylonian era.
After the Persians came Alexander, who besieged and sacked Gaza in 332 bce. Following his death, Gaza came under the control of his general Ptolemy, now king of Egypt, and from around 200 the Syrian Seleucids. Perhaps this was when a gorgeous marble Greek goddess was lost off the coast of Gaza, to be retrieved in the 20th century by a local fisherman. Clothed in a long draped dress and a cosy-looking shawl, from the front she looks perfect; you have to walk around the case to see the snaky encrustations of more than two thousand years underwater.
[image: ]Marble statue of a Greek goddess.




In 95 bce the city was sacked yet again, this time by the Hasmonean king of Judea, but by the turn of the first millennium Gaza and Judea had both been incorporated into the Roman Empire, and the Romans eventually renamed the whole region Palestina after the Philistines. Gaza remained a trading centre, famous above all for its wine, which travelled by land as well as sea: a small ruddy camel sculpture from the sixth century ce sits resting the burden of the wine jars hanging from his saddle. Late antiquity saw an intellectual renaissance in which Gaza also became a centre for the study of Greek literature and rhetoric, and the city's long era of prosperity was uninterrupted by the Islamic conquest in 637.
The scale of the show shifts in these later periods, with large architectural fragments taking over the story. A knockout mosaic from the floor of a seventh-century church is missing large chunks but still teems with life: a border of waves encloses a vegetal pattern with hanging grapes and wandering fowl, studded with large roundels featuring local beasts. A lintel collected by Khoudary from a medieval Ottoman house in the Zaytoun district of Gaza City sets rosettes in a jagged tessellation of straight lines, somewhat reminiscent of the bone tube at the beginning, bordered by panels of meandering interlaced foliage.
The final object in the room is a late Roman column reworked as a British military tombstone for a lieutenant of the Bengal Lancers killed in 1917. It makes a neat transition to a second space downstairs, where a series of photographs, taken in Gaza by the Dominican Fathers of the French Biblical and Archaeological School at Jerusalem, includes several images of the damage done by British artillery bombardment that same year to the al-Umari mosque, once a Crusader church. The photographs are hazy period pieces compared to the violently coloured images taken in the last couple of years of bombed-out churches, mosques and museums that occupy much of the rest of this second room. But they tell a similar story, and the message is clear: 20th-century colonialism created the conditions for a 21st-century tragedy. Detailed documentation of the destruction of archaeological sites and collections across Gaza since October 2023 is presented poster-style, site by site. The photographs of bomb damage are juxtaposed with images of Palestinian archaeological excavations at the same places just a few years earlier.
[image: ]Ceramic oil lamp (first century BCE).




This show has excited controversy: should we even be talking about damage to antiquities in the context of so much killing? The show's maps dating from earlier this year, however, make it clear that targeting the history and heritage of the Palestinian people has been an intrinsic aspect of the Israeli assault on Gaza. Alongside 44 historical buildings and seven archaeological sites, all three depositories of historical and archaeological material in the Gaza Strip have been damaged or destroyed. The villa that housed Khoudary's collection, which was donated to the Palestinian Authority in 2018, was occupied by the Israeli army, and the garden museum razed to make space for armoured vehicles. Much has gone for good, and what survives is at continual risk: 40 per cent of the West Bank town of Sebastia has just been expropriated for transformation into an Israeli archaeological park.
Finally, a small room in one corner shows simple but effective 3D video reconstructions of the Byzantine church of Mukheitim at Jabalia and the monastery of St Hilarion at Tell Umm el-'Amr in their original landscapes. These are very different from the vast, lavish and almost entirely imaginary video-game style reconstruction of ancient Alexandria in the exhibition upstairs on Le Mystere Cleopatre (until 11 January). I could hardly move for visitors to Cleopatra, but in the Gaza exhibition I frequently had the whole space to myself.
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A Different Life
Thomas Laqueur

