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Unconditional Looking
David Trotter

5700 wordsThere's  no shortage of advice for anyone who wishes to sample the work of one of the most widely admired 20th-century writers. The literary genres Virginia Woolf mastered during a career cut brutally short include the novel, short story, essay, biography, memoir, letter and diary. Authoritative texts of everything she wrote have been assembled with (for the most part) exemplary dedication and care. The novels, stories and essays are available in a wide variety of formats and the commentary surrounding them is correspondingly vast. The centenary of Mrs Dalloway's publication has done nothing to dampen the enthusiasm. New editions appear on what has begun to feel like a weekly basis. More striking still, perhaps, are the new forms of support act. Edward Mendelson describes his critical study of Mrs Dalloway as a guide to the novel's 'inner life'. Mark Hussey's is subtitled 'Biography of a Novel'. What next for the literary masterpiece, one wonders. Birthday cards? A retirement gong?
Daunted by the hullabaloo, I was relieved to come across the wispy voice of Leonard Woolf, asked in an interview broadcast by the BBC on 23 May 1964 to define his wife's 'genius' or 'special attributes'. 'Normally,' he responded,
she was extremely happy and enjoyed all the usual things of life, but every now and then in conversation, for instance, she would do what I call leave the ground and give the most fantastic account, say, of a perfectly ordinary thing which had happened to her or which she'd seen - which was like what she does, I think, when she's at her best in her novels.

Leonard's observation scarcely amounts to the key to all Woolfian mythologies. But it does very usefully tie the processes of Woolf's fiction into everyday practices such as conversation or the keeping of a diary. And there's an exactness to the metaphor of leaving the ground. It encourages us to think about the moment at which, or the movement by means of which, an understanding of the world starts to take shape.
Woolf's most vivid description of the experience of leaving the ground occurs in the posthumously published 'Sketch of the Past', written in 1939, which evokes in absorbing detail the early life of a child of well-to-do parents, 'born into a very communicative, literate, letter-writing, visiting, articulate late-19th-century world'. Most of the time, Woolf maintains, we exist enveloped in a kind of 'nondescript cotton wool'. 'One walks, eats, sees things, deals with what has to be done' - the 'broken vacuum cleaner', or clothes to be washed, or, all in a day's work for the owners of the Hogarth Press, books to be bound. Arising unpredictably out of the cotton wool, however, are 'exceptional moments' during which some aspect of the world appears to us in what might feel like its essence. 'Sketch of the Past' dwells on a moment of utter captivation experienced by the young Woolf as she took in the sweep of gardens stretching down the slope below Talland House, the family's holiday home in St Ives. 'The buzz, the croon, the smell, all seemed to press voluptuously against some membrane; not to burst it; but to hum round one such a complete rapture of pleasure that I stopped, smelt; looked.' Woolf was a virtuoso of the semicolon. The last one in this sentence gives us a split second in which to consider what the look in question might have involved. It is, I think, above all unconditional. It has no agenda. In Woolf's experience, unconditional looking constituted, if not rapture as such, then its precondition.
It wasn't always like that. Cotton wool can protect as well as muffle. To be rapt is to have been seized: the term shares a root with rape, and it isn't surprising that 'Sketch of the Past' should also have plenty to say about the fear induced by the sort of 'violent shock' to which Woolf was on occasion subjected as a child: most dramatically, perhaps, during the tedium of the twice-daily walk in Kensington Gardens 'when the idiot boy sprang up with his hand outstretched mewing, slit-eyed, red-rimmed; and without saying a word, with a sense of horror in me, I poured into his hand a bag of Russian toffee.'
Mrs Dalloway began as 'Mrs Dalloway in Bond Street', a short story drafted by the end of August 1922, which she at once began to imagine as an episode in a novel. By December 1924, she had a final draft. Mrs Dalloway was published the following May by the Hogarth Press in Britain and by Harcourt, Brace in the United States. Mendelson's new edition takes its copy text from the first Hogarth Press version. He believes, as Woolf herself did, that books have to take their chance in the world, like everything else; but that their author should nonetheless have the final say, insofar as their intentions can be ascertained, as to what we actually end up reading. He has accordingly incorporated the nine minor corrections and revisions that Woolf made in a second impression of September 1925 and in a third of September 1929. Of the various errors which have in his view 'disfigured' almost all of the many editions published since 1929, the most significant by far is the omission of some of the section breaks Woolf introduced in order to clarify the work's intricate design. In her Cambridge edition from 2014, Anne Fernald established that, as befits a work originally known as 'The Hours', there were meant to be twelve sections. Mendelson provides an extensive note on the text which sifts the evidence for his choices. It's hard to imagine that any future editor will want to do a great deal more than to thank him for his labours.