6331 wordsOn  29 January this year, a cello made in 1730 by Nicolo Gagliano, a member of the famous Neapolitan dynasty of luthiers, stood in front of the European Parliament to mark International Holocaust Remembrance Day. It had belonged to Pal Hermann, a Jewish Hungarian composer and virtuoso cellist who had studied under Kodaly and Bartok and gave concerts throughout Western and Central Europe in the 1920s and 1930s. He was murdered in 1944, aged 42, after being interned in the concentration camp at Drancy, near Paris. 'His story,' the parliament's president, Roberta Metsola, said as she gestured towards the instrument, 'is carried by this beautiful cello.' Kate Kennedy was in the audience. The cello, lost for more than eighty years in the black hole of the Holocaust, was there because of her book.
When she was fifteen, Kennedy won a cello scholarship to Wells Cathedral School and began to practise with the intensity and single-mindedness of an elite athlete preparing for competition. But a year later she suffered an injury; the shooting pain from tendonitis in her left arm meant she was unable to play. She tried to manage the loss of her life's dream by sitting in her practice room working on the Bach Suites in her head. But playing a cello in your mind isn't the same as playing one in your arms: she became depressed, anorexic and was finally admitted to hospital. There she decided to live, even if it meant giving up playing. The vulnerability of musicians to the physical demands of their instruments is one of the recurring themes in Cello.
Kennedy recovered enough to perform professionally. She is still a cellist but now also director of the Oxford Centre for Life-Writing. Her book is an exploration of what the cello has meant to other cellists, in an attempt to understand her own connection to it. It is largely an account of her journeys, cello on her back, to recover four stories of loss 'woven together by absences and silence, but also by resilience, survival and sound'. Two of the stories fall under the sign of world-historical loss: one is Hermann's; the other concerns Anita Lasker-Wallfisch, who survived Auschwitz as the only cellist in the camp's women's orchestra. The other two are on a different scale. One is about Lise Cristiani, born around 1824, who was among the first professional women cellists. Mendelssohn was so taken with her playing that he composed for her what is now a standard of the Romantic cello repertoire, one of his Songs without Words. She died of cholera while still in her mid-twenties, after undertaking a madcap tour of Siberia when her career in the West began to fade. Her body is thought to be buried in Novocherkassk. The 1701 Stradivarius cello, kept in a lead-lined case, which accompanied her across snow, ice and flooded rivers, somehow made its way back to Paris, then was taken to Berlin, where it belonged to the cellist and teacher Hugo Becker, with whom Hermann took lessons. It was transported to London and finally to the Museo del Violino in Cremona, where it had been made three centuries earlier.
The protagonists of the final - comic - story are the 'world's most famous shipwrecked cello', the 'Mara' Stradivarius, and its succession of owners dating back to the late 18th century. It became famous in cello circles because its first known owner was the wife-abusing second-rate German cellist Johann Baptist Mara, who was married to Gertrude Elisabeth Schmeling, the pioneering opera diva. He spilled enough alcohol on it that the damage is still visible. When Schmeling finally left him in 1799 after years of abuse, he lost his source of income and was forced to sell his Strad, whose genealogy, like that of any true Italian aristocrat, is complete to the present. Amedeo Baldovino, the ill-tempered but very good cellist of the Trieste Piano Trio, bought it in 1954.
In 1963 the trio was stranded on a concert tour in Uruguay. Unable to fly from Montevideo to Buenos Aires for their next engagement because of bad weather, they foolishly decided to take a boat down the fog-enshrouded River Plate, a distance of 150 miles. The boat hit a submerged wreck, burst into flames and sank, leaving Baldovino to spend the night clinging to a life raft. 'I don't know exactly when I abandoned the "Mara",' he later said. 'My instinct for survival took over.' Miraculously it was recovered; even more remarkable, seven hundred hours of work by luthiers at London's W.E. Hill and Sons, founded in 1762, restored it to supposedly better shape than before.
The recovery  of Hermann's cello is Kennedy's sleuthing triumph. He had been given the Gagliano in 1928 by Louise Bachiene and Jaap de Graaff, wealthy Dutch admirers of his in London. Soon afterwards, he toured the Netherlands, where he met and married their niece Ada Weevers, with whom he moved to Berlin in 1931. He taught and gave concerts until Hitler came to power, when the couple moved back to Holland with their daughter, Corrie. That year, Ada nearly drowned while swimming in the sea and died three months later, leaving Hermann bereft and unable to support himself. He sent Corrie to live with his wife's relatives and moved to cheap quarters in Brussels, where he managed to earn a scant living. Four years later he went to Paris in the hope of continuing his career and, as both a composer and performer, met with some success. His works were played by new music societies; he performed Darius Milhaud's First Cello Concerto at the Salle Cortot in February 1940, his last public concert.
Milhaud was on a wanted list of prominent Jewish artists but escaped to the US, where he would teach on and off for the next thirty years. Hermann was not so fortunate. He fled to the Weevers family's country house at Monguilhem in the South of France, but, bored with rural life, moved to Toulouse, where he managed to eke out a living teaching and perhaps playing a little: he was hiding from the Gestapo in plain sight. In April 1944 he was caught in a round-up on the streets of Toulouse and taken to Drancy, the collection point for Jews awaiting murder. He managed to write a note to his brother-in-law, Jan Weevers, and threw it out of the window of the train that was taking him to the camp. A stranger found it and put it in the post. The note explained what had happened and asked for his cello to be secured. His room had been boarded up by the Gestapo to await plunder but somehow Jan and his friends managed to break in and leave a cheap student cello in place of the Gagliano. Jan cycled a hundred miles west to the family home with the cello on his back.
Kennedy finds Hermann's entry card at Drancy, which identifies him as a Hungarian national, a cellist and a 'V.i.E' ('veuf. 1. enfant' - 'widower, one child'). He is classified 'B', meaning 'no reason not to murder immediately'. Two weeks later, on 15 May 1944, he was one of 878 able-bodied men on Convoy 73, the only one of 79 convoys with no women or children, and the only one not headed for Auschwitz. It went to Kaunas in Lithuania. It is thought that the men were assigned to dig up and burn the bodies of murdered Jews. Nothing is known of the time or place of Hermann's murder.
Kennedy evokes his presence as she follows his path. She plays parts of the Milhaud Cello Concerto at the Salle Cortot to hear as best she can the quality of sound he would have heard. She visits Drancy, where an old man asks her to play her cello; she responds with a few bars of a reconstructed version of a concerto Hermann wrote in 1925. (His music was almost entirely forgotten until 2016; its resurrection was the work of his family and the Ziering-Conlon Initiative for Recovered Voices, which promotes composers whose music was silenced by the Nazis.) Kennedy discovers that his cello surfaced briefly in 1952, when Jan Weevers sold it to finance Corrie's medical studies. But it disappeared again in a murky market flooded by stolen instruments. After the war, they were even harder to trace than stolen art.
Eventually Kennedy learns that a Gagliano sold by W.E. Hill and Sons to the Parisian dealer Ernest Maucotel in 1925 could be the one she is looking for: it seems likely to have been Maucotel who sold it to de Graaff, and to Maucotel that Weevers sold it back. But Maucotel's premises are now a burger shop, and the archives of the other, always secretive, luthiers she visits don't yield answers either. She solicits the help of Carla Shapreau, probably the world's leading expert on Nazi stolen instruments, to no avail. Then she notices that Weevers had mentioned in a letter the name of an Amsterdam dealer called Max Moller, whose shop still exists. Kennedy talks to Moller's daughter-in-law, who later suggests in an email that Kennedy has the wrong Moller; the cello had probably been sold by Gebruder Muller. That seems to be the end of the line.
Some hours later, however, Kennedy notices that attached to the email is a photograph of a certificate of authentication to a 1730 Gagliano that met the description of Hermann's. It is unclear why Moller's daughter hadn't mentioned it before, or why she had attached it. It had been issued in 1953 to its purchaser, Kurt Herzbruch, a cellist who lived in Cologne. Kennedy tracks down his widow, who tells her that he had sold it after a year; she doesn't know to whom. The certificate, however, mentions that carved on the frame of the cello were the words 'Ego sum Anima Musicae' ('I am the soul of music'). Hermann's name is not on the certificate; the cello is identified only as having belonged to an anonymous artist. Kennedy ends her story with this clue but no resolution.
But after Cello's publication in August last year, one of its readers, the Chinese cellist Jian Wang, remembered that he had heard a young Australian called Sam Lucas play an instrument that met Kennedy's description of Hermann's at the 2022 Queen Elisabeth Competition in Brussels. (It was on loan to Lucas from the Robert Schumann Hochschule, a conservatory in Dusseldorf. How it got there is unknown.) Wang contacted the British cellist Julian Lloyd Webber, who in turn contacted Kennedy. On 29 September 2024 the cello, lost for eighty years, made its first proper public appearance. Lucas played the Allegro Cantabile from Hermann's Cello Concerto at Kennedy's book launch in Wigmore Hall, where Hermann himself had played almost a century before. Corrie, who was at the event, said: 'The cello being played [here] now makes the circle round.' Five months later she told her father's story at the European Parliament, where again Lucas played the recovered music on the recovered cello.
Artworks  stolen by the Nazis are relatively easy to identify and often turn up in public arenas - museums and auctions - where dodgy provenance can be challenged. In contrast, string instruments can often be identified only by experts looking for subtle clues, and the trade in them is opaque. But tens of thousands were stolen and they are still being recovered. Willem de Vries, a Dutch historian and musician, documented the scale of the pillage in his 1996 book Sonderstab Musik ('Music Taskforce'), which took its title from the special section of the Nazi looting infrastructure, under the direction of the well-established musicologist and longtime party member Herbert Gerigk. It managed theft in occupied Western Europe. Gerigk was also one of the authors of Lexicon of Jews in Music (1940), a list that aimed to prevent any Jewish musician who might otherwise have escaped notice from performing, and to stop the performance of music by Jewish composers, whether old or new. His henchman and co-author Wolfgang Boetticher, liaison for music policy and member of the Waffen SS, deployed his considerable expertise in arranging the theft of instruments and music manuscripts. Boetticher enjoyed a successful university career after the war as an expert on Schumann.
The Nazis were of course not the first to steal the treasures of their enemies, but the scale of German theft was unprecedented: nearly seventy thousand Jewish households were seized and emptied in France, Belgium and the Netherlands, the contents almost all carefully inventoried to the last pfennig and sent to Germany in 26,984 freight cars - more than a million square metres of cargo space. The homes of famous musicians were among those to be raided first. Wanda Landowska's collection of historical instruments, which included a spinet, a tafelklavier, several harpsichords and a viola da gamba, filled 54 crates. And 23 crates were taken from the cellist Gregor Piatigorsky, including his Stradivarius, in the keeping of his mother-in-law, the Baroness Rothschild, in Paris. Like Hermann's cello it was lost for a time until a man showed up at the Aachen shop of the master luthier Mathias Niessen in the early 1950s and offered to sell it to him; Niessen recognised it and refused the offer. Some time later a different man appeared with a bill of sale that seemed genuine. This time Niessen bought the cello for $200 and returned it to Piatigorsky for what he had paid for it and the cost of a few repairs.
Larceny went on at all levels: '7 October 1941 - three valuable cellos - owner unknown, taken to lager Bassano'; 'one violoncello and two violins to rue Bassano' (one of the Sonderstab's warehouses). The looting of cultural property began earlier in the greater Reich with Austria as the model. Soon after the Anschluss in March 1938, Jewish musicians were expelled from the Vienna Philharmonic and other orchestras; Jews, who comprised almost half the membership of the Association of Authors, Composers and Musicians, were purged and silenced. Large-scale theft began almost immediately when the Gestapo seized nearly eighty instruments from Alphonse Rothschild, including a 1710 Stradivarius cello. The law passed on 26 April 1938 that required Jews to register property or assets valued at more than five thousand Reichsmarks helped to yield more. Five musicians from the Vienna Philharmonic are thought to have taken their instruments to the camps or ghettos, where they played music before they were liquidated. Then there was silence.
The scale of loss of music, musicians and instruments is staggering. By 1944, Shapreau estimates, more than twenty thousand instruments had been confiscated from Jewish deportees in Prague alone, whether left with someone for safekeeping when their owners were arrested and then looted, like Lasker-Wallfisch's Ventapane cello in Breslau, or confiscated from them directly. Only in a very few cases has the journey back to sound that Kennedy writes about in relation to Hermann's cello been possible. Most of these stories end in silence and rupture. Lev Aronson, who, having survived four years of concentration camps, eventually became principal cellist of the Dallas Symphony Orchestra and a renowned teacher, never retrieved his beloved cello, possibly a very rare Amati. He was forced to hand it over to a colleague by Latvian collaborators in Riga.
In an unpublished memoir (now in the Leo Baeck Institute in London), my father's cousin Hans Cramer writes that he began taking clandestine violin lessons while he was in hiding in Amsterdam. His teacher was an old, poor and 'already a bit queer' woman called Betty Francken-Schwabe, who had been a pupil of Joseph Joachim, for whom Brahms wrote his Violin Concerto in D major. Her serious career came to an end when Hitler's purges of Jewish musicians forced her into exile. Cramer writes of his gratitude for 'all the beauty which, under her guidance, I learned to admire'; in her poverty 'she forgot everything around her if she could play.' Francken-Schwabe worried whether she would be allowed to take her violin - by some reports a del Gesu - with her if she were deported to Poland. The last time Cramer saw her was in Westerbork, the Dutch transit camp. She had her violin. He was told that on the night before her deportation she played it in the barrack she shared with four hundred other internees. In the morning, she was pushed into the cattle car that would take her to Sobibor, where she was murdered on 16 July 1943. Her name is on a Stolperstein in front of her last German home, Isestrasse 37, Hamburg. Her violin is lost.
There is no special cello in Lasker-Wallfisch's story. (Born Lasker, she married the pianist Peter Wallfisch after she emigrated to Britain; they helped found the English Chamber Orchestra.) Kennedy offered to try to track down the one she lost in the Holocaust, but she wasn't interested: 'It was a different life.' (That cello was a not-so-distant cousin of Hermann's; its maker, Lorenzo Ventapane, was an apprentice in the Gagliano family shop and his instruments are in its style.) In this instance, Kennedy is also not recovering a forgotten life as she is with Hermann: Lasker-Wallfisch has been interviewed many times and is the author of a memoir, Inherit the Truth (1996). In 2018 she told her story in beautiful prewar German to the Bundestag for Holocaust Remembrance Day. She received Kennedy graciously but there wasn't much new to tell.
Lasker-Wallfisch features in this book because her recovery from loss and her sustained passion for playing aligns with Kennedy's quest. Her father was a distinguished lawyer in Breslau, now Wroclaw, and a decorated veteran of the First World War; her mother was an accomplished violinist, and both her sisters played. On Sundays, much to her annoyance, her family spoke only French; on Saturday afternoons they discussed the classics of German literature; her father told them about his experiences in the war; they played chess. When she was twelve, in 1937, her cello lessons in Breslau came to an end because there were no Jewish teachers left. Since it was too dangerous for an 'Aryan' to teach a Jew, her parents sent her to Berlin, where they found her a teacher. After Kristallnacht those lessons ended too. So did ordinary school. But music did not, nor did her commitment to her parents' cultural ideal. Back in Breslau, in a makeshift school organised by the Jewish community in 1941, she played concerts that prompted calls for encores; she listened to and critiqued recordings. She was top of her class in Latin. All this she reported to her sister in London, Marianne, with the naivety that perhaps only a gifted teenager could muster.
Her parents were deported on 9 April 1942 to the Polish transit ghetto at Izbica, where, as Lasker-Wallfisch learned after the war, they were made to dig their own graves before they were shot. Their apartment was boarded up. The 16-year-old Anita and her younger sister, Renate, weren't deported as they had been sent to a Jewish orphanage and put to work in a paper factory alongside Polish and French forced labourers and prisoners of war. At the factory, they began to help prisoners forge false papers. They were caught, tried, convicted and sent to jail in June 1943 - not as Jews but, to their ultimate good fortune, as ordinary criminals. This was the first of the absurd contingencies that accounted for their survival.
After a year in prison, Lasker-Wallfisch 'voluntarily' signed papers to be sent to Auschwitz, where she avoided the life-or-death selection process because she was classified as a Karteihaftling, a prisoner with a file, and not as a Jew. She was stripped, shorn and tattooed with her new identity: no. 6938. Someone came up to her as she was standing there naked and started a conversation: what had she done in her previous life? She had been a cellist. 'Then you will be saved.' The cellist in the women's orchestra had just died and the conductor - the formidable Alma Rose, niece of Gustav Mahler and daughter of Arnold Rose, concertmaster of the Vienna Philharmonic until the Anschluss - needed someone to play the cello bass line. All stories of Holocaust survival are in their way absurd: a Jew who is a duly convicted prisoner doesn't count as a Jew for purposes of murder; Primo Levi survived Auschwitz because someone needed a chemist, and Lasker-Wallfisch because Rose needed a cellist.
Rose asked her to 'audition'. Lasker-Wallfisch, who hadn't touched a cello for two years, asked for a little time to practise then played the slow movement of a Boccherini concerto; she was accepted. The women's orchestra was housed in a special barracks in the shadow of the crematoria and its members got better food than ordinary inmates. It was assigned to play marches as inmates went to and from the factories at Birkenau, to give 'concerts' of light German music for camp guards on Sundays and to perform one-off as commanded - for example, when Josef Mengele stopped by and demanded that Lasker-Wallfisch play Schumann's Traumerei. Kennedy asks her what it felt like. She played it as fast as she could and that was that.
Some commentators say that Lasker-Wallfisch and her colleagues played to save their lives. Not so, she insists, though it was of course their special status that saved them. They played to meet the standards set by Rose, who was determined to forge the ragtag musicians into an ensemble her father could listen to. She drilled them note by note. At some point, Lasker-Wallfisch writes in her memoir, she got typhus; as she lay semi-conscious in the sick bay, unable to stand, the SS men making their selection for the gas chamber passed by. 'This is the cellist,' she heard one say. When she returned to the barracks, she wasn't playing well. Rose punished her by making her scrub the floors. She hated her for it but came to admire the iron discipline with which 'she managed to focus our attention' away from 'the smoking chimneys and the profound misery of the camp, to an F which should have been an F#'.
When Rose died the orchestra fell apart, but before the consequences were felt the Russians advanced on Auschwitz and the sisters were sent west to Bergen-Belsen, where tens of thousands died not from gas or bullets but from disease and starvation. The British troops who liberated the camp on 15 April 1945 found piles of unburied dead - ten or even thirteen thousand bodies - and more than fifty thousand skeletal survivors. A typhus epidemic raged; ten thousand more died after the camp's liberation. The sisters survived and were sent to a displaced persons camp. Pestilential Bergen-Belsen was burned to the ground. On 4 June, Anita wrote to Marianne in great excitement that she might, in the 'not too distant future become the owner of a C-E-L-L-O'. Four days later she told her that her most urgent need - except for having a cello - was for sheet music; she sent a list. On 17 June, a cello came. 'I am half crazy.' The strings were worn but she thought it sounded good.
Lasker-Wallfisch tells Kennedy that in the DP camp she met a bedraggled Italian POW called Giuseppe Selmi, who before the war had been the principal cellist of the Rome Radio Orchestra. He too had got hold of a cello, though it came with only three strings. He was a fantastic player; they played duets; he gave her lessons. She was still only nineteen. In early July she wrote to Marianne that soon there would never again be a 1 in front of her age unless she lived to be 100. (Which she has done - she turned 100 in July.) Playing Traumerei for Mengele in the shadow of the crematoria didn't destroy its beauty for her: 'Violoncello - Schumann - Traumerei - Anita Lasker' reads the first line of the programme of a concert given at the Bergen-Belsen DP camp three months after liberation.
Lasker-Wallfisch won't engage with Kennedy's questions about what her various cellos mean to her as material objects. She refuses to talk about whether her cello is a partner, friend or child and isn't interested in whether cellos remember anything (Julian Lloyd Webber thinks his cello remembers the Delius Cello Concerto it premiered). She thinks playing on bad cellos has made her a more self-sufficient musician. As Kennedy says, and as every player knows, the relation of every cello to its player is reciprocal. When I play my teacher's high-school cello it sounds like a trombone in a shower; I am convinced that his subtle and sophisticated bow arm is in part the result of taming this beast. Lasker-Wallfisch is not on the side of enchantment. Kennedy is more equivocal.
Woven  into Kennedy's stories of survival are her encounters - avowedly subjective - with individual cellos that she believes are bearers of memory and history. In a sense she is right. All musicians carry within them the genealogy of their teachers and their discipline. Kennedy pauses on her travels to play etudes by Hugo Becker, Hermann's teacher in Berlin - pieces that she used to play before her injury. Cellists and violinists in particular are haunted by the musicians who played their instruments before them and those who had taught these ancestors. Even new instruments bear the marks not only of their maker but of the history of the wood of which they are made. Dendrology plays its part in Kennedy's story. But there is a tension in the way we understand and hear - or don't hear - these histories.
Before she sets off on her journeys, Kennedy visits Oxford Violins with the luthier Bruno Guastalla. They conduct a listening test to establish whether they can distinguish on which instrument the cellist Nick Roberts is playing the opening of the Elgar Cello Concerto: on his own Giovanni Grancino, made in 17th-century Naples by a contemporary of Stradivari, or on a 'brash' new cello made by Guastalla, the varnish on which is scarcely dry. It ought to be easy, but Kennedy gets it wrong; she mistakes 'a stallion for a newborn foal'. Guastalla does too. Perhaps it's because even Guastalla's new, unplayed cellos sound good. Or maybe Roberts worked harder on the instrument unfamiliar to him. Kennedy's mistake is anyway commonplace. The cellist Maria Kliegel told Kennedy about all the reviews of her concerts on a world tour that noted the golden tone of her famous Stradivarius cello - the 1693 Gendron-Speyer - when in fact she was playing a modern copy.
Why did critics think that the modern cello without the 'advantage of hundreds of years of having every resonance, every harmonic coaxed and polished from it by the world's best players' sounded like its venerable double? In fact, for centuries, the Gendron-Speyer wasn't played by the world's best players. Before one of the great cellists of the 20th century, Maurice Gendron, acquired it in 1958 it had been left unplayed in the collection of the financier Edgar Speyer, and before that we don't know who played it. But seventy years of being played by great players should have fixed that. Maybe Kliegel made herself play better on a less distinguished instrument. The real reason, as Kennedy writes, is that the cello was 'not the star of the show. It was there to serve her.'
It is the musician who makes music. A woman came up to Jascha Heifetz, the most celebrated violinist of the 20th century, after a concert and gushed that his violin sounded so good that evening. He picked it up, put it to his ear and said 'funny, I don't hear anything.' (After seventy years of sitting in a vault somewhere his 1731 'Piel' Stradivarius is now up for sale. One can be pretty sure that it remembers little or nothing of his concerts or recordings.)
Kennedy reports a celebrated repeat in Paris in 2012 of an experiment held two years earlier in Indianapolis in which new violins were compared to old ones. The retest was rigorous enough to pass peer review in three papers published in the Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences. Ten professional violinists described as 'first-rate soloists' were given six old instruments including five by Stradivari and six high-class modern ones to play: in their lists of favourites, new beat old by three to two. By far the most popular was Number Five, a new one. In the Indianapolis test two Stradivariuses and a del Gesu went up against three modern instruments. One Stradivarius was the least favoured by the players; 13 of 21 players preferred one of the new instruments. Tests like these, more or less controlled, go back to the 19th century. There have been fewer tests of cellos, but a match-up at the Fourth American Cello Congress in 1990 came up with the same results as the 'Judgment of Paris' for violins. In front of an audience of 140 musicians a blindfolded colleague behind a linen screen played six new and six old cellos by the likes of Montagnana, the Venetian luthier Matteo Goffriller, who was especially noted for his cellos, and Stradivari. The top cello was an old one; the second, third, fourth and fifth places went to new instruments.
Among the explanations as to why new instruments so consistently score highly is that old instruments are harder to play; competitions that ask musicians to perform on short notice aren't probative. I asked the violinist Anthony Marwood for his explanation. He suggested that even assuming the 'chemistry' is good between a player and an old instrument, 'it takes patience to know what questions to ask it from a playing point of view - the response can vary tremendously.' There are probably as many 'how they chose their cello' stories as there are cellists. David Finckel heard a violin in the shop of the Brooklyn luthier Sam Zygmuntowicz that sounded like a Stradivarius but was in fact Sam's. (A sign in the shop reads 'Stradivariuses were once new.') He immediately ordered one of his cellos, a copy of the 1711 Duport named after the cellist Jean-Louis Duport; the original still bears the scars of Napoleon's rough handling when Duport let him try it. It has been his main instrument since the 1980s; his colleagues in the Emerson Quartet were already playing Zygmuntowicz instruments and so his fitted in well. It has no history; Finckel is the only person who has played it.
There are wonderful modern instruments and wonderful old ones; players prefer one or the other for all sorts of reasons. Why not let it go? Violins and cellos are the only instruments subjected to these comparisons. (I have found none made between old and new violas; I think this is because they have varied so much in size over time.) Professional wind players trade in their instruments regularly because they wear out; no one plays a 19th-century bassoon or clarinet or oboe. Pianos from the 18th and early 19th centuries are incommensurable with modern ones; anyone can hear the difference. By the late 19th century the modern era of iron-frame pianos had begun, and the sounds are more comparable. Musicians might prefer the qualities of one or another of a dozen makers, the result of mechanical differences, but there are no comparison tests. After the Second World War piano ecology shrank, not quite to monoculture but to the dominance of Steinways in the concert halls and conservatories of the world, all tuned and voiced by Steinway technicians to sound the same.
Sports fans  like to argue about whether a great player from the past could beat a modern star, and cellos and violins seem to offer the chance of putting such fantasy comparisons to the test. But it isn't so straightforward. The basic cello design was established in the late 16th century by Andrea Amati, who founded the workshop in which Stradivari was an apprentice. In the 18th century, cellos became smaller, and the finger boards shortened as the so-called 'basses' became solo instruments. In the 19th century, new sound posts wedged between the top and bottom plates and new bass bars enabled the instrument's sound to project in the large new halls. But all modern cellos and violins are copies of two 17th-century models - the relatively slender ones of Stradivarius patterns and the more voluptuous ones of the Venetian luthier Domenico Montagnana. Comparison tests are between rehabilitated (modernised) old instruments and their new avatars.
Even in the late 18th century experts were passing judgment on the previous century's instruments. 'The violins of Cremona,' the historian of music John Hawkins wrote in 1776, 'are exceeded only by those of Stainer, a German, whose instruments are remarkable for a full and piercing tone.' A French encyclopedia entry on the making of stringed instruments similarly argued that the violins of Jacob Stainer were of 'the greatest importance'. Mozart played one. But the modern history of comparison begins in the early 19th century when Stradivari rose to superstardom, his aura spread to his Italian colleagues and the modern copy came to stand in relation to an 'original'. This was largely due to the work of a French luthier, Jean-Baptiste Vuillaume, who bought from a collector a trove of Stradivarius instruments as well as parts and forms that had been left in his workshop. Vuillaume created the modern Stradivarius standard models. (Almost no old cellos have all their original parts: necks, scrolls, fingerboards, even bellies and backs are often modernised, except those that are restored to their 18th-century set-ups for early music players.) Vuillaume was also a dealer who knew how to hype his products: he bought a violin from the famous collector Luigi Tarisio in 1854 that came to be known as the 'Messiah', because like the 'Messiah of the Jews', the violinist Jean-Delphin Alard joked, 'one always expects him but he never appears.' Neither man ever let anyone play the instrument; it now hangs in a glass case in the Ashmolean with a label saying that it has probably never been played. Vuillaume also employed the craftsmen who invented the modern bow, playing with which transformed the sound of his instruments.
Violins and cellos that have survived for three centuries and been heard and touched by so many musicians are like contact relics: in some way sacred. No other instruments so often bear the names of those who played them centuries before; players succeed one another like an apostolic succession, with a laying on of hands. Baldovino agonised over who should get 'the world's most famous shipwrecked cello', his 'Mara', when he retired. His candidates were Yo-Yo Ma and Heinrich Schiff. Ma already had Jacqueline du Pre's 'Davidoff' Stradivarius; Schiff desperately wanted the 'Mara' but couldn't afford it. As is so often the case today with expensive instruments, a foundation bought it and loaned it to him. In time, he passed it on to one of his students, Christian Poltera, who has played it since 2012.
Kennedy ends her narrative about Lise Cristiani at the shrine of her cello in the Cremona museum. She approaches it as a relic in a glass pyx, an apparition of great beauty. (The English cello pedagogue Arthur Broadley was once asked to name the finest violoncello in the country. 'I give up,' he said, but 'one of the most handsome, if not the handsomest of the Stradivarius basses, [is] that glorious instrument known as "the Cristiani".') Playing it on an earlier visit, Kennedy felt it was like a bird released from its cage. 'The whole cello shuddered with vibrations of pleasure, almost wriggling in its wooden skin ... all the most exquisite sounds distilled into one note.' She played Mendelssohn's Song without Words, 'the closest she would get to hearing Lise's own voice'. Kennedy is speaking with the dead, all those who have played or heard the instrument.
But while Kennedy and many others believe that old instruments sound different from modern ones because they seem to be 'the loci around which ghosts converge', they are also drawn to the secrets hidden in their material bodies, the wood and varnish. On the second of Kennedy's visits she is not permitted to touch the Cristiani because another cellist is spending six weeks recording every possible sound 'the greatest cello in the world' can make in order to make a digital record of the cello's 'soul'. She concedes that this is strange. Stranger still is that in 2016 Harry Mairson, a professor of computer science at Brandeis, who had already made an algorithmic model of an Amati violin, was not only allowed to touch the Cristiani but to take it in a taxi, chaperoned by the conservatore of the Museo del Violino, for an hour-long drive to Modena, where the cello had a CT scan to somehow diagnose its greatness. Looking for something that accounts for a cello's particular quality, Kennedy considers exotic varnish, tight-grained spruce for the belly, and the precise measurements of this or that part. No explanation pans out. Stradivari, like other great craftsmen, did not repeat himself; some of his instruments aren't great; little distinguishes the material of his cellos from other great cellos old and new.
The great modern cellos, like the old, are that way because they are made by luthiers with deep knowledge of their craft; they have a gift as ineffable as the musicality of their players. And every player will over time discover what her cello offers. Midway through her book Kennedy accepts the realisation that it is the player who makes an instrument speak - 'an often frustrating negotiation going on between player and instrument'. In the end she finds what she was looking for: an understanding of her own cello as 'a completely new object', and a way to hold 'silence and sound in measured harmony'.
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World-Beating Buster-Upper
Colin Burrow

4035 wordsYou can learn  a lot about a person from the way they react to the death of a pet. The norm: uncontrollable sobbing, then mythologising its wonders and uniqueness. Perhaps after a few weeks you begin to hear its ghostly paws behind you. Then, after a decent interval, you get another one, not a replacement of the irreplaceable, of course, but to fill the void.
Muriel Spark loved her cat Bluebell, but Bluebell developed multiple infections, and in September 1958 had to be put down. Spark wrote a reassuringly normal letter about it all to her former lover Derek Stanford: 'I was terribly upset but at the same time relieved she was out of her suffering ... I keep seeing her little smoky shape insinuating itself amongst my papers. I can't but think there is a form of perpetuity for the spirits of such animals as have become a part of the human heart, as Bluebell was.' She also wrote to her Catholic friend Dina Barnsley in a more worldly vein: 'I thought it unbecoming a Catholic in my position to spend a pound a week on a cat (or in any position; unless the cat was a pedigree investment).' She goes on to describe Bluebell's last mortal twitchings. Then: 'I gave Bluebell a last gentle stroke & the vet's assistant lifted her up by her four legs (upside down) and put her in a bag. This bag had once held my hats.' She concludes: 'Please keep this letter as I may want to refer to it some time for a story.'
As she put it in her autobiography, drily entitled Curriculum Vitae (1992), 'most of the memorable experiences of my life I have celebrated, or used for a background in a short story or novel.' Usually she added a twist of irony, and sometimes of revenge, but the characteristic flavour of her writing was that of a Catholic ironist, for whom the terrible and the laughable are all but impossible to disentangle, and all might be viewed (or might not be) from the perspective of eternity, over which God might or might not be chuckling. As she put it, 'I do so intensely feel the pain of being human that perhaps I am inclined to "laugh it off" in my work too much.'
Spark was born Muriel Camberg in Edinburgh, which she described as 'this city of Calvinism, high teas and loveless alliances'. It was on 'the first day of the second month of the last year of the First World War, a Friday' (i.e. 1 February 1918). The Cambergs were Jewish. After a schooling very much in The Prime of Miss Jean Brodie vein, Muriel made the disastrous decision (she was only nineteen) to marry Sydney Oswald Spark, who was thirteen years older than her and had a precarious job teaching at a school in the ultra-colonial-sounding Fort Victoria (now Masvingo) in what was then Rhodesia. Sydney's initials, S.O.S., should have been a warning sign, though his surname suited her character well. Expat life in Rhodesia was snobby and steamy and Sydney turned out to be nuts. 'He got more and more violent,' and Muriel decided to divorce him. None of her letters from the period before 1944 survives. In her new biography, Frances Wilson speculates that Spark briefly worked as a spy in South Africa, though the evidence for this is slim. She and Sydney had a son, Robin, whom Spark decided to leave behind (he was safe from his father in a convent school) while she risked escaping from her violent and unstable husband in 1944 on a troopship, which weaved through the U-boats on its journey to Liverpool.
Back in England she lived in lodging houses in London and supported herself with a series of secretarial jobs. These provided many of the distinctive settings and concerns of her later fiction. In 1944, after signing the Official Secrets Act, she was employed by the Political Warfare Executive at Milton Bryan, which pumped out 'detailed truth with believable lies', and was intended (like the broadcasts of Lord Haw-Haw from the other side) to rot enemy morale. She was there for less than six months, but it sensitised her to the fine line between fiction, conspiracy and falsehood which she treads so expertly in many of her novels. Her allegory of Watergate set in a fictional Benedictine convent, The Abbess of Crewe (1974), with its microphones hidden in trees and atmosphere of more or less justifiable paranoia, harked back to her time at Milton Bryan, and her period there became a past that literally haunts the heroine of The Hothouse by the East River (1973).
Spark then entered what Jane Wright, the ample heroine of The Girls of Slender Means (1963), calls 'the world of books'. She worked for dodgy publishers who ripped her off and exploited her efficiency, and for the Poetry Society, some of whose male fogeyish neo-Georgian members drooled over or pawed at her, while others (including the terrifying Marie Stopes) were suspicious both of her unorthodox marital history and of her admiration for 'modern' aberrations from their decorous poetic ideals, such as that notorious radical T.S. Eliot. Spark had a bust-up with them and remained throughout her life a world-beating buster-upper.
Her relationship with Stanford began in the early 1950s and together they wrote several critical books. She also wrote poems (much less good than the novels) and studies of Mary Shelley and John Masefield, whose narrative verse she admired. She then had a protracted bust-up with Stanford, which had its origins in what was to prove the foundational crisis in her life. In late 1953 she was taking too much Dexedrine, which she used as an appetite suppressant. (In those days you could buy it over the counter.) This, combined with overwork and undereating, led to a period of outright psychosis in early 1954. During this episode she thought that T.S. Eliot had encoded secret messages specifically for her, in Greek (of course), in his play The Confidential Clerk. She also believed (rather less plausibly) that Eliot was pretending to be her window cleaner in order to spy on her. Meanwhile she had first converted to high Anglicanism and then (after reading a lot of Cardinal Newman) in May 1954 she was received into the Catholic Church. During a period of retreat and recovery at a cottage attached to a Carmelite priory in Kent she began work on her first novel, which is about a Catholic convert who stops sleeping with her lover and hears the novel in which she is living being typed out from the beyond. The Comforters (as it was eventually named, after the miserable sods who 'comfort' Job) laid the foundation for Spark's success. Its plot sits on that Sparky boundary between madness and conspiracy and religious transcendence and comedy - a zone that Spark was able to make fully her own over the next three decades because she had lived in it herself. She wrote to Alan and Dina Barnsley in 1956 that 'figuratively speaking, there is a great conspiracy going on against me, but actually speaking I cannot at all believe it, not at all at all. It is a terrible thing to be incapable of really believing in one's paranoiac feelings.'
Her conversion and her delusional episode, combined with her literary success, put a strain on her relationships. She decided she could not continue sleeping with Stanford unless they married, which would require him to convert, which he would not do. As Wilson says, 'Muriel divided the world into angels and demons, and before he became a demon, Stanford was her seraph.'
Stanford's main crime against Spark was the crime of biography, or of making her life public in a form she did not like. In 1962 he sold seventy of her letters - intimate letters about love, and religious and mental anguish - to a bookseller whose very name, Lew D. Feldman (lewd fell man, like the fell fiend), was an insult to someone like Spark who had a lifelong interest in anagrams and wordplay. She joked after the sale (again laughing off the pain of life) that 'some old professor is probably drivelling over them at the moment.' (I do like 'drivelling over', since we old professors do of course drool salaciously as we write our drivel.) She also believed that Stanford stole notebooks containing her early poems while she was ill. But the relationship was already over by 1958, when Stanford told Spark's family about her breakdown, which she had concealed from them. As she put it in one of her iciest letters, 'you may care to reflect on the embarrassment caused me by your revealing to my parents that I had had a nervous breakdown.'
Spark's public statements about Stanford were even more chilly, and you wouldn't know from them that she had ever written to him saying 'everything in my heart is sweetness for you,' or had addressed him as 'Dear sweet Popple'. She described him in a letter to the TLS in 1963 as someone 'with whom I formerly collaborated in some critical works'. In Curriculum Vitae she presents him as being 'very keen to set up a literary partnership with me', and as someone 'wildly and almost constitutionally inaccurate' who 'endured, in fact, a nervous breakdown at the time of my first success'. Meanwhile, in her fiction, she generated portraits of the Evil Stanford which are fuelled by hurt, rage and denial that she ever loved him (though she knew she had done so). Under the fictional equivalent of a false moustache and wig, the short and bald Stanford became the portly overbearing blackmailer and user of black magic Hector Bartlett, who's repeatedly described by the heroine of A Far Cry from Kensington (1988) as a pisseur de copie. Stanford also underpins the narrator's bisexual bad novelist boyfriend in Loitering with Intent (1981), whose prose is described like this: 'He never reached the point until it was undetectably lost in a web of multisyllabic words and images trowelled on like cement.' That mixture of metaphors is not typical of Spark's disciplined style, but its sloppy mess of mortar and sticky web is not an unfair evocation of Stanford's way of writing.
Biographers (including sensitive ones like Wilson) generally adopt Spark's view of Stanford as a creep and traitor. But he was a standard issue 1950s literary critical milksop and would-be poet, whose love of language outstripped his skill in using it by several furlongs. He lived with his mother, and was often ill, particularly after Spark dumped him for the Catholic Church. He did kind things as well as bad things, and he did swallow a lot of shit from Spark, including being told to have his head examined by a Jungian priest called Father O'Malley who 'knows of cases with your symptoms and so might even be able to advise you', which is not a very nice way of saying: 'All your illnesses are in your damaged little head, darling.' During Spark's breakdown Stanford wrote tactfully to Eliot on her behalf asking if he had indeed encoded allusions to her in his play. Eliot replied with characteristic dryness: 'If there is any code concealed in The Confidential Clerk, I shall be interested to know what it is.' That helped Spark to recover. Stanford also encouraged Graham Greene to support her during her recuperation.
Wilson says 'Stanford began to hate her' when she won an Observer prize for 'The Seraph and the Zambesi' in 1951, but their letters don't bear that out. After Spark's conversion their correspondence carried on with lots of pet names and comic rhymes. Spark continued to sign herself 'Mollie Moonflower', 'Lotus Lolliepop' and 'Tessa Toothy', and her letters playfully re-create the pain of living with that combination of profundity and dryness that is her greatest skill as a novelist. As late as October 1957 she was saying of Stanford: 'I will not hear a word against him ... how many men of Derek's persuasion would be content with a relationship without sex?'
Spark seems not quite jokingly to have thought of herself as writing the world into existence. In Loitering with Intent, her most overtly autobiographical novel, a writer finds that the world keeps re-enacting the novel she has written. That includes the villain of the piece dying unexpectedly in a car crash. As the heroine, Fleur Talbot, says, 'Sometimes I don't actually meet a character I have created in a novel until some time after the novel has been written and published.' Fleur works as a secretary to the Autobiographical Association (which is an occasion for Spark to take fictional revenge on the misfits and molesters of the Poetry Society), and spices up the boring autobiographies of its members with 'my own bits of invented patchwork to cheer things up'. These then turn out to be true. Spark wanted to be the inventor of the world while knowing that she was its creature, which gave her a good - and perhaps, from the viewpoint of those around her, excessive - supply of the egoism that all writers need. She could shut out the world when it interfered with what she wanted to do, and from time to time appears to have doubted that other minds existed, or suspected that if they did they were probably made up by her. Fleur quotes a passage from Newman's Apologia pro Vita Sua in which he says his early religious feeling made him 'rest in the thought of two and two only supreme and luminously self-evident beings, myself and my Creator'. Spark's heroine loves the passage, but also feels 'a revulsion against an awful madness I then discerned in it'. That awful madness within the love of God, and the correspondingly awful madness that potentially arises from the belief a writer needs to have in the truth of their own creations, was the beating heart of Spark's fiction.
Electric Spark, like Spark's autobiography, ends with the publication of The Comforters in 1957. That makes sense, because most of Spark's best writing was rooted in her life before 1960, and she continued to draw on those early experiences until the end of her career. Time was in any case a dimension through which she wandered freely. In her fiction she often anticipates the deaths or eventual careers of her characters with throwaway glances into the future. Wilson artfully does the same by flashing forward through her biography, so that you often see Spark's future in the instant. In 1953, while trying to cover the Edinburgh Festival for the Observer, Spark wrote: 'The "here and now" as it is lived by most intelligent people bewilders me. I can't grasp what is actually happening in the present tense.' Later she said: 'The poetic-logical order of things is not always compatible with their chronological order, it seems to me.'
In the early 1960s Spark's fiction drew on her life in Edinburgh (notably in The Prime of Miss Jean Brodie), her conversion (The Mandelbaum Gate) and her experiences in lodging houses and publishing houses immediately after the war (The Girls of Slender Means). In the 1980s she looked back to those experiences from a greater and more ironical distance in Loitering with Intent and A Far Cry from Kensington. Some of her novels from the in-between period of the 1970s don't quite generate the depth charges of doubt and uncertainty about what is real that rumble under her best work, and that's partly because they don't look back to her earlier life. The antics over Italian land law and lawlessness in The Takeover (1976), which Spark wrote after moving to Italy with the companion of her later life, Penelope Jardine, never quite elevate the absurdity and self-importance of the wealthy into a plot that unites (as her best novels do) conspiracy, belief and betrayal. The murderous Venice of Territorial Rights (1979) feels a bit too much like she had been watching Don't Look Now (1973) and wanted to do a murder mystery in a gothic mode. Her best short stories (several of which are about women who are murdered) tend to be rooted in her terrible marriage and misery in Rhodesia. The best of her novels from the 1970s is The Driver's Seat (1970) - Spark's own favourite - in which a young woman sets out to get murdered and wears a flamboyant dress so that plenty of people notice her in the moments before her death. It was in part an experiment in the nouveau roman, but it became more than that because, despite its emotionally detached style, it drew on Spark's own decision to risk everything and marry a violent man.
The other reason Wilson does well to focus on the period leading up to The Comforters is that Spark's later success didn't make her a nicer person. She came to hate the biography which she authorised Martin Stannard to produce in 1992. She was unhappy with it in part because Stannard conscientiously described episodes in which Spark was perfectly and assuredly horrid to publishers and former friends. In 1962, when she was toiling away at both The Girls of Slender Means (my own favourite) and, at the same time, her most ambitious novel, The Mandelbaum Gate, the unfortunate Alan and Dina Barnsley, with whom she had stayed in Kent and corresponded cheerfully, dared to turn up for an unexpected visit. They were sent away with something larger and heavier than a flea in their ear. Alan wrote afterwards to say that the friendship was over. Spark replied:
Your farewell letter leaves me dry-eyed and the sickly dishonesty of your accusations - so far as I can decipher your impolite handwriting with a magnifying glass - affects me only as do all sickly things.
My last postcard to Dina should have made my present position quite clear. Obviously it did not - unless one is to suppose you are as inconsiderate as you appear to be. I prefer to suppose that you are too obtuse to take in a civilly-worded plea, but needs must have it drummed in. (If I may say so, it is a flaw in your excellent writings that you assume in your readers a mental resistance to points which are not drummed in.)

Every writer  needs a bastard within, otherwise they would never make time to write. Usually the bastard is allowed to shout at maximum volume in their correspondence. There are writers who regard their letters, their addressees and even themselves as works of fiction, and (contrary to the pious lie that writers of fiction are delicate souls quaveringly sensitive to those around them) that means they can write letters which read as though there isn't a real human being at the receiving end of them. Spark's final parenthesis, which says that Barnsley's 'excellent' novels are heavy-handed (he wrote under the pseudonym Gabriel Fielding, since he was distantly related to Henry Fielding), is an unnecessary 'and the horse you came in on' tacked onto the 'fuck you' of the earlier part of the letter. Spark never kissed and made up with the Barnsleys.
She was a professional in all things, including falling out. In her early showdown with the grandees of the Poetry Society she declared: 'Whilst we are on this subject I would mention that you have not in the past shown the respect which is due to me.' At that point, when she was being pushed around by bullies, it feels good to cheer her on. But by the 1960s her publishers and agents, several of whom thought that they invented or owned or at least assisted Spark, were told in no uncertain terms that this was not the case. They might get coos of charm and delight at advances and invitations to lunch and professions of friendship. But they also had to endure blasts of toxic fury. She was more than grateful to Alan Maclean (brother of the double agent Donald Maclean) for signing her on at Macmillan. Then she came to believe that Macmillan did not take her books seriously. She let Maclean have it: 'My dear Alan, I wonder if you can tell me - and perhaps you will have to ask yourself - what it is about me that makes you tell me lies, or at least mislead one with evasions?' (She was fond of the rhetorical question as an implement of torture.) The letter goes on: 'Is it because you want, basically, to vex and upset me? ... Why do you foster my work with one hand & blight it with another?'
After displaying such expertise at the ignoble art of tormenting a publisher, Spark then wrote to her former agent Paul Scott (of The Jewel in the Crown fame) in delight that her hissy fit had got Macmillan to send round the big boys in their Daimlers who offered her a retainer of a thousand pounds a year: 'Let me know how funny you think this is.' Robert Yeatman (who took over as Spark's editor at Macmillan) once dared to query the phrasing of a single sentence in The Girls of Slender Means and was told: 'It's exactly what I intend, and the style is my own. I'm sorry if you don't like it; but actually I couldn't care less, because I made up my mind at the age of nine not to care less about criticisms of style.' She goes on to say (with her tongue perhaps not quite far enough in her cheek) that she had 'hands down' won prizes for writing at school and had bound copies of Walter Scott's novels to prove it. So there. Wilson says her high-handed letters to publishers 'read at times like an ingenue playing an archduchess in repertory theatre', which is a good line, but too kind.
Spark had, however, lived through being patronised by self-important and second-rate literary men, several of whom (though not Maclean or Yeatman) were also sexual predators. She had to fight off the advances of Rayner Heppenstall, who commissioned radio plays for the BBC. Spark described a lunch with him during which she 'had to literally struggle for my honour'. Her vehement assertions of the seriousness of her writing were understandable responses to the milieu in which she operated, and to her need to support herself, her parents and her son, who since 1945 had been living with his grandparents in Edinburgh. But part of her believed that she wrote the world, and when the world suggested that maybe she didn't write all of it, she could accuse it of disloyalty, or threaten to sue, or accuse it of 'cramping and stifling my vital development as a writer', or say, self-importantly: 'I need a home publisher who thinks of my stuff importantly.' She gave the chalk-striped chaps at Macmillan hell, and was always more comfortable with her American publishers, several of whom were women, and who kept her sweet by offering her places to stay and work in New York, as well as big advances.
Her sugary letters to Shirley Hazzard in the early 1960s ('Enyway I can't talkers to any other friend as I can talkers to you') aren't enough to offset the acidity on display elsewhere. Readers will have to wait until Volume 2 of the letters for Spark's inevitable falling out with Hazzard, but many will feel that one volume is enough. Dan Gunn (apart from a shocking misidentification of an allusion to the great 17th-century Anglican divine Jeremy Taylor) does an excellent job of annotating the earlier letters (though some of the best are extracted and quoted only in footnotes) and no doubt will be equally meticulous in the second volume, as Spark flames her way through more publishers and former friends during the 1970s and beyond. But by 1963 she had arrived. She was rich enough to buy green and blue Hermes suede gloves in Paris. She was also suave enough to conceal beneath those gloves (most of the time at least) the knuckle-duster with which she had established herself as a Famous Author.
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In the Multiverse
Jessica Olin

5322 wordsAlmost twenty years  have passed since Amanda Knox, an American exchange student in Perugia, was arrested for the murder of her British housemate, Meredith Kercher, and it is nearly impossible, at this far remove, to convey the chaos that engulfed her. The lead prosecutor, Giuliano Mignini, pursued a case based on circumstantial evidence, gut instinct and his fantasies of female depravity, painting the 20-year-old Knox as a sex-crazed psychopath. His team leaked information about the investigation to the press, which published wild theories as fact (sample headlines: 'ORGY OF DEATH'; 'KNOX WAS A DRUGGED-UP TART'). Knox became a tabloid fixture, 'Foxy Knoxy'. She and her boyfriend of one week, an Italian student called Raffaele Sollecito, were both found guilty in 2009; she was sentenced to 26 years in prison. (Knox and Sollecito were found to have acted with Rudy Guede, who in 2008 had been convicted of sexually assaulting Kercher and conspiracy to murder; he completed his sentence in 2020.) When, in 2011, DNA evidence exonerated Knox and Sollecito and they were acquitted on appeal, it was just as much of a shock to her as her initial conviction had been. Her new memoir chronicles her attempt to adjust to life after prison - or, as she puts it, 'how I failed to reclaim my old life', and what she gained instead.
But first Free takes us inside Capanne, the women's prison near Perugia where Knox was incarcerated for almost four years. Her cell had a 'steel bed frame painted pumpkin orange, a green foam mattress and a coarse wool blanket'. The doors were 'unlike any I had ever seen: they were solid sheets of metal with no handles, just a hole where the handle should be.' When prisoners were sent books the covers and spines had to be torn off, 'leaving a wiggly bundle of pages swimming inside its dust jacket'. The rules were nonsensical: 'Though we were allowed to have a camp stove that produced an open flame, we couldn't have nutmeg - presumably because a woman on the cellblock had tried to snort it. We could clean with bleach, but we were forced to wear socks on our hands when it got cold, because we weren't allowed to wear gloves.' The 'occasional rehabilitation programmes' on offer included 'theoretical beekeeping'. 'Seriously, beekeeping without the bees?'
Knox was banned from common areas for the duration of the investigation. The only outdoor space she could access was a small courtyard next to the prison chapel. 'Even when it was pouring rain, I circled that courtyard like a dog at a fence line, feeling the blood pump through my body, calming me.' She improved her Italian by reading a translation of Harry Potter and the Goblet of Fire; Viktor Frankl's memoir of his confinement in Nazi concentration camps, Man's Search for Meaning, served as her 'How to Survive Prison' manual. She sang, at the top of her lungs, every song she knew by heart: the Beatles, Christmas carols, 'The Star-Spangled Banner'.
Once she was moved to 'general population', Knox met Alessia, 'who worked in the commissary' and was 'the black-market FedEx' for notes, cigarettes and CDs, and Wilma, 'who worked in the kitchen and had access to coveted garlic cloves, and who, if you were lucky, would clip you a sprig from the rosemary bush'. The Nigerian inmates nicknamed Knox 'America' and set up a table for her in the evenings: 'One by one, I'd translate their court documents and letters from their boyfriends, and write out their innuendo-filled responses, translating the pidgin English ... into proper Italian.' From her fellow inmates, Knox learned Italian rap lyrics and how to make a prison cappuccino by shaking boiling milk in an empty two-litre water bottle until it foamed.
It wasn't all dance parties and rolling pizza dough with a broom handle. She was sexually harassed by the prison comandante, cornered and grabbed by a guard. A paranoid cellmate ripped her journal to shreds. After her conviction, she was put on suicide watch:
We all knew the methods. One inmate in my cellblock had broken a plastic pen into shards and tried to swallow them. I heard about a guy in the men's wing who had used his cooking stove and a plastic bag to asphyxiate himself. You could hang yourself with a bedsheet. I even thought that if I threw myself at the bed frame in just the right way, I could hit my head hard enough to bludgeon myself to death.

Knox's divorced parents remortgaged their homes to pay for her legal defence; her mother, Edda, was on a plane to Italy even as Knox was being interrogated by the police. Knox's friend Madison moved to Perugia in 2010 and visited her twice a week. Madison studied the research on false confessions, got a job as a photographer for the local paper and 'in her spare time, she and an interpreter friend talked to journalists, lawyers and people on the street about my case.' The Italian professor who had taught Knox at the University of Washington arranged for her 'to keep earning credit through independent study'. A local politician and his colleague 'brought me as many books as I could devour by my favourite Italian authors'. An expatriate couple from Seattle opened up their house near Perugia; Knox's stepfather moved in for the final year of her imprisonment.
Her 'best friend' in prison was Don Saulo Scarabattoli, the Catholic chaplain. His gentle manner - knocking before entering her cell, crying during Kung Fu Panda - endeared him to her, as did his rumpled appearance: 'Compared to the crisp lines and perfectly plucked eyebrows of so many of the cops and prison officials, his relaxed style felt almost ... Pacific Northwest.' Although Knox was an atheist, he invited her to play guitar during mass. The chapel had wooden pews and natural light, a view (through bars) of a small garden: the inmates 'would sing along, happy to be there. The atmosphere was even festive at times. It was a warm, inviting and contemplative oasis.' After her conviction, the conversations with Scarabattoli became more 'philosophical'. They debated 'gay marriage, adoption, the role of women in religious doctrine, vegetarianism, life after death. We disagreed, amicably, about many things.' On what turned out to be her last day at Capanne, Scarabattoli gave Knox 'a small, silver flying dove on a thin chain' to represent the Holy Spirit and freedom. He told her he loved her 'like a grandfather' and recorded her singing a song by Cat Power.
After her release, a sympathetic ex-FBI agent helped Knox and her family get out of Perugia, 'paparazzi ramming my stepdad's car from behind'. At a safe house in Rome, she stayed up until dawn, afraid to go to sleep in case she woke up back in her cell. Arriving home in Seattle, Knox found her 'childhood bedroom strewn with petals': her friends had bought everything in the flower shop. 'It was a beautiful gesture, like a scene out of a rom-com, but it also served to highlight how unfamiliar that room had become.' Her mother's house was besieged by news crews; she 'drew every curtain in the house, and she hasn't opened them since.' Knox was claustrophobic, overwhelmed by the sheer amount of 'stuff' she owned. She filled bin bags with her old toy animals, Pokemon cards and manga.
She found relief in the landscape. Foraging for chanterelles with her Italian professor, 'the spongy bed of pine needles on the forest floor, after years of standing on nothing but concrete, felt like it might spring me into the air. I was an astronaut bounding on the moon.' Her senses were heightened, her curiosity 'blazing'. When she and Madison moved into a cheap apartment, the keys 'felt weighty and huge in my hand, like they could open the gates of a city'. She purged her wardrobe, replacing her 'court and prison outfits' with colourful clothes. At Arundel, her favourite second-hand bookshop, 'I put my nose in the books, I caressed their spines, I bought as many as I could carry at a time.' Hypervigilant, insomniac, she walked and cycled alone for hours, wandering 'aimlessly': 'I was taking in the sights, both large and small, as if everything - a skyscraper, a ladybug on a rhododendron leaf - carried the same cosmic weight. I felt like a drifting ghost, unattached and insignificant.' Visits to a trauma specialist and a silent meditation retreat triggered panic attacks. Knox was painfully aware of the sacrifices her family had made in their 'one, all-consuming mission: save Amanda.' To pay them back, at least financially, she wrote a memoir, Waiting to Be Heard. In March 2013, a month before publication, Italy's Court of Cassation overturned her acquittal and ordered a retrial.
The TV interviews Knox gave while promoting her first memoir are difficult to watch. At that point, her innocence could still be questioned in public. Diane Sawyer of ABC interrogated her for seven 'gruelling' hours to produce a ten-minute segment. CNN's Chris Cuomo, who clearly wanted to have it both ways, to ask gotcha questions and also be the good guy, warned her ahead of time that he was going to be 'tough', then asked: 'Were you into deviant sex?' 'To this day,' Knox writes, 'I regret not choosing Oprah.'
Waiting to Be Heard covers Knox's first weeks in Perugia; her brief friendship with Kercher and her romance with Sollecito; the days leading up to Kercher's murder; her brutal interrogation; her confession, in which she implicated Patrick Lumumba, the Black owner of the bar where she worked; the two years she spent in prison before trial; her conviction, appeal and eventual acquittal. Before the book's publication, the press questioned the value of Knox writing about her own experience. In the New Yorker, Mark Singer dutifully explained why she had been acquitted but warned that 'if she now elects to exploit and cash in on her celebrity, it will prove that she hasn't learned much worth emulating.' On the LRB blog, Lidija Haas predicted that 'few will want to read' the book.
Writers employed arch language - the killing was described as the result of a 'sex escapade' and 'high jinks' - and framed events as though they were fictional. The playwright John Guare, who called Knox 'my kind of murderess', wondered whether she was a heroine in the mould of 'Daisy Miller, an innocent young girl who goes to Europe for experience? Or is she Louise Brooks, the woman who takes what she wants and destroys everything? Or is she Nancy Drew caught up in Kafka?' Nathaniel Rich wrote in Rolling Stone: 'One might expect that the lead role in this blockbuster would be assigned to the victim,' but 'the show was stolen by an accidental ingenue.' Later, reviewing Waiting to Be Heard in the New York Review of Books, Rich admitted that he was 'disappointed': it turned out that 'the story of two college students imprisoned for a crime they didn't commit was far more complicated, and less dramatic, than the prosecution's theory.' (Two out of five stars.) Tom Dibblee's review in the Los Angeles Review of Books picked at the scab of Knox's 'slight offness', which 'cuts through logic and taps a more primal lobe of the brain'. Of the book's cover, he wrote:
I can barely make eye contact with Knox's photo on the cover of her memoir. Her expression comes across as a transparent plea for sympathy, one that looks like feigned pain to mask indignation, feigned girlhood to mask sexuality, even feigned pain to mask true pain. After four years of prison and international pillory, I have no doubt that Knox has suffered. But the photo feels somehow unbearably false.

In the New York Times, Sam Tanenhaus was dismissive of Knox's 'well-orchestrated round of TV appearances' and pointed out that her ghostwriter had previously collaborated with Socks, 'the Clintons' "first cat"'. Then he got on to what really bothered him: Knox's sexual agency. Here Tanenhaus's outrage dovetailed with the prosecution's lurid fantasies: 'Her candid summaries of flings and one-night stands exude triumphalism.' (Wrong. In Waiting to Be Heard, Knox is ambivalent about each of her three - count 'em - hook-ups in Italy before she met Sollecito). Knox was 'the aggressor in more than one instance', he claimed, and 'her conquest of the inexperienced Sollecito' was 'hasty'. Tanenhaus even had a go at Kercher, who 'at the time she was killed was steamily involved with a rock guitarist' - he was a student - 'who lived in the apartment downstairs'.
Waiting to Be Heard was a bestseller. It caught the attention of an editor at the West Seattle Herald, who asked Knox if she'd like to write about the arts. She was initially suspicious of his motives, but agreed when he suggested she use a pseudonym. She got a second job behind the till at Arundel. But in January 2014 the Court of Cassation found Knox and Sollecito guilty for a second time. Faced with the threat of extradition and a 28-year prison sentence, Knox once again considered suicide. Meanwhile, her family plotted to smuggle her to safety. 'At dinner, someone would drop a hint. "We know someone who knows someone. They have a basement ... It's well stocked. Enough for a short-term stay. From there, you would cross into Canada on a boat."'
In April that year, Knox's mother was contacted by the forensic DNA expert Greg Hampikian, director of the Idaho Innocence Project, who had called for Knox's release. He invited them both to a conference in Portland, Oregon. Knox was 'frankly terrified' at the prospect: outside the main ballroom, 'I stared down at the gaudy carpet. I was sweating through my shirt and shaking so badly I had to clench my teeth.' (One of Knox's strengths as a writer is the way she conveys the physical manifestations of trauma.) She was instantly embraced by her 'new family' of exonerees, mostly Black and brown men, older than her, who had been in prison far longer than she had, and who told her that 'if a tame little white girl from the suburbs' could be wrongly convicted, 'maybe people would finally start paying attention.' She began speaking publicly about her experience, criss-crossing the country 'to tell my story, raise awareness, and help fundraise' for local innocence projects. She had a new purpose. Then, in March 2015, she and Sollecito were definitively acquitted by the Court of Cassation.
Knox's writing for the West Seattle Herald expanded from arts coverage to no longer pseudonymous essays under the headline 'Amanda's View'. She wrote about the damaging effects of celebrity culture and social media, her family, her PTSD, Don Saulo Scarabattoli. In 'Mourning Meredith', which is reproduced almost verbatim in Free, she remembered the 'beautiful, banal moments we shared in the weeks we lived side-by-side ... sunbathing on the terrace, her reading a mystery novel while I practised "Hey Ya" on the guitar', the vintage clothing shop where Kercher found a sparkly silver dress to wear on New Year's Eve. Most of the comments from readers were supportive, but Knox could still provoke violent reactions: 'What a load of crap ... You are alive and Meredith is dead ... You are a vile person obsessed with you and only you. You are clearly a sociopath. You got away with murder so just shut up and go away.'
Knox wrote for other publications about legal cases that had become cultural flashpoints: 'Michelle Carter Deserves Sympathy and Help, Not Prison' (LA Times); 'America Asked the Wrong Questions about Brittney Griner' (Time); 'Ghislaine Maxwell, Elizabeth Holmes and Me' (Free Press). She sympathised with both Johnny Depp and Amber Heard over the way they were being tried in the court of public opinion. She also wrote well-researched and convincing pieces about defendants most people hadn't heard of, including Melissa Lucio and Melissa Calusinski, both of whom admitted to killing young children after long police interrogations using tactics that have been shown to produce false confessions. (More recently, she wrote an article for the Atlantic, entitled 'What Is Evil?', about Bryan Kohberger, who killed four students at the University of Idaho in 2022.) Knox developed a series with Vice and Facebook Watch, The Scarlet Letter Reports, in which she interviewed other members of what she calls 'the Sisterhood of Ill Repute'. She hosted a podcast, The Truth about True Crime, in which she tackled the genre's exploitation of people's 'worst moments' for entertainment. Monica Lewinsky, a fellow survivor of the crucible, became a 'big sister' to her. She was finding her feet.
A Netflix documentary released in 2016 did much to shift public opinion. The filmmakers interviewed not just Knox but also Sollecito, Mignini and Nick Pisa, a jaunty scandal-hound who had written many of the most scurrilous stories about the case and sold them to the Daily Mail. (Far from being remorseful, Pisa seemed delighted to recall those heady days.) The film was deliberately unsensational, and carefully went through the DNA evidence that ruled out Knox and Sollecito's involvement in Kercher's murder. It also gave Knox a new perspective on Mignini: hearing him speak, she understood that he had genuinely believed he was doing the right thing in prosecuting her.
She had fallen in love. Christopher Robinson was the first person she met after prison who saw her as 'just Amanda'. He cooked her elaborate meals; she introduced him to her favourite books. They made co-ordinated costumes for Halloween parties and the historical re-enactment Renaissance Faire. ('Don't invite me to your Victorian era murder mystery party,' she wrote on Instagram, 'because I WILL show up dressed to ... you know.') 'From the very beginning of our relationship, Chris and I played. For his birthday, I put together a cyberpunk live-action role-play scavenger hunt. For my birthday, Chris constructed an American Gladiator-style obstacle course at our local park.' She was 'rediscovering a part of my life that I was told, both explicitly and implicitly, was forbidden: joy'. They got married on 'leap day', 29 February 2020, just before the world shut down. Guests received a copy of The Cardio Tesseract, a book of the love poems Knox and Robinson had written for each other during their courtship. In one of them, Knox paid tribute to a rapper persona Robinson had jokily crafted:
Had I the dopest Cuban link chains,
iced out with diamonds and lemonade gold,
not some hollowed-out dookie rope chains,
I'm talking five solid kilos of gold,
I would hang those chains round your neck.
But being rich in not much else but love,
let me wrap my arms around your neck,
and I will be the pendant of your love.

The wedding was 'a one-night interactive theatre piece for two hundred people, a romantic live-action episode of Doctor Who'. Knox gave birth to a daughter, Eureka Muse, the following year, and a son, Echo, two years later.
In  2019 the European Court of Human Rights ruled that Knox's rights had been violated when she was first detained in 2007. Her statement following her interrogation 'had been taken in a context of heightened psychological pressure' and she hadn't been given access to a lawyer. The Italian state was ordered to pay EU18,400 in damages, costs and expenses. A few months later, the Italy Innocence Project invited Knox to come to its first ever justice conference and speak about 'trial by media'. It is here that Free comes into its own. As a child, Knox had written letters to her mother whenever she needed to apologise or fix a situation. While at Capanne, she wrote an apology to Lumumba. (In 2024 she was given a three-year sentence for slandering him, but avoided jail since she had already served almost four years.) She wrote to the Kerchers, expressing her condolences and her own sorrow at Meredith's death, and wrote to them again after her release. Now, before her return to Italy, Knox decided to write to the man 'whose actions had derailed my life, irrevocably warped my image in the world's eye, and invited the demon of despair into my life', Giuliano Mignini.
After hearing her speech at the justice conference, Mignini responded to Knox's letter, using the informal 'tu', as she had. He found 'common ground with me over our shared trauma from the media. His character and actions had been distorted by the press, too.' They corresponded throughout the Covid pandemic, their letters full of 'the low-stakes and banal yet very real stuff of actual friendships'. Knox repeatedly pressed Mignini on whether he now recognised that she was innocent, and told him she wanted to meet face to face. He blamed the police for her ordeal, claiming that 'had he been present during my initial interrogation, perhaps things would not have turned out as they did.' He was adamant that 'he had done nothing wrong, had never acted with hostility towards me and was merely doing his job.' And yet 'he told me that he often looked at photos from the trial, and a few in particular where the two of us were in the same frame. He noted my pained expressions.' This once 'nightmarish figure' may have 'taken on the role of some kindly, distant uncle', but his letters unsettled her. After she had a miscarriage (unbeknownst to him), he 'said something that made my skin prickle': 'Excuse me if I say so, but I know I can speak openly with you. Have you ever thought about becoming a mother? It would be wonderful to know that there is a little "Amanda" in the world besides the one so dear to me.'
The book's most fascinating chapter recounts Knox's experience of watching Una vita in gioco (A Life on the Line), an Italian TV adaptation of a Simenon novel. Mignini had suggested she watch it to 'find the torment of the investigator after the end of a trial, a torment that he felt about me'. Inspector Maigret becomes convinced that despite his 'meticulous' investigation, he has arrested and convicted the wrong man, Heurtin, for a double homicide. He is plagued with doubt and even conspires with a judge to let the condemned man escape, until he discovers the true killer and Heurtin can be freed. Knox was 'shocked': 'Was this Mignini's indirect and veiled attempt at acknowledging his mistakes?'
Knox learned from another letter that Mignini had grown up across the street from a women's prison: 'As a child, he could see from his living room into the courtyard where the female inmates were allowed yard time.' His father, who worked 'on behalf of prisoners', died when Mignini was four, and his mother became so friendly with the female prisoners that Mignini 'grew up celebrating his birthday with the inmates' children'. The ever logical Knox struggled to make sense of this new information: 'I had not expected him to have such a deep connection with the humanity of the incarcerated,' she writes. 'I could only conclude that this meant that, however wrong he was, he really, truly believed, as he was prosecuting me, that I was a dangerous person who belongs in prison.'
Their faccia a faccia meeting finally took place in 2022. Scarabattoli mediated while Robinson and Eureka waited in the next room and Edda hyperventilated outside on a bench, convinced that it was all a trap and Knox would be arrested again on trumped-up charges. Mignini was 'as tall as I remembered, but less imposing'. Once again, Knox declared her innocence. 'I had nothing to do with Meredith's murder,' she told him. 'You were wrong about me.' And again, Mignini defended his actions, shifting the blame to others: 'By the time I arrived, all I could do as a prosecutor was pursue the case against you.' There were moments of 'sharp disagreement', and Knox never got her apology, but she still 'felt triumphant': Mignini was 'so clearly moved by my presence and by this shared experience I had created for the two of us'. There are closing scenes in Perugia: Sollecito makes a wistful cameo; Knox stands outside Capanne and Via della Pergola 7, the house where it all went wrong.
In the absence of a religious framework like Mignini's Catholicism, Knox, a 'committed sceptic who held rationality as a prime virtue', has sought wisdom from various sources: Jung, Marcus Aurelius, Seneca, a Werner Erhard-influenced life coach, Japanese and Indian religious and cultural traditions. She told Interview magazine that Zen Buddhism was 'my jam'; in Free she tries to make sense of her experience by drawing on the concepts of kintsugi and ikigai. This white-girl cobbling together isn't as cringeworthy as it first seems. Knox's fascination with Japan goes back to her adolescence: she applied off her own back to Seattle Prep because it was the only local school where she could study Japanese.
Similarly, when she quips, as she often does in interviews, that 'I was one of the few prisoners who had all my teeth,' or repeats her story about men of colour calling her 'little sister', it's helpful to read the statements in the context of her writing, where Knox comes across as thoughtful and well informed about the systemic factors affecting incarcerated people. Context upends many of the judgments the world has made about Knox. When Time tried to account for her 'unusual social behaviour' by asking 'Could Amanda Knox Have an Autism Spectrum Disorder?', there was no consideration of the fact that she was raised by Edda, who, at her first Innocence Network Conference, encountered 'a man named Johnnie Savory who'd been in prison for thirty years, and when he told her that he'd never seen the ocean, she said, "Well then, let's go! Right now! Why not?" She ... drove him out to the Oregon coast, and they ran barefoot into the Pacific together.'
A proud sci-fi and fantasy nerd, Knox inhabits the multiverse. She 'fantasises about moving to a remote village in Germany and becoming a seamstress'; 'If all else fails,' she jokes, 'I can make cuckoo clocks for a living.' Elsewhere she seriously considers 'alternative realities'. She returns again and again to the night of Kercher's murder: 'What happened to her could so easily have happened to me. If she'd been away that night, and I'd been home, would she have discovered the crime scene, would she have been wrongly convicted and would she be reflecting all these years later, happily married, feeling ... both incredibly lucky and tremendously sad?' When she met up with Sollecito in 2022, she wondered if he was imagining a parallel world in which 'Meredith was never killed and we were never arrested ... and perhaps these many years later, we were returning with our baby to revisit a place from our early courtship. I was certainly imagining that myself.'
Free is well paced, clear and focused, with chapter endings that are just shy of cliffhangers. Its early pages seem to reflect a younger self - words such as 'castigated' put me in mind of a bright middle school student - and the adverbs pile up: 'Slowly, dejectedly', 'painfully and begrudgingly'. There are some unfortunate flourishes: 'My sexual spark had been crushed like a cigarette beneath a polished Italian leather boot'; 'His kindness rolled off me like rain off a stone statue in a deserted piazza.' Knox settles down over the course of the book, as she gets further from the 20-year-old who might have written such sentences.
Free has received a warmer reception than her first memoir. This time everyone wants to be seen to be on her side. Some of the reviews and profiles have been written by journalists who have long-standing relationships with Knox and her family: in the Guardian Simon Hattenstone, who interviewed Edda while her daughter was still in prison and who has corresponded with Knox for years, announced, like a proud parent, that 'she is married to Christopher Robinson ... whom she adores, and they have two gorgeous toddlers.' Joe Rogan, who first interviewed Knox during the pandemic (they bonded over their dismay at Kamala Harris's history of suppressing exonerating evidence when she was a prosecutor), fell over himself during Knox's most recent appearance on his podcast: 'What all Christians aspire to is what you're doing.'
There is an aspirational aspect to much of this coverage. For an article in the American magazine Mother Tongue, Hillary Kelly was invited into Knox's Vashon Island home, which has a view of Mount Rainier and 'a 1970s wood and laminate kitchen packed with hand-thrown ceramics; vivid Afghan blankets are tossed over log cabin furniture.' The piece is accompanied by photographs of lush forest; the children's lunch tray, artfully strewn with toys and a tiara; one of Knox's ginger cats; and a painting of Knox with a gold halo by the one-time Jane's Addiction guitarist Dave Navarro.
Free arrives at a moment of reckoning, as writers like Sophie Gilbert in Girl on Girl: How Pop Culture Turned a Generation of Women against Themselves reappraise the sleazy wreckage of the 2000s. (So much has changed for women in the public eye since Knox's arrest in 2007, and so much hasn't.) Knox is finally being written about by women her own age: 'I'm a product of "Thong Song" and Girls Gone Wild, of Lindsay Lohan's tabloid evisceration and giggling Monica Lewinsky sketches on Saturday Night Live,' Hillary Kelly wrote. 'I don't know how to tell you Knox's story without reverting to that moment, because somehow it became a moment about all of us women of a particular age.'
Not everyone is on board. In a piece for UnHerd called 'The Creepiness of Amanda Knox', Valerie Stivers described Free as 'well written, persuasive and genuinely insightful', but added: 'It's also occasionally tone-deaf in a way that seems to expose the reasons the story gripped us so in the first place.' Stivers went to see Knox speak in Brooklyn 'without lingering doubts about her innocence',
and yet a strange thing happened: the longer she talked, the more it seemed possible that this small, cute, physically unimposing, nerdy-chic Seattle mom in platform boots could have done it. To be clear, I don't believe she really did it. More important, there has never been any evidence that she did. But there is something about her affect and demeanour that gives off the eerie vibe that if any totally unlikely young woman could secretly be a crazed killer, it's this one. The more she laughed and said how absurd it was, the more I could see why the police were suspicious. She mentioned some photographs [that] made her look like 'a flippant psycho', cackling at the ridiculousness to a crowd of fans, but that was exactly what she looked like in that moment.

The latest addition to the Knox media-industrial complex, The Twisted Tale of Amanda Knox, returns once more to Perugia in 2007. Grace Van Patten plays Knox as puppyish and earnest. Sharon Horgan maintains an appropriately stunned expression as Edda and Francesco Acquaroli captures Mignini's bearish, dominating presence. Knox and Kercher are depicted as inseparable, which isn't the way Knox herself (or anyone else) described them. The show itself is an oddly light confection - directly lifting whimsical elements from Knox's favourite film, Amelie, and playing the initial miscommunications and petty grievances between different branches of the Italian police for laughs. The symbolism is often thunkingly obvious: at one point Van Patten lopes around Perugia in a red hoodie, just waiting to meet the big bad wolf. But the fairy-tale aspects of the show sit uneasily with its subject matter: murder, persecution, grief and suffering.
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At the Movies
'Highest 2 Lowest'
Michael Wood

1288 wordsThe film opens,  as the credits roll down the screen, with shots of present-day downtown Manhattan. The chief angle of vision is on the balcony of an expensive penthouse in Dumbo, as a part of Brooklyn is now called. The name recalls Walt Disney, of course, but like many New York neighbourhoods (SoHo, Tribeca) has a more literal or lettered source in the words 'down under the Manhattan Bridge overpass'. The penthouse is about as far as it gets from this gritty nickname.
Night ends, the sun rises and we get a glimpse of the Statue of Liberty. With impeccable inappropriateness, except for the weather, a male voice sings the opening number from the musical Oklahoma! A few moments later, when the narrative action begins, the main character says: 'It is a beautiful day,' as if he has just heard the soundtrack.
We begin to look for different connections. We hear 'all the sounds of the earth are like music,' which could be turned into 'Music is what matters here.' The song announces: 'Everything's goin' my way.' Our hero, with a little adaptation, could say the same: 'Everything's comin' my way, most of it terrible.'
The film is Highest 2 Lowest, written by Alan Fox and directed by Spike Lee. Our hero, David King (Denzel Washington), is often referred to as King David. He's rich, the owner of the penthouse, and for a while exceptionally cheery. He's the founder of Stackin' Hits, a famous record company, which he sold five years ago and is about to buy back. He has new ideas. He chats with his beautiful, supportive wife, Pam (Ilfenesh Hadera), who a little later defines herself as 'loving and silent'. Then he leaves for work in Manhattan, dropping off his son, Trey (Aubrey Joseph), at a summer basketball clinic.
Now the film begins to reveal its method, which is to allow each story to be hijacked by another before it's settled in. An invitation to this method can be found in Lee's predecessors; the film is a remake of Akira Kurosawa's High and Low (1963), which is a loose adaptation of Ed McBain's novel King's Ransom (1959). But Lee turns it into a genuine scamper, where the scampering becomes the point. This is one of the recurring pleasures of his films. He likes to mix genres and return to places and people. I'm thinking now particularly of Da 5 Bloods (2018), but similar effects occur in much, perhaps most, of his work. Kurosawa's film also opens with shots across a river and a conversation in a penthouse. But the business being discussed is shoes rather than music, and while remaining faithful to much of the plot, Lee has made a quite different movie, marked by elegant allusions rather than debt.
We might say that visually and aurally the movie's high point is a hectic Puerto Rican Day celebration near the Yankee Stadium, with amazing, uninterrupted music by the late Eddie Palmieri and his band. The other plots have no effect here, whatever drama and damage they cause elsewhere.
Elsewhere begins a few hours after King has dropped off Trey. King's phone rings and the voice on the other end of the line announces that his son has been kidnapped. The caller names a ransom figure, which is the exact amount King was going to pay to buy his company back: $17.5 million. An interesting sideline, later explained by a policewoman (LaChanze), is that the money is to be delivered in Swiss currency because it has thousand-franc notes - a lot easier to carry in a rucksack than the equivalent in dollars. There is a good piece of high-resolution dialogue. The voice on the phone tells King: 'You not God no more, nigga. I am.'
The situation quickly changes. Trey has not been kidnapped. His friend Kyle (Elijah Wright), who is the son of King's driver (Jeffrey Wright), has been taken by mistake. Like their sons, King and his driver were childhood friends. The film lapses into a sticky, unpleasant moral drama about whether King is ready to pay the ransom for someone else's son - he is, but not straightaway. One of his colleagues says he has 'the best ears in the business ... but the coldest heart'.
Then we get back on track with the arrangements. Their execution provides the dramatic and visual centre of the film, funny and scary at the same time. The drop-off point for the cash is in the Bronx, somewhere near the Yankee Stadium - we don't know about the Puerto Ricans yet. King and the police and the money will take the subway. Another policeman will drive uptown, ready to arrest the villain as soon as the handover has taken place and Kyle is released. This doesn't happen easily.
But the masterpiece of film and fun does. This is the delivery of the rucksack. King is carrying it and late in the journey is told to go and stand, with the bag, on the coupling between two trains. Someone pulls the emergency brake and the train shudders to a halt. The rucksack falls between the carriages. A masked figure picks it up and once outside the station gives it to a figure on a moped, who in turn gives it to another, who in turn ... The policeman in the car can see this and is following it, but the Latino celebration fills the streets and holds him up a little. In the end he does catch the relevant malefactor, and finds the bag, but it's empty except for some tampons.
Kyle is released, but he's hurt and has to go to hospital. The money is still missing, but King recognises a voice on a recorded song and knows who has it. He is Yung Felon (played by A$AP Rocky), a rapper who admires King and has been trying to catch his attention for a long time. The police pay no heed to any of this; their general approach is to treat victims as annoying customers rather than people they are trying to help.
The solution by music is stylish and just as appropriate as Oklahoma! is not. But the film gets a little lost here, as if it's waiting for a traffic light to change or doesn't know how to end a tale except by invading it with another. Fortunately, there's more music. Yung Felon, now in prison, gets to sing his song to King. Back home King listens to Sula (Aiyana-Lee Anderson), an event many people, including Trey, have been trying to make happen since the film began. The song she sings is called 'Highest 2 Lowest'. One of the complexities of King's character is that, as he has acquired wealth, he has also risen into a realm of 'good' taste - one that can count Oklahoma! as a 'classic', despite its racism, while simultaneously distancing him from the new, edgy Black music embodied by Yung Felon.
The most memorable music in the film is a song by McFadden and Whitehead, its beat and chords suggesting a march in a hurry, a rocky partner to Eddie Palmieri's offering. It would be unwise to verbalise too confidently the feeling we get from this tune, but its energy and urgency are unmistakable. This is true of Yung Felon's song too, even if King is not taken with it. There is none of the delay that haunts the film's plot and imagery. These sounds are getting there, wherever 'there' is, and the only road is music. I didn't know when I wrote these words that the song is called 'Ain't No Stoppin' Us Now'.
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Professor Heathrow
Neal Ascherson

4162 wordsWhen Asa Briggs  got a job at the University of Leeds, he and his wife bought what he considered an 'imposing' villa on the outskirts of the city. Waspishly, the historian A.J.P. Taylor described it as 'like Asa himself, small, squat and full of Victorian bric-a-brac'. Of the four recent British giants of broad-gauge history, Adam Sisman has now studied three: Taylor, Hugh Trevor-Roper and Briggs, leaving only Eric Hobsbawm to Richard Evans. Briggs's widow, Susan, commissioned Sisman to write this Life, and in fact the man himself noted before his death in 2016 that if there had to be a biography, Sisman would be the right person to do it. The result is an elaborately detailed and affectionate account that leaves a slight whiff of constraint. It's as if Sisman had more to say about 'Asa', as a historian for instance, but felt it prudent to leave that judgment to university professionals.
Briggs began as the son of a horse-and-cart grocer in Keighley, whose shop went bust in the 1930s. He ended up in the House of Lords as Baron Briggs of Lewes, welcomed to the Royal Enclosure at Ascot, the guest of millionaire and aristocratic friends, chairman or member of countless committees of the great and good, all the while (to the condescending pleasure of posher colleagues) keeping some of his West Yorkshire accent. And yet this is not quite that English bedtime story about low-born talent being absorbed into the establishment and rendered harmless. For the first part of his career, at least, Briggs was a loud, persistent harrier of the status quo, whose resistance to change he despised. 'We are an intensely conservative society,' he said on the BBC in 1956, and 'a class society, with marked social inequality ... the obsession with the past, our heritage, not only softens some of the blows of the present but prevents us from tackling some of the present problems of our age ... our grammar schools, public schools and universities produce fewer scientists and technologists than in the USA or Russia.' Noel Annan gave his study of the intellectuals who shaped postwar Britain the title Our Age, but 1945-79 has also been called 'the Age of Asa' - the title of a collection of essays edited by Miles Taylor. Briggs became a dominating voice in the Wilson and Callaghan years of Labour government, a time not only of the notorious 'white heat of technology' but of huge expansion and transformative innovation in higher and further education. Unlike other academic historians, he actually changed the institutions and practices of his country, as well as emitting a cataract of written history - some excellent and lasting, some rushed and perfunctory (Sisman's 'select bibliography' lists 26 books written or co-written by Briggs, several of them multi-volume).
That figure doesn't include the many book projects left unfinished or that never got beyond the acceptance of the publisher's advance, let alone most of his academic and BBC lectures from more than fifty years of teaching. To say Briggs took on too much is a laughable understatement. By the end of his life, his unfinished commitments towered over him. And yet it's not quite right to conclude that he could never say no. His problem was wonderfully positive: he always said yes, with bursting enthusiasm for the new project. Sometimes he would for a time give it all his terrific energy. But, once launched, he tended to leave to others the practical work of bringing the new idea to reality - a point Sisman makes well. The only grand schemes to which he stayed loyal and (with interruptions) committed were the new University of Sussex and the Open University, of which he was chancellor from 1978 to 1994.
His own politics were flexible: left or leftish, but he never joined a political party. It's impossible to imagine the Wilson-Callaghan years without Briggs's multiple pushings at the government for social reforms, and yet, when the peerage finally arrived, he sat in the Lords as a cross-bencher. Almost the only job he undertook that was directly commissioned by a Labour government was the Briggs Report on Nursing, ordered by Richard Crossman when he was minister of health, but only published in 1972 (by which time there was a Conservative government that buried most of its sensible proposals).
This lifelong reluctance to sign up to - or be nailed down by - the causes he fought for irritated some of Briggs's contemporaries. They found him elusive. That was a physical attribute too: constantly in motion, he acquired a reputation for never being around when a committee or colleague or (sometimes) university student needed him. He seemed always to be off somewhere else in the world, lecturing or chairing. 'He was a busy, bustling figure who radiated energy and vitality, seemingly always in a hurry, and who travelled so frequently that he earned the nickname "Professor Heathrow",' Sisman writes. That sounds dismissive. But Briggs was deeply consistent in everything he did to one principle: fairness.
Keighley was a relatively progressive town to grow up in, and yet social unfairness soused it like the rain blowing down from Ilkley Moor. Briggs, in this respect resembling the late Jimmy Reid of Upper Clyde Shipbuilders, saw around him capitalism's monstrous waste of human potential. As Reid would put it, see the Ian Rankin living up that stair who will never write a novel, the Menuhin in the next tenement who will never hold a violin, the Chloe Kelly in that council block who will never hear the roar as she slams a ball into an open goal. For Reid, fairness would only come through social revolution. For Briggs, it was through knowledge: an eruption of public education whose lava would overflow all the conventional boundaries of elitist schooling and narrowly academic universities. As Sisman points out, when Asa left school, there were only fifty thousand university students (almost all of them men) in the whole of Britain. Today, to a substantial degree because of Briggs's campaigns and ideas, there are more than three million in higher education.
He started at Keighley Grammar School in 1931, already 'a very clever boy' who had been writing essays and poems at the age of seven. Shrewd teachers helped him to the top: School Certificate at fourteen, then sixth form, during which he 'read more poetry, fiction and literary criticism ... than he would have read if he had been studying English at university today'. At this stage, it was English rather than history that entranced him. And it was probably a sense of his own precocious mastery of fluent, conventionally decorative prose that later gave him bullet-proof cultural self-confidence as he moved south into the Oxbridge world. For a short time at Keighley Grammar, he fell under the soggy influence of Moral Rearmament, the right-wing purity crusade. His schoolmates derided him, but Briggs always retained an undefined Protestant faith and could be called on for a bracing sermon. His parents were not particularly devout, but passed on a lasting respect for the 'self-help' teaching of Samuel Smiles. Not that his veneration of Smiles extended to self-help about the house, where his mother did everything for him; Briggs remained notorious for being unable to change a plug or drive a car.
His school-leaving prize, which he chose for himself, was G.M. Young's Victorian England: Portrait of an Age. His turn towards history, and towards its Victorian legacy, was beginning. No other book made such an impact on him. 'It was an inspired choice,' Sisman writes, 'for it was a work that Asa would refer to repeatedly for the remainder of his long life.' From Keighley, aged sixteen, Briggs won a place at Sidney Sussex College, Cambridge. It was 1938, and the university was still a place of medieval discomfort and restriction, its students almost exclusively 'hearty, philistine and insular' middle-class undergraduates. Some new arrivals, like Hobsbawm or the working-class Raymond Williams, were 'alienated and shocked' by this. Briggs sailed through almost impervious to it all, soon a star in two different college debating societies and drafting a 'History of Modern Times' (his first unfinished project). War brought one immense intellectual blessing to Cambridge: the London School of Economics was evacuated there and Cambridge genius found itself exchanging ideas with Harold Laski (Briggs's favourite), R.H. Tawney, Denis Brogan, Eileen Power and her Cambridge husband, Michael Postan. Briggs began to read Marx and the new subject of sociology. He was drifting leftwards, remarking (after the Soviet Union had joined the Allies) that a talk on the USSR by the socialist barrister D.N. Pritt was 'a very good antidote to rotten USA worship'.
By now, the industrious Briggs was making helpful friends. Long afterwards, one of them wrote that 'he was then more obviously a Yorkshireman - thin, intense and jovial - you couldn't have a dull lunch with Asa.' Many of them were waiting to greet him when, after graduating, he was recruited into the deeply secret code-breaking world of Bletchley Park. He always called it his 'second university', and Sisman's long Bletchley chapter is the most intriguing in the book. What exactly Briggs decoded in Hut 6 he never revealed. But passion was everywhere, with young women far outnumbering the young men who bossed them about. Briggs began a long, tormented affair with a young Scottish Catholic. But he was also involved in the intense discussions about the postwar world with colleagues like the future Labour cabinet minister and SDP founder Roy Jenkins or the Americans Telford Taylor (later a Nuremberg prosecutor) and William Bundy (a Kennedy security adviser). Never a communist, he felt emotional solidarity with the Soviet Union as an ally and was indignant if anybody criticised Soviet actions ('Oh, the Poles!'). Sisman doesn't ask the question, but it would be interesting to know if Briggs had anything to do with the other intelligence workers (often non-communists) who were so scandalised that Ultra data was withheld from the Red Army that they secretly supplied it themselves.
After his demob in 1945, friends he had made through Bletchley helped to secure Briggs a fellowship at Worcester College, Oxford. Teaching politics and economics on the newish PPE course, he soon won a reputation as 'a very young don who sparkled with erudition' and was equipped with a ferocious work-drive. His early morning lectures were packed out, and his contemporaries - students or dons - are a list of names that would dominate the decades to come. Undistracted by a short affair with Iris Murdoch, he was working on the book published as Victorian People (1954), in many ways the most attractive of all his writings. It was almost the first trumpet blast of a counter-offensive, launched to rehabilitate Victorian thought and achievements after the 20th-century rebellion against its emotional and sexual hypocrisy, imperial arrogance and gloomy neo-Gothic architecture.
Briggs asked insistently why, if Victorian society had been so malign, there had been no British revolution in 1848. He contrasted Birmingham, where there hadn't been a great social gulf between small employers and loom-worker families, with the violent class war between capitalist owners and the silk-weaving proletariat in Lyon. He soon accepted a commission from Birmingham to write the next volume of the city's history, commuting there from Oxford several days a week. This job converged with his complaint that London-centred historians had almost totally ignored England's provincial cities, although they had become so vast and wealthy in the Victorian period. Victorian Cities (1963), which is as readable as Victorian People, examined the growth of places like Manchester, Birmingham, Leeds and Middlesbrough.
By then 
, Briggs had left Oxford, moving in 1955 to the history department at Leeds. He was already a celebrity, a regular BBC voice and a popular author. He had travelled enormously, often as a government-sponsored lecturer, to the Gold Coast (soon to be Ghana), Malaya (soon Malaysia) and the British occupation zone of Germany. He had befriended the young Rupert Murdoch when he arrived at Worcester as a student in 1950, and survived a long, crazy car trip with Rupert and his father, Sir Keith, across Europe, Turkey, Syria and Jordan. True to his pious upbringing, Briggs brought back a small phial of water from the Jordan. More important, he married. Susan Banwell, who worked as his research assistant, was a spirited and independent-minded young woman who agreed to marry Briggs on the rebound from a passionate relationship with another don. 'She was not in love with him - "that was never part of it," she would say later - but she thought that they might be happy together.'
Leeds was hard for her. In Oxford, she had moved among throngs of entertaining people. Now, in a suburban house, in contact only with a few uninspiring faculty wives and a temperamental black and white TV, life seemed to have stopped. Briggs, in contrast, was flourishing as a professor of history, planning Victorian Cities and fighting to Europeanise the history course. Gradually things improved. Denis Healey and Hugh Gaitskell were among the local Labour MPs who became friends, as did two Tories, Edward Boyle and Keith Joseph (who would phone Briggs in the middle of the night to talk about books). 'At the time Asa considered himself a socialist and a supporter of the Bevanite wing of the Labour Party. But he was not active in politics and had allowed his membership of the Labour Party to lapse.'
As Sisman's biography shows, this wariness surfaced throughout Briggs's life. Some could call it opportunism. Perhaps it was more an instinct to keep his hands free for whatever might be coming next. He avoided head-on controversy or political statements. He sympathised with CND but declined to speak for it; he wrote for the brilliant left-wing journal Past and Present but wouldn't join its collective. He liked and generally admired Hobsbawm, but his anonymous reader's report ensured that one of Hobsbawm's books would not be published. The commitment Briggs never dropped was to extended education. Before he helped found the Open University, of whose planning committee he was a member, he had served the Workers' Educational Association (WEA) for many years, journeying laboriously about Britain to give lectures, and eventually becoming its president.
The Age of Improvement studied England and Wales (Briggs habitually ignored Scotland and Ireland) from the 1780s until the Victorian climax of the 1860s. Published in 1959, it became a lasting success, after a rocky reception. Sisman has dug up an old Spectator review of it by me, in which I complain that 'names and dates and quotations crowd together so quickly that the page becomes a catalogue, and there is the depressing sensation of reading a precis, boiled industriously together out of ten thousand tracts and theses.' That was characteristic of a distracted Briggs in a hurry, but not true of his work on the gigantic project of writing the history of the BBC, which he cheerfully took on in 1957. Volume followed slow volume until - now an old man - he handed the job over in 1993. 'As the reviewer in the Times noted,' Sisman writes, 'the task had taken him half as long again as it had taken Gibbon to chronicle the thirteen centuries that separated the age of Trajan from the fall of Constantinople.'
Very unfairly, some critics wrote off the project as the BBC's 'house version' of its own past. It was true that Briggs - always anxious for money - had long been writing company and institutional histories to order. But their archives enriched his research; Hobsbawm referred to him as 'the lynchpin of social history in the UK'. In any case, Briggs was acquiring influence beyond scholarship. In 1958 he became a member of the University Grants Committee, which was already planning the new generation of futuristic and innovating universities that would open in the 1960s. Among the projects was a university in Brighton, soon to become the University of Sussex. Its principal, John Fulton, worked to enlist Briggs, who was about to take ship for an assignment in Australia. Fulton offered him the post of his deputy. Briggs hesitated until he, Susan and their two small children were onboard. Then, as the Tannoy warned of departure within minutes, he rushed down the gangplank, telephoned Fulton (who luckily was in his office) to accept, and made it back onto the ship at the last moment.
Only months into his first term at Sussex, in 1961, Briggs wrote excitedly that it was 'by far the most rewarding academic job I've ever done'. There was to be a new Map of Learning, and 'schools' and 'interdisciplinarity' would do away with the old barriers between departments. Student applications soared unmanageably, before the campus (another new word) buildings were complete. Less welcome was Sussex's success as a fashionable destination. Only an hour away from London, it was besieged by media greedy for stories about sex, the leggy Jay twins (daughters of the Labour politician, Douglas Jay) and campus revolutions. Briggs, as dean of social sciences, was boosterish about his learning reforms, although much more radical changes, including the Scottish pattern of a generalist first year, had already been introduced at the pioneering University College of North Staffordshire (which became Keele). If you were a history teacher, Briggs wrote, 'you know something about the future because you are helping to make it.' His Oxbridge friends filled the Labour cabinets of the 1960s (and, like Jay, sent their children to Sussex University); more radical thinkers, such as E.P. Thompson of the New Left, spoke at the Thursday seminars he organised. He set up an Institute of Development Studies and a Science Policy Research Unit. Galloping through commitments, he kept his watch ten minutes fast as he urged speed during supervisions with an impatient 'Yes, yes, yes!' He became a director of Southern TV (ignoring the conflict with his BBC contract), but managed somehow not to accept the chair of the Independent Television Authority (ITA).
Student protest at Sussex brought out the no-nonsense best in Briggs, now vice-chancellor. Through 1968 and well into the 1970s, upheavals ranged from spattering red paint over an American official to crowds furiously drowning out the words of Samuel P. Huntington (for his complicity in the Vietnam War) or Keith Joseph (suspected of favouring eugenics). Student occupations demanded participation and access to 'secret files'. Briggs was always ready to debate and argue, hour after hour, with the protesters, earning their respect for taking them seriously - and the contempt of stuffier colleagues and university principals, who thought he was 'letting the side down' by surrendering to the mob. It's often said that he was the model for the trendy 'History Man' in Malcolm Bradbury's university novel of that name. But that doesn't really fit. He rejected soixante-huit and revolutionary ideas because he feared the backlash they might provoke and was generally immune to intellectual fashion.
At Sussex, the list of commitments and duties he failed to complete, fulfilled inadequately or dumped on underlings grew longer. He secured the prewar archive of Mass Observation for the university but was not able to acquire the Reuters back-files or to raise enough funds for a Centre for Communication Studies, to be headed by the pioneering radical journalist Tom Hopkinson. By the 1970s, as he noted, the initial excitement was draining away, and the staff - whatever their politics - were weary of his constant absences. In 1976, with regrets he never quite overcame, Briggs accepted an offer to return to Oxford as provost of Worcester College. 'It does seem like a cop-out to the port and nuts,' a colleague wrote. 'After all, he has told me on countless occasions, after visits to Oxford and Cambridge, that he could never go back to such snobbish, over-privileged places.' In the same year, he accepted a life peerage from Callaghan's honours list.
Sisman clearly doesn't regard Briggs's return to Oxford as a cop-out. He chronicles three objectives that Briggs set himself and achieved: opening the college up by inviting interesting guests to give talks, promoting science research ('progress was slow') and getting to know the undergraduates, not least through parties he and Susan threw in the Provost's Lodge. Sussex had welcomed women students from the outset, but at Worcester it took three years of tactful persuasion before the college accepted the inevitable in 1979. Briggs thought the hesitation ridiculous, but didn't force the change through. It should be said here that Sisman, faithful and empathetic biographer though he is, overestimates how interesting Oxbridge college affairs are to a general reader. Stories of bickering dons, distinguished guest lists and building projects are dull - unless dramatised as C.P. Snow did in the 'Strangers and Brothers' series of novels (predictably, Briggs revered Snow for his attack on the scientific illiteracy of the establishment in Two Cultures).
The late 1970s took Briggs to the peak of his fame. Then, in 1979, the age of Asa ended as Mrs Thatcher set about dismantling the state and society he had helped to build. Her 'Victorian values' were almost the reverse of his: individualism, greed, merciless thrift and hyper-patriotism. Nonetheless, he disapproved when in 1985 Oxford dons refused to grant Thatcher the honorary degree customary for prime ministers. He continued to make powerful friends in Drue Heinz, greatest of literary funders and patrons, and Tony O'Reilly, the erratic oligarch of Irish butter. He continued to fly first-class around the world to lecture or chair conferences, growing tetchy with airlines that didn't show him respect. With Susan, he built a holiday house in the Algarve. He still wrote incessantly. George Weidenfeld financed him to write a splendidly illustrated Social History of England (1983), which had enormous sales on the book club market but was panned by some critics. John Kenyon, in the Observer, pointed out damagingly that Briggs had fallen far behind the times in the social questions he had selected to cover.
Briggs lived a long life, dying in 2016 at the age of 94 (Susan died this June, at 92). He was busy almost to the last, churning out a book a year and often working on three at once, after retiring from Worcester in 1991. Few of them are remembered, apart from his Social History of the Media, co-authored in his ninetieth year. 'Why did his work tail off so badly during the second half of his career?' Sisman asks. 'Why did he not relax in old age?' His own methods, and his sheer haste, caught up with him. A book about Bethlem Hospital came in 25 years late, and then only because the publishers recruited four younger historians to write most of it. A study of the pioneering sociologist Michael Young, begun in 1991, limped into print ten years later, after Briggs and Young had decided that they disliked each other. There were many other examples of decline. His contribution to the Social History of the Media was nine months late and almost twice the desired length. He delivered the prestigious Ford Lectures in Oxford on his retirement, but his colleagues found them a dismal muddle. Promising a full revision before publication, he was still fiddling with the text sixteen years later 'in snatched moments in aeroplanes, or in hotel rooms. Most of it consisted of quotations, not linked by coherent argument.' Oxford University Press, which had intended to publish them, eventually gave up. Briggs's mighty BBC history, which reached Volume 5 (and 1974) in 1993 after 36 years of work before the Corporation pulled the plug on it, should have been his magnum opus but, as Sisman records, is thought of as his white elephant.
His best work as a historian - he is still the most impressive writer on the strengths of Victorian England - was done before he was fifty. In a prophetic essay that appeared during the high Thatcher years, the young historian David Cannadine wrote in the LRB (6 June 1985) that 'Briggs has often been described as a steam-engine scholar, pounding along the tracks of historical endeavour like an express train at full throttle.' No ascetic, he loved good food and drink as much as travelling, hammering at his typewriter and small cigars. As he lay in a coma the day before he died, a Brazilian carer offered to make the grieving family a caipirinha. Up went speechless Asa's arm: he wanted a cocktail too.
Briggs used sweeping educational change to increase equality in England. He helped to make history, as well as writing it. But as early as 1985, Cannadine was already mourning him. 'Trevelyan's English History was an elegiac lament for a world of liberal decency destroyed by the Second World War,' he wrote. 'Now, forty years on, Briggs's very different Social History of England may in its turn stand as a more robust requiem for a world of welfare state decency destroyed by Thatcher.' Today, as universities falter and plutocratic inequality towers over Asa's England, will anyone draw a new Map of Learning?
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Poem
Clearing
Maureen N. McLane

264 wordsmorning mist and cloud
faint on the mountain
a god is moving his face
over the waters a god
in the cleft in the pass up the
ghyll the scramblers make
their way also up -
yesterday     ||     in the beginning
they told a story about glaciers
& granite and later glass
and grottos and gone now
the volcanic surge coring
the apple the earth

you are finding a way by losing
the path and refinding
a path in what the other walkers
earlier said        how had we never found
that tarn        how
had we let the world dissolve
into the obvious life
we were living
despite        I saw the moon
and there you were Anne-Lise
in my mind        |        again last night
& the night before a new calendar
for memory or is it simply O
the daily        there's the moon
& see that way
is south. It hung
half bitten over the fell the pike
the moon faint yet distinct
in the hot fresh blue.
I was rebuked by a shepherd
I was reading who hates the way I look
at his land        as if I could help it
and maybe with his help I can
maybe with his mental hand
we too would find
a new animal gear        new skilled
with fresh dumb hearts
that don't need starving

I am going on again
but won't apologise
as the day is fresh
& my spirit        my very spirit
rising in my chest like a metaphor
brought home to its source
far and high in the woods -
a clearing the Norse called thwaite
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I do not have to be you
Keeanga-Yamahtta Taylor

3196 wordsAudre Lorde  described herself as a 'Black lesbian, mother, warrior, poet'; she was also a socialist, a writer, a teacher. But she is best known today for slogans taken from her poems, essays and speeches: 'Your silence will not protect you'; 'There is no hierarchy of oppression'; 'The master's tools will never dismantle the master's house.' She is often included among the leading figures of the civil rights era and Black feminism - Rosa Parks, Fannie Lou Hamer, Diane Nash, Angela Y. Davis, Assata Shakur, Kathleen Cleaver - yet her influence was felt not at the height of the movement but during its nadir in the late 1970s, when the possibility of social revolution had disappeared.
Lorde's poetry, and eventually her prose, came to prominence just as would-be revolutionaries were learning to live with the new dispensation. Different tactics were required, political relationships had to be rebuilt and new alliances considered. In the early years of retreat, Lorde offered a politics that dealt in the realities of survival as well as the necessity of defiance: she refused to give ground to white feminists or to a Black nationalism that assumed women's subservience. Her critique of 1960s feminism and Black liberation bore none of the scars of the era's internecine battles.
Lorde's recent return to popularity, as an Instagram favourite and inspiration to the Black Lives Matter movement, has brought renewed attention to her work but has also, at times, had the effect of de-contextualising it. Alexis Gumbs's biography, Survival Is a Promise, considers Lorde's legacy as much as her life. Alexis De Veaux's Warrior Poet, published in 2004, was a more traditional biography, though her account ended in 1986, six years before Lorde's death from cancer at the age of 58. Gumbs argues that because Lorde's legacy is now secure, she has been able to write a different kind of book, what she calls a 'quantum biography where life in full emerges in the field of relations in each particle'. She is interested in Lorde's poetry, she explains, not for its aesthetic or historical significance but as evidence of Lorde's philosophy: a vision of the natural world that includes, but does not elevate, the human.
There was little in Lorde's early life to suggest she would come to be regarded as the voice of Black feminism. She was born in New York City in 1934 to parents from Grenada and Barbados. Her fair-skinned mother, Linda, who often passed as Hispanic, didn't let Lorde and her two older sisters play with the Black children from their neighbourhood. The family was Catholic and the girls attended a parochial elementary school. The other pupils were nearly all white. Her parents were often absent, spending long hours keeping their real estate business going during the Depression. Despite this, Lorde was accepted to Hunter College High School, a competitive, fully-funded institution for 'intellectually gifted young ladies'. Again, most of her peers were white, but Lorde made lifelong friends among the other 'outsiders', including Diane di Prima, who shared her love of Romantic poetry.
Lorde broke off relations with her family after graduating from high school and moved to Mexico for a year to escape what she later called the stifling political environment in America. (Anti-communism was on the rise, and Lorde had briefly been involved in the campaign to save the Rosenbergs.) After returning to New York in 1954, she was interviewed by the FBI about the activities of some of her friends and about her time abroad. But this was the extent of her activism. She saw herself, above all, as a poet ('Spring' had been published by Seventeen magazine when she was still a teenager). She began going to meetings of the Harlem Writers Guild, though according to De Veaux she found the male-dominated atmosphere, and its Black nationalist politics, off-putting.
She wanted to go to Sarah Lawrence College, but it was too expensive, so she settled instead for a public college in New York. She often had to pause her studies to earn money, working in a factory, as a social worker, an X-ray technician and a medical administrator. She had her first relationship with a woman in 1952 and became part of the lesbian scene in the East Village. In 1961, she was awarded a master's degree in library science from Columbia, and took a job as a librarian. The following year, as an act of rebellion as much as anything else, she married Edwin Rollins, a white, gay legal aid lawyer; they had two children, Elizabeth and Jonathan.
In January 1964 Negro Digest published 'Suffer the Children', inspired by the racist bombing of the Sixteenth Street Baptist Church in Birmingham, Alabama the previous year, which had killed four girls. It was an elegy rather than a protest poem:
Those who loved them remember their child's laughter.
But he whose hate has robbed him
Of their good
Will come to weep by night above their graves.

Di Prima, by now a poet and publisher herself, offered to publish a collection of Lorde's poems. First Cities came out during the firestorm of 1968, and achieved some success, though apart from 'Suffer the Children' it made almost no reference to the politics of the day. In his review, Dudley Randall wrote that the poems were 'quiet, introspective': 'She does not wave a black flag, but her blackness is there, implicit in the bone.' Lorde's unwillingness to wave the Black flag at the height of the Black Power insurgency made her distinctive among her peers. The same year, Nikki Giovanni, who was nine years younger, published 'My Poem', which begins:
i am 25 years old,
black female poet,
wrote a poem asking
nigger can you kill
if they kill me
it won't stop
the revolution

In an interview, Lorde described poetry as 'an expression, with love, of some piece of the world in which the poet lives'. But she also made clear that her world was expanding: 'Up to now my poetry has been intensely personal ... I am moving to wider concerns.'
The publication of First Cities led to new opportunities. In 1968 the National Endowment for the Arts provided a grant for a poet-in-residence at Tougaloo College in Mississippi. Tougaloo, known for its role in the civil rights movement, had been rocked by protests the year before Lorde arrived, which may have influenced the panel's choice of poet. But if she was selected for being less radical than other more famous poets, the decision backfired: at Tougaloo, she became involved in a political community for the first time since the Rosenberg campaign. One of her first acts was to organise a writing workshop for students, many of whom were active in civil rights politics. Since she had no teaching experience and no formal training in poetics, the workshop became a forum for discussing and transcribing the lives of the students.
At Tougaloo, Lorde also met Frances Clayton, who became her partner, and co-parent, for the next two decades. Her marriage to Rollins had always been open, but the relationship with Clayton led to its end and to Lorde's decision to come out publicly as a lesbian. She returned to New York shortly before Martin Luther King was assassinated and began teaching in public schools and colleges. In 1969 Black and Puerto Rican students at the City College of New York demanded that public colleges change their admissions procedures to ensure that student intake reflected the racial composition of the city's high schools. As a result, New York's public colleges implemented an 'open admission' policy, allowing entry to working-class students of colour whatever their grades. Among the students' other demands was a call for an expansion of the curriculum, which enabled Lorde, who was then teaching at City College, to introduce courses in Black and women's studies.
Through these courses she met writers such as Toni Cade Bambara and June Jordan. Bambara included two of Lorde's poems in her treatise on Black feminism, The Black Woman (1970). A recommendation from Gwendolyn Brooks led to Broadside, a Black publishing house, putting out Lorde's From a Land Where Other People Live in 1973. It was a finalist for the 1974 National Book Award for poetry, alongside collections by Adrienne Rich, Alice Walker and Allen Ginsberg. Rich and Ginsberg were awarded the prize jointly, but sticking to an agreement between the three women nominees, Rich invited Lorde to join her onstage, where she read from their co-authored statement denouncing 'patriarchal competition':
We, Audre Lorde, Adrienne Rich and Alice Walker, together accept this award in the name of all the women whose voices have gone and still go unheard in a patriarchal world, and in the name of those who, like us, have been tolerated as token women in this culture ... poetry - if it is poetry - exists in a realm beyond ranking and comparison.

Unlike her first book, the poems in From a Land Where Other People Live commented on contemporary politics. In 'Who Said It Was Simple', the speaker observes the interplay of race and class in an everyday scene. A group of white women, meeting for lunch before a feminist march, discuss 'the problematic girls/they hire to make them free'. The Black waiter who tries to serve them is usurped by the 'almost white counterman'. The 'ladies' pay no attention, but the speaker, who is 'bound by my mirror/as well as my bed', sees 'causes in colour/as well as sex'.
The poems in this collection had a new authority: 'I am deliberate/And afraid/Of nothing.' In 'Power', about a New York City detective getting away with the murder of a Black child, this authority is combined with maternal rage: 'The difference between poetry and rhetoric/Is being ready to kill/yourself/instead of your children.' The first and second stanzas describe the predicament of trying to write poetry in a state of horror ('his shattered black/face off the edge of my sleep ... my stomach churns') while the third stanza adopts a tone that is almost startlingly detached to describe the murder:
A policeman who shot down a ten-year-old in Queens
stood over the boy with his cop shoes in childish blood
and a voice said 'Die you little motherfucker' and
there are tapes to prove it. At his trial
this policeman said in his own defence
'I didn't notice the size nor nothing else
only the colour.' And
there are tapes to prove that, too.

Lorde's friendship with Barbara Smith, a prominent Black feminist and lesbian, drew her into the orbit of the Combahee River Collective. By the mid-1970s, many Black women activists had grown tired of trying to agitate within the broader feminist and civil rights movements. The Combahee River Collective splintered from the National Black Feminist Organisation in 1974. Even among radical Black feminist organisations, the collective was notable for its defence of Black lesbians and its willingness to organise. But the main thrust of its political activity was consciousness raising, debate and discussion; mainstream politics were moving firmly to the right.
Lorde wrote about US imperialism in Grenada, and American complicity with apartheid South Africa, but most of her writings concern relations between individuals: between progressive Black men and Black women, between white feminists and Black feminists, between straight women and lesbians. Like James Baldwin, she thought social revolution required a reckoning of all relationships, including the individual's relationship to herself. As she writes in 'Learning from the 1960s': 'If our history has taught us anything, it is that action for change directed only against the external conditions of our oppression is not enough ... we must recognise the despair oppression plants within each of us.'
This was a pivot away from the 'identity politics' that the Combahee River Collective espoused in their 1977 statement. Although she attended Combahee consciousness raising retreats, Lorde never invoked the terminology of identity politics. She was more preoccupied with the way difference is mediated:
You do not have to be me in order for us to fight alongside each other. I do not have to be you to recognise that our wars are the same. What we must do is commit ourselves to some future that can include each other and to work towards that future with the particular strengths of our individual identities. And in order to do this, we must allow each other our differences at the same time as we recognise our sameness.

Gumbs celebrates Lorde as a 'multigenerational healing force' as well as a 'hybrid dancer, ancient avatar, portal icon, altar smoke'. De Veaux's Lorde is a more complicated figure, one who could be angry and controlling. She transgressed personal boundaries. She could be difficult to deal with, even mean. In her romantic relationships, she sometimes replicated the heterosexual dynamics she elsewhere decried. Clayton refused to be interviewed for De Veaux's biography because (in De Veaux's words) she 'wanted nothing more to do with Audre Lorde'.
Gumbs seems determined to soften De Veaux's portrait. She writes compellingly of Lorde's childhood and through close readings of the poems makes the case that Lorde continued to be affected by the suicide of her friend Genevieve Johnson, the first woman she fell for. She is good on the isolation Lorde experienced at points in her teaching career, in mainstream publishing and on the conference circuit. Elsewhere she is less convincing. Regarding the issues raised by De Veaux, Gumbs offers: 'There are differing opinions on how Audre navigated intimate boundaries.'
De Veaux notes that Lorde tended to have affairs with younger women who idolised her and that she misled her partners, promising monogamy while hiding her affairs. Lorde's 'sexual aggressiveness', she writes, 'was part of a need to control every aspect of her connection to other women'. Gumbs seems reluctant to recognise this at times, but pointing out the contradictions in Lorde's character is valuable (as well as honest).
Throughout her book 
, Gumbs struggles with questions prompted by the notion of 'a Black feminist ethic': 'what is the substance of Black sisterhood?' and 'how do sisters disagree?' She writes at length about Lorde's relationship with June Jordan. Lorde and Jordan were contemporaries, born two years apart in Harlem to West Indian parents. They met as teachers at City College and moved in the same literary circles. In 1982, however, they had a public falling-out over Zionism and antisemitism. In the wake of Israel's invasion of Lebanon and the Sabra and Shatila massacre, Adrienne Rich, who was friends with both women, joined six other Jewish feminists in declaring support for Zionism and for Israel's right to exist (she was later active in anti-Zionist organisations). Jordan wrote a response repudiating Rich, which she sent to the journal Woman News as well as to Smith. According to Gumbs's account, Smith intervened to stop the publication of Jordan's letter, arguing that it would further divide Black and Jewish women. She also wrote a response to Jordan, signed by Lorde and others, informing her that her letter would be censored and criticising her 'insensitivity to Jews'. Jordan replied that they had acted 'in a wrong and cowardly fashion ... May you live well with that.'
There was no further correspondence between Lorde and Jordan. Gumbs describes her disappointment on learning about this collapse in Black feminist sisterhood, but it shouldn't have come as a shock: Lorde often wrote about divisions between Black women. 'For so long,' as she put it in 'Scratching the Surface' (1978), 'we have been encouraged to view each other with suspicion, as eternal competitors, or as the visible face of our own self-rejection.' In her essay 'Eye to Eye: Black Women, Hatred and Anger', from 1983, she expanded this argument:
From [birth] we have been steeped in hatred - for our colour, for our sex, for our effrontery in daring to presume we had any right to live. As children we absorbed that hatred, passed it through ourselves, and for the most part, we still live our lives outside of the recognition of what that hatred really is and how it functions. Echoes of it return as cruelty and anger in our dealings with each other.

At a conference of Black writers at Howard four years earlier, Lorde had chosen not to speak in defence of Smith, who had been subjected to homophobic comments after giving a paper. Lorde apologised afterwards and Gumbs suggests that, as the younger of the two, Lorde was unsure 'how to vocally navigate sisterhood in an explicitly anti-feminist, homophobic space'. This seems generous, although such events were certainly fraught. Smith herself described the hostile atmosphere at the conference: 'Nothing was said by anyone [about the comments] it was that vicious.'
Lorde wrote the poem 'A Litany for Survival' the same year:
and when we speak we are afraid
our words will not be heard
nor welcomed
but when we are silent
we are still afraid
So it is better to speak
remembering
we were never meant to survive.

In 1979, presented with another opportunity to speak out, Lorde did not hold back. She was one of only two women of colour invited to talk at a conference celebrating the thirtieth anniversary of The Second Sex. Lorde used her lecture to upbraid the organisers; it was later published as 'The Master's Tools Will Never Dismantle the Master's House':
Those of us who stand outside the circle of this society's definition of acceptable women, those of us who have been forged in the crucibles of difference - those of us who are poor, who are lesbians, who are Black, who are older - know that survival is not an academic skill. It is learning how to stand alone, unpopular, and sometimes reviled, and how to make common cause with those others identified as outside the structures in order to define and seek a world in which we can all flourish.

Lorde had been diagnosed with breast cancer in 1978 and in 1980 finished her first book of non-fiction, The Cancer Journals. With Gloria Joseph, a professor of African studies who became her final partner, Lorde moved in 1986 to St Croix in the US Virgin Islands, where she died in November 1992. Gumbs is right to say that we shouldn't hold up Lorde 'as an example of how life should be lived' but should instead consider what her work has to say about learning 'from our own mistakes, our contradictions, our terrors'. Lorde could be sharp with those who looked up to her, but Gumbs relates many instances of her generosity and affection. Her characterisation of Lorde as a Black feminist activist misses the mark, however. Lorde maintained her distance from organised activism: unlike Smith or Jordan, she never had to persuade her comrades about a strategy, tactic or new idea, lose an argument in order to maintain a relationship or undergo any of the tricky experiences that make politics the complicated business that it is. Her poetry and essays offer something else: a reflection of that work, an analysis of its tensions and a language for its losses and aspirations.
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Reflexive Hostility
Blake Morrison

2131 wordsAt the start  of Flashlight, the main character, Louisa, is a stroppy ten-year-old. She's sent to a child psychologist, Dr Brickner, on account of her misdeeds at school in California ('defiance, disruptive behaviour, deception, peer-to-peer conflict, tardiness, truancy, larceny'), but quickly shuts him out: 'I don't like people asking me questions.' He suspects that what's troubling her is the recent death of her father, Serk, an academic on sabbatical in Japan. He drowned one evening after he and Louisa took a walk together by the sea. 'You told people your father was kidnapped,' Dr Brickner says. 'I think you meant he'd been taken away from you. Stolen. Death steals the people we love.' She denies it: 'I never said he was kidnapped ... My mother made that up.' It's thought that her father, a non-swimmer, slipped off the breakwater. Louisa, 'contentious by reflex', can't or won't talk about it. She's adept at deflection. Wily, too: among the art supplies and toys in Dr Brickner's office is a flashlight she picks up, throwing its beam on the ceiling. At the end of the session she sneaks off with it.
The upheaval caused by having to spend a year in Japan (Susan Choi also lived there for a period as a child) may be a factor in her recalcitrance. As the daughter of a white American mother and an Asian father, she's used to feeling different, but in Japan it's a new sort of difference: she's stared at as a gaijin, a foreigner. Over the months, as she masters the language, she begins to feel Japanese: 'It was as if she'd stepped into a movie and was doing so well in her role that no one else knew she was only pretending.' All that spoils the show is her mother, Anne, who embarrasses her and whom she wishes 'might in some painless way disappear'. She won't discuss this with Dr Brickner. Rather than illuminate her feelings, she plays with the flashlight.
It can't have been hard for Choi to hit on the title of her novel, which has been shortlisted for the Booker Prize. Flashlights turn up repeatedly. There's the one Serk carries on the beach the night he disappears; the one used many years later in a seance when Louisa, having graduated from university, is sharing a quadruple bunk room in London; the one thrust in her hand when she walks through a tunnel in Paris; the ones that guards use to patrol borders. Flashlights show the way; they expose dark corners; in the right hands they're a servant of truth, in the wrong hands a tool of oppression. The novel has a question to ask: did the drowned man really drown? The answer isn't easy to find. All we have are omens, chief among them the 'needle point of bright light' Serk saw flashing from the sea a few nights before he went onto the beach, a light that he knew was more than a fishing boat.
Louisa is difficult to warm to, and she stays that way as she ages, not least in her matricidal fury. When something goes wrong, she blames her mother. It maddens her when Anne becomes unable to walk. (She's eventually diagnosed with multiple sclerosis and Louisa refuses to push her wheelchair.) She bitches, she insults, she steals ('Nothing existed that didn't deserve being rescued from Anne'). When Anne dies, Louisa experiences 'her bereavement for her mother as annoyance'. It's brave of Choi to make her main character so dislikeable, a trick she learned from Muriel Spark. 'The great thing about Spark,' she said in an interview, 'is that she frees you from that infantile desire to affirm your own goodness by identifying with characters who are good. There's no moral centre. The girls are awful. The men are awful. Jean Brodie is terrible. And the writing is terrific.'
Not all the writing in Flashlight is terrific, but dislikeability is a thread. Louisa's parents are no less tricky and secretive. Serk is cold, impatient and unwilling to discuss his family history with Anne: 'That's none of your goddam business! Who the hell are you to ask about my family?' Although he was born in Japan, his parents are Korean, a fact he keeps from his wife and daughter. He doesn't tell Anne when he furtively meets his sister, Soonja, in Japan and he fools Louisa, who's with him that day, into thinking she's an old friend. Anne has a secret too: the baby she had at nineteen with the browbeating philosopher-guru Adrian, who persuaded her to let him and his wife adopt the child (his wife was 'thrilled to be becoming a mother'). When the child, Tobias, comes back into Anne's life as a teenager, she won't admit to her daughter who he is. 'Can Louisa discern the resemblance? Anne prays she cannot.'
'Pale, haggard, angular, beautiful', Tobias is foisted on Anne for a day, the first time she has seen him in sixteen years, in the hope it will dissipate his recent strange behaviour. She takes him to a strawberry farm, a safe place, except for the electrified fence they're all warned not to touch, but on which Tobias, perhaps purposely, puts his hands. The shock hurls him backwards and he's rushed to hospital in a bad state. What looks to be evidence of Anne's disastrous caregiving ('Arbitrarily she birthed him, arbitrarily she's killed him') turns out to be a lucky break: at the hospital a growth on his brain 'the size of a plum' is discovered and removed, and he's 'once again the gentle, helpful boy he always was'. He's a foil to Louisa, who remains hostile even when she learns that he's her brother: 'His very existence insulted her.'
After his recovery, Tobias becomes the novel's hippie saviour. At eighteen, he moves to Japan and lives with Buddhist monks, bowing and smiling as he threads through the streets, beloved by the townsfolk. His interest in exotic religion highlights the failings of his mother and Serk, with their narrow secularism and incessant fretting. Anne's anxiety is her failing body. Serk's is that his ancestry will become known to the American university that employs him: to have parents who came from and are now back living in North Korea will tarnish him as a communist. The tensions make the marriage a battlefield. The couple hiss, snap and fight each other, leaving cuts and bruises. To Louisa, enamoured of her father, it's clear who's the culprit.
The novel shuttles back and forth over more than half a century: 'The past would not be past that easily.' Serk dies in the opening pages, but his backstory rolls on - his early years in Japan, his arrival at an American university (most of Choi's novels have an educational setting), his marriage and parenting. His identity is shown to be complex. Seok is the name he was given by his parents; in Japan he goes by Hiroshi to help him fit in; later, in the US, he becomes Serk. Although he's a top student, he's rejected from the best Japanese universities because, as a Korean, he's a 'resident alien'. The injustice of the imperialist system politicises others but makes him only more desperate for academic success. When his parents return to Korea, 'repatriated' to a homeland they don't know and are soon disappointed by, he refuses to join them ('They were in a place so backwards it even lacked soap') and studies at a technical college in Tokyo. Eventually he's accepted to study electrical engineering in the US. Little or none of this is revealed to Anne. 'I am alone in this world entire and completely!' he tells her. The things Louisa knows about him are 'as meagre as a pair of backgammon dice rattling in a cup'.
Choi's first novel, The Foreign Student (1998), was about the relationship between a Korean emigre and an independent-minded American - a foretaste of Serk and Anne. Her more recent novels include the before-and-after stories of young women. In My Education (2013), it's Regina, the starstruck student in the throes of a lesbian affair; then we encounter Regina, the successful novelist in her mid-thirties. In the resourcefully slippery Trust Exercise (2019), it's Sarah, the teenage drama student; later we meet Sarah, the successful 30-year-old novelist. There's the ghost of the same pattern in Flashlight: Louisa, the whip-smart damaged child; then, briefly, Louisa, the middle-aged, twice-married mother. But the novel is bolder and baggier than its predecessors, uncovering a sinister chapter in Japanese-Korean history. And the point of view we're given isn't just Louisa's: Serk, Anne and Tobias share the stage.
Flashlight grew out of a short story Choi published in the New Yorker. She says she had hoped to write 'a very lean novel with lots of evocative white space', citing Jenny Erpenbeck's Visitation as a model. As the plot lines develop, however, she adds new sections, notably the account of Serk's childhood. Less pertinently there's the widowed Anne in a ten-year relationship with the solicitous, self-deprecating Walt ('not much less than the time she'd been married to Serk') and a grown-up Louisa being given a hard time by British customs officials. An abstemious novel would have sacrificed those chapters and, having evolved from what Choi calls 'disconnected bursts of writing', Flashlight does sometimes burst at the seams. But it's not one of those novels Kipling deplored, 'quivering to their own power, overloaded with bars, ballrooms and insistent chromium plumbing'. Choi has never stinted on dress, decor and kitchenware, and realism is still her mainstay. In Flashlight, however, she's willing to risk the hard-to-believe, whether it's an implausible development (such as Louisa's transformation from a clever clogs to a hopeless undergraduate faced with books she 'mostly hadn't heard of, like Persuasion'), or her premonitory dream of a tsunami.
The least dispensable episode comes when Tobias encounters the parents of a 13-year-old girl called Yumi, who went missing on her way home from school some years earlier. They're part of a group staging a protest downtown. 'Since 1 January 1977,' their flyers read, 'more than thirty Japanese citizens have gone missing without explanation from coastal towns up and down the west coast of our nation. Our government has explained each one differently. Runaways, suicide, drowning. No bodies have ever been found.' The compassionate Tobias is bound to sympathise, all the more so when he learns of a man called Takashi who also went missing, and of a North Korean defector who reported that Japanese citizens, often fishermen, had been abducted to instruct North Korean spies in Japanese language and culture. Hit by 'an onslaught like a freight train', Tobias immerses himself in supporting the Families of the Disappeared Group. One day a woman turns up carrying the photograph of a missing person he recognises - her brother, she says.
From here, three-quarters of the way through the book, the plot tightens. The missing link has been found; an engrossing story, based on historical record yet no less fantastical than fiction, is out in the open. The 'panic-driven bouts of research' Choi became consumed by are evident in the bibliography, which lists books about what it was like to be Korean in Japan in the middle of the 20th century and what it was like to be a kidnapped Japanese person in North Korea in the 1970s and 1980s. She illustrates the first, early on, through Serk's experiences (what Choi's father and grandfather went through must have fed into this). To imagine the second is more of a stretch, but Choi's depiction draws on more than books: in 2002 Kim Jong-il officially acknowledged the abduction, more than two decades earlier, of thirteen Japanese civilians. The five who survived were then returned to Japan. The number of those taken is probably far higher.
Tobias may be the news-bearer but Louisa is the more deeply affected: she's 'turned into some heretofore-unknown' version of herself and the final pages show her in a tender light, freed from her 'reflexive hostility'. She also accesses buried memories that 'many therapies' have failed to unearth. It's not a triumphant resolution, because it happens on a hospital ward. But what Choi captures so well, even as she pushes the novel to its limits (political documentation vying with fictional fluency), is what it's like to live between two worlds. None of the characters ever quite belongs, Serk least of all.
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Diary
Interviewing Hitler
Patrick Cockburn

3652 wordsNorman Ebbutt 
, Berlin correspondent for the Times, interviewed Hitler on 14 October 1930, soon after the Nazis had their first big breakthrough in the Reichstag elections. They met in a small, musty room 'in a third or fourth-class hotel in a very grubby street', which at the time was the Nazis' advance headquarters in the capital. 'I was led upstairs into a tiny bedroom' with a rumpled bed, where Hitler was waiting for him. He ranted at Ebbutt for forty minutes, speaking calmly at first, then hysterically, as Ebbutt tried in vain to ask a question. 'He strikes one not at all as the pale, slender, visionary of certain widely distributed photographs,' Ebbutt wrote, 'but rather as an ex-sergeant major with the gift of the gab, and a faraway look in his eyes.' The purpose of the interview, from the Nazis' point of view, was to offer Hitler the opportunity to deny that National Socialists had smashed in the windows of Jewish shops in central Berlin the night before. Ebbutt had seen police reports showing that 100 out of 108 of those arrested were Nazi Party members or sympathisers, so he knew Hitler was lying.
Ebbutt was contemptuous but wary of Hitler, taking him seriously far sooner than other foreign correspondents and diplomats in Berlin. On three occasions in 1930 he attempted to persuade the Times to let him write an article on the rise of the Nazis, but was turned down. According to Walter Duranty of the New York Times, who called Ebbutt 'the best newspaperman I ever met', he had said two years earlier, in the summer of 1928, that everybody was underestimating Hitler and the National Socialists. Ebbutt believed that they would absorb the other far-right nationalist parties because the Nazis 'know what they want and have a concrete programme, which is more than the others can claim. I think Hitler is going places.' If the flood of American money invested in Germany ceased, he wrote, 'you will see a sudden slump here and general unemployment. That will be Hitler's chance.'
When Hitler did seize his chance, becoming chancellor on 30 January 1933, Ebbutt immediately saw it as the beginning of a radical counter-revolution. Nazi behaviour 'had quite a lot of fascism [on the Italian model] in it,' he wrote, 'but - the Germans being German - it had a lot more deliberate bloodshed and sadism, particularly more efficiency.' He had a clear-eyed but grim understanding of what the Nazi seizure of power meant for the rest of Europe. In a long piece on 11 April, he wrote that whatever Hitler might say about wanting peace, it was entirely conditional on Germany getting back 'most of what she lost through the war of 1914-18'. While Hitler was speaking about peace, Hermann Goring, then Reich commissioner for aviation, was saying publicly that Germans 'must be ready to redeem with blood a pledge written in blood'. Ebbutt concluded that 'in influential and reasonable circles [in Berlin], the view may be heard that war, especially in continental Europe, is a natural, almost inevitable thing, and that next time Germany has every expectation of having the means to win and every intention of winning.' He predicted that war might begin in 'five or six years': that is, in 1938 or 1939 - not a bad prediction.
He also had a number of scoops. On 15 February, he published a secret order by Goring instructing Nazi stormtroopers to take over policing: this, he wrote, was 'the first unmistakable step towards the establishment by the Nazis of a fascist regime in Germany'. Together with his deputy correspondent, Douglas Reed, he had another scoop not long after, which combined an examination of Goring's belligerent rhetoric about airpower with a picture Reed had spotted in a German magazine showing officers in 'the German Air Sports Federation' wearing military-style uniforms and carrying revolvers. They concluded that here was 'the nucleus of a future air force', what would become the Luftwaffe. It's worth comparing what Ebbutt was writing in the days after Hitler took power with what was appearing in other newspapers at the time. On 31 January, for instance, the New York Times told its readers that Hitler was likely to be stymied by the opposition 'if he sought to translate the wild and whirling words of his campaign speeches into political action'.
Even before they took over, the Nazis had made clumsy efforts to get the Times to replace Ebbutt as its correspondent by suggesting to Lady Astor, whose family owned the paper, that he was a drunk. In power, they switched to more direct methods. Returning home from a restaurant late one night, Ebbutt saw armed police running into the building with rifles at the ready; moments later 'the windows of my flat lit up.' He thought the police were just trying to frighten him, but the raid took place a few days after the Reichstag fire on 27 February 1933, when anybody the Nazis disliked was at risk of being detained or disappearing permanently - even if, as Ebbutt recognised, a foreigner was much safer than a German.
In the period that followed, Ebbutt interviewed several people who had suffered terrible beatings in the basements of Nazi safehouses 'a quarter of a mile from my office ... They began usually by knocking out the teeth or most of them with savage blows. Then they beat their victims with rubber truncheons and/or steel rods until they were unconscious.' He kept a stiff upper lip among fellow foreign correspondents, but when he visited his daughter, Ann, at school in England in 1936, she found him 'particularly upset because he had just interviewed a survivor from a concentration camp [probably Dachau], a communist who had been so badly tortured that he was in a wheelchair'. In Berlin the following summer, she went riding in the Grunewald forest park: 'I enjoyed it until the press campaign started against Dad, when the Englishwoman married to a German who owned the riding stable refused to have us anymore.'
Harassed by the regime, he was also having increasing problems in getting pieces critical of the Nazis into the Times, which was taking a more vigorous pro-appeasement line. Articles of the kind he had written about the regime in 1933 were less and less welcome in Printing House Square. Geoffrey Dawson, editor of the paper between 1923 and 1941, wrote to Ebbutt on 1 April 1934, praising him for the good job he was doing and saying that he fully agreed with Ebbutt's diagnosis of the situation in Germany. But then he gave his own view of what was happening. 'There will be plenty of British sympathy with Hitler if he manifestly sticks to the line of helping a genuine renaissance of the youth of Germany,' Dawson wrote. 'It is the greatest possible mistake to suppose that average British opinion has swung clean away from him in the last year.'
At no point does Dawson tell Ebbutt what to write, but his letter leaves no doubt that the editorial viewpoint of the Times had become more positive about Hitler. Ebbutt later wrote that 'the very few Englishmen' in Germany who were warning about what was going to happen 'were gradually edged out by the highest bigwigs in Great Britain, who had convinced themselves that they knew more than the man on the spot'. In what he wrote for print he didn't criticise the Times except by implication, but in conversation he was much more forthright. William Shirer, an American correspondent in Berlin, wrote in his diary that Ebbutt 'complained to me in private that the Times does not print all he sends, that it does not want to hear too much about the bad side of Nazi Germany, and apparently has been captured by the pro-Nazis in London. He is discouraged and talks of quitting.'
By 1937, the Germans were putting a great deal of pressure on him, too. Joseph Goebbels wrote in his diary that Ebbutt was 'a real German-hater and an enemy of National Socialism'. A second attempt was made to get the Times to replace him, with a German diplomat telling the Foreign Office that Ebbutt was 'not making any real effort to present the National-Socialist regime in its most favourable light'. A crude Goebbels-inspired campaign in the German press made play of the fact that the Times spelled backwards was 'Semit', supposedly a sign that it was a Jewish-Marxist organisation.
In August that year, three German journalists were expelled from Britain for suspected espionage. Retaliation was a legitimate reason to get rid of Ebbutt, and he was served his expulsion order by the German police. He left Berlin for the last time on the evening of 21 August, seen off from Charlottenburg station by fifty foreign correspondents: 'Norman Ebbutt of the London Times, by far the best correspondent here, left this evening,' Shirer wrote in his diary.
He was expelled, following British action in kicking out two or three Nazi correspondents in London, the Nazis seizing the opportunity to get rid of a man they have hated and feared for years because of his exhaustive knowledge of this country and what was going on behind the scenes. The Times, which has played along with the pro-Nazi Cliveden set, never gave him much support and published only half of what he wrote.

The impact Ebbutt had had became clear soon after his departure. Goebbels gave him a back-handed compliment by writing that he had no complaint about the British correspondents in Berlin 'since Mr Ebbutt of the Times has gone'. The pro-appeasement British ambassador, Nevile Henderson, said he was no longer worried by the British press corps: 'Except for Ebbutt, who is now gone, they don't seek to make mischief.' At a meeting with Henderson, Goebbels was pleased to find that they agreed about the failings of the British press: 'He regrets the press dirt which has arisen over the expulsion of Ebbutt.' (Henderson did not take to Goebbels, who reminded him of 'a typical little Irish agitator'. He suspected that Goebbels had Celtic origins.)
A previous editor of the Times, Henry Wickham Steed, who had been a foreign correspondent in Vienna before the First World War, wrote soon after Ebbutt's expulsion that 'only those who have worked under similar conditions can understand how severe is the strain of living in a hostile atmosphere while observing events.' The journalist under threat has to write in a way that does not give an excuse to 'vigilant and ill-disposed authorities' to silence them. He cited the work of Ebbutt in Berlin as one of the greatest performances of this journalistic balancing act, keeping 'that part of the British public, which had eyes to read and minds to understand, aware of what was going on in Germany'.
Ebbutt had returned home unwell. 'Before being expelled,' he later wrote,
I had had warnings of my state of health, but not, until afterwards looking back, of the catastrophe which befell upon me. I was very tired, and after a week in London to tell the story of my expulsion to various officials and the Times, I faded away slowly to a little town by the sea in Kent for a much needed rest. A month afterwards I had a cerebral thrombosis - a stroke to the majority. When I regained consciousness and knew I was not to die, I began to count my handicaps. I was paralysed on my right side from face to toe. I was completely dumb, though my ability to read was not affected either in English or German.

Completely paralysed at first, he learned to walk unsteadily with an iron on one leg after eight months, but 'the power of speech came back very slowly. The words had to be learned again almost like a child. The power of writing came back to me a little, but only a little, faster.' He lived for another 31 years, nursed by his second wife, Gladys, dying at the age of 74 in 1968. His son, Keith, saw him once or twice a year: 'He communicated by answering yes or no to my questions (with help from G), and got very frustrated and upset when I could not understand what he was trying to say.'
Frustrating also for Ebbutt must have been the knowledge that journalists, politicians and academics whose experience of Weimar and Nazi Germany was far inferior to his own were soon writing well-received books about this crucial period in German and European history. They often gave him high praise as the journalist whose take on Hitler and the Nazis had proved entirely correct. But references to Ebbutt for the most part narrowly focused on him as a hero of the anti-appeasers, who had been disgracefully mistreated by the pro-appeasement Dawson and the Times. Ebbutt was one of the few protagonists in the great controversy over appeasement, which raged for decades, who did not write a book about it. Gradually, he was forgotten, and he and Gladys had trouble living on his inadequate pension from the Times. Their financial situation only improved when, much to Ebbutt's surprise, he was awarded a second pension by the postwar German government, which recognised that his disabilities were partly a consequence of Nazi rule.
Iknew something  about Ebbutt because in 1927 he had given my father, Claud Cockburn, his first job in journalism, in the Times's office in Berlin, and had promoted his career on the paper. Claud liked him immensely and held his professional skills in high regard. I felt it to be a horrible piece of ill-luck that, having survived the 1930s in Berlin, Ebbutt had been so badly crippled and was scarcely able to communicate for the rest of his life.
Yet it turns out that Ebbutt hadn't been as totally silenced as I imagined. After I published a biography of my father last year, Ebbutt's granddaughter, Sheila Ebbutt, made contact.* She told me that, as a child, she 'could not understand his grunting attempts at speech', but that after seven or eight years he had 'gradually learned to type with his left hand and started writing a memoir'. She had ten chapters of it, in which 'he talks about his meetings with Hitler, Goring, Goebbels and others.' She sent me the typescript along with two brief but revealing accounts by the children from his first marriage, Keith, who doesn't seem to have liked his father much, and Ann, who was more sympathetic.
The typescript, with the provisional title 'My Twelve Years in Germany', seems to have been written between about 1944 and 1946 and gives an account of the last days of Weimar and the first years of Nazi rule. His detestation of the Nazis is clear but, he explains, 'it was not, in 1933, a policy' - his policy - to show '100 per cent hatred of them'. Had he done so, 'I should have been promptly withdrawn by the Times to England, and sent to another country, and I should have deserved it.'
Ebbutt begins with a resume of his life before he moved to Berlin. Born in 1894, the son of a journalist, he left school in 1909 at the age of fifteen (after suffering 'a nervous breakdown', according to Keith). He spent six months in Germany in 1910: 'I was only sixteen - a ridiculous age to teach at a school of languages. Only my apparent age, which was then four or five years in advance of my real age, got me the job.' Good at languages, he became assistant correspondent for the Daily News in Paris at seventeen, and travelled to Finland and Russia. He returned to England and joined the Times as a subeditor two days before war broke out. After spending it uneventfully as a lieutenant in the Royal Navy, he went back to the Times in 1919 as a subeditor in the Foreign Room. From here he was sent as assistant correspondent to Berlin in 1925.
He believed that the great mistake of the Allies was not 'to have marched into Berlin' in 1918 to secure Germany's unconditional surrender. The so-called German Revolution that year got rid of the Kaiser, but otherwise 'did not do very much to the Junkers and middle classes except frighten them a bit'. Above all, the army remained an independent and decisive force in German politics. Political leaders, notably the foreign minister, Gustav Stresemann, were eager to cultivate good relations with Britain in order to loosen the restrictions placed on Germany by the Treaty of Versailles. Ebbutt, consequently, was given excellent access to the Weimar political elite. He became a friend of Heinrich Bruning, chancellor between 1930 and 1932, whom he considered the last chance for German democracy.
'Norman Ebbutt was intelligent and courageous,' my father wrote of him during his Weimar years. 'Politically, he was, I suppose, what could be described as a left-wing liberal, which meant, at any rate in his case, that he hoped for the best in everyone.' There is a touch of gentle sarcasm here, but Ebbutt's guarded optimism was never naive. He believed he had sure instincts about what made Germany tick. But the benefits of his long years in Germany were more concrete than that. He left his files in Berlin when he was expelled, but he did bring out two pocket diaries containing the names of his German contacts, their identities so heavily disguised - 'all secret names were deliberately not the initials of the man in question' - that he himself could no longer decode them seven or eight years later. These contacts meant that Ebbutt was uniquely well informed about Nazi actions. Such connections can only be made slowly over the years and this is near impossible once a viciously authoritarian regime is firmly in power. Potential informants will think it too risky to reveal secrets - and under such governments everything is a secret - to a foreign journalist, unless they have known and trusted them for a long time. Ebbutt had established relationships with his sources long before the Nazis took power and he knew how to use them.
'Goring never forgave me,' Ebbutt wrote after his revelation about the rebirth of German military airpower. He thought all the Nazi leaders were violent thugs, though he believed Goebbels, a 'past master of propaganda', to be 'far more subtle than Goring or even Hitler in most matters' and found interviewing him to be largely useless because he lied consistently. He interviewed Hitler a second time, but learned nothing new. He found it much more useful to speak to Hitler's SS bodyguards about 'the war with the Reds and - always a winner - the insignia of Nazi uniforms'.
Ebbutt was careful to avoid any factual mistakes that might give the Nazis an excuse to expel him, and avoided subjects that were overtly provocative. He wrote extensively about the persecution of Protestant churches, which showed up the totalitarian nature of the regime, but it wasn't an issue Hitler cared much about. Ebbutt's source - they had been introduced by Chancellor Bruning - was Horst Michael, a historian who mixed with Protestant leaders and wanted the world to know what was happening in Germany. Michael informed him not just about religious matters but about hotter issues too, including German rearmament.
Ebbutt's other challenge, of course, was to get his reports into print without partisan distortion. Donald McLachlan, whom the paper twice sent to assist in the Berlin office in the mid-1930s, called Ebbutt 'a master' of 'one of the highest skills of the foreign correspondent', which is 'to find ways of getting into his message points of difference with his office'. Such techniques include attributing critical views to a third party, claiming a story is an exclusive to make it hard to ignore, saying that any editorial change might endanger himself or an informant, or burying an explosive conclusion - such as that war with Germany was inevitable - in the middle of an otherwise undramatic piece. Ebbutt tended to file his pieces late, which McLachlan attributed to 'the pains he took to construct unbreakable paragraphs'. Ebbutt explained away the complex style of his articles to Dawson by saying that 'everything in Germany is tortuous now.'
An example of his skill in conveying to an alert reader that Germany was gearing up for war without saying so directly comes in his last dispatch from Berlin, on 13 August 1937. It is a long, densely written article, mostly concerning 'the formation of a state company to develop Germany's extensive deposits of low-grade iron ore', and the government's effort to reduce dependence on foreign foodstuffs and raw materials. Well into the piece the reader learns that more steel is needed because 'the state-financed economic recovery is based on a huge rearmament.' Several hundred words further on, Ebbutt says that the new industrial plants will be situated 'in regions less vulnerable to air attack than the Rhineland'. Without ever saying so, he leaves no doubt that Germany is preparing for war.
Despite his complaints about censorship, Ebbutt mostly succeeded in getting his views of the Nazis and Germany across to the reader. Writing in the Evening Standard about his expulsion, Winston Churchill had no difficulty distinguishing between the Times, which has 'consistently been an apologist of Germany' and Ebbutt, who 'has never twisted the facts'. How much impact did Ebbutt's reports have on events? Douglas Reed, his former deputy, wrote that 'his dispatches were paid the greatest of all compliments - they were read by his colleagues.' In other words, he set the agenda for other journalists and thereby influenced the influencers.
At the end of the final chapter of his memoir - having possibly decided that he was too disabled to complete it - Ebbutt asks himself if it was 'worth it [to be] in Berlin in 1933, in spite of the failure of warnings [about the Nazi regime] and the personal outcome? It was. I do not regret it in any way.'
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