Mendelson, most spartan of enablers, has denied himself the editorial perk of a reflective introduction and an apparatus of explanatory notes. The Inner Life of 'Mrs Dalloway' breaks that vow of silence with a rip-roaring tribute to a canonical work forged from diverse literary and philosophical traditions. In it, he argues that the ultimate purpose of the modern tale the novel tells about a society hostess and her traumatised war-veteran double is to reanimate a story of 'ancient and religious' origin - a myth, in fact - concerning 'one person's sacrifice for the sake of another person's redemption'. Hussey, more curatorial in tone, proves a thoughtful and observant guide to the intricacies of a work he clearly knows inside out.
If there is a shared motif, it derives from the diary entry of 19 June 1923, which contains Woolf's most forthright declaration of purpose: 'I want to give life & death, sanity & insanity; I want to criticise the social system, & to show it at work, at its most intense.' Hussey invokes the gist of the statement - 'I want to criticise the social system' - several times in different contexts. It launches Mendelson's preface, too, and subsequently works its way into his exploration of the 'cold fury' Woolf felt at the treatment meted out by the medical profession to the young shell-shock victim Septimus Warren Smith, Clarissa's dark double: insanity to her sanity, death to her life. In the novel, the cold fury climaxes in a lengthy denunciation of the will-to-power manifest in the Harley Street specialist Sir William Bradshaw's worship of the twin 'goddesses' of 'Proportion' - in effect, compliance with the status quo - and 'Conversion', a desire to subdue and control. As Hussey points out, this passage constitutes a rare intrusion on the part of the impersonal narrator into the novel's customary free indirect style.
Woolf's declaration that she meant to 'criticise the social system' has long been ubiquitous both in studies of Mrs Dalloway and in benchmark commentaries such as Elaine Showalter's introduction to the 1992 Penguin volume. It headlines the measured account Trudi Tate provides of the novel's politics in her new edition for Oxford. But I have yet to see the sentence which incorporates the phrase quoted in full. 'I want to give life & death, sanity & insanity; I want to criticise the social system, & to show it at work, at its most intense - But here I may be posing.' The afterthought's most interesting implication may lie in its acknowledgment that a critical act of any kind is, if not necessarily a pose, then at the very least a performance.
Woolf's most complete critical performance during this period was The Common Reader, a collection of essays put together while she was at work on Mrs Dalloway and published a month before it. 'Modern Fiction', the collection's centrepiece, takes an axe to frowsty Edwardian sagas in which all the 'figures' are 'dressed down to the last button of their coats in the fashion of the hour', recommending with lyrical urgency that writers should instead 'look within', as James Joyce had begun to do in Ulysses, in an attempt to render the 'myriad impressions' received by 'an ordinary mind on an ordinary day'. But 'Modern Fiction' is rarely read in context. On either side of it in The Common Reader, like the cladding on a nuclear reactor, are essays about 19th-century women novelists: Jane Austen, Charlotte Bronte and George Eliot. The tribute paid to Austen, in particular, is remarkable both for its warmth and for its acuity. Woolf admired Austen above all for her ability to grasp the exceptional moment - 'in which all the happiness of life is collected' - as it arises out of and then subsides back into the 'ebb and flow of ordinary existence'. She has in mind the scene in Mansfield Park in which Edmund Bertram and Fanny Price meet on the stairs 'as they go up to dress for dinner, with housemaids passing'. There is more Austen than Joyce in Mrs Dalloway.
Woolf's  biographer Hermione Lee notes that throughout her adult life 'the lure of solitude, anonymity, countryside, reading, creating, pulled against the desire for fame, society, money, gossip, parties and involvements.' This insistent rhythm of venturing out and withdrawal was to serve a crucial narrative function in a novel which, like Ulysses, chronicles a single day in the lives of its main protagonists. Clarissa Dalloway ventures out on a bright morning in June 1923 to buy the flowers for the party she will throw later that day in her role as the wife of an industrious if scarcely pre-eminent Conservative MP (the prime minister himself has been invited). An equally pressing if less explicit task is to remind herself of the person she is when not just being Mrs Richard Dalloway: 'What she loved was this, here, now, in front of her; the fat lady in the cab.' For a moment, wrapped in the sound and scent of the Bond Street flower shop, like the young Woolf caught up in the buzz and croon outside Talland House, she seems to stand on the threshold of a rapture which promises to 'surmount' the underlying anxieties she can't altogether quell ('it lifted her up and up'). Then a car backfiring like a pistol shot in the street outside punctures the mood. So ends the first of the novel's twelve sections.
In its second section, Clarissa's is just one voice among several in a chorus of observations on the metropolitan scene. We don't catch up with her again fully until the rhythm of venturing out and withdrawal has carried her home at the beginning of the third. Re-entering a house 'cool as a vault', Clarissa feels 'like a nun who has left the world'. Here she will remain, Mendelson remarks, 'moving only between different floors and different rooms, until the end'. Several stories by Woolf's close friend and fierce rival Katherine Mansfield turn on the movement between relatively private and relatively public spaces within a building. That, too, will happen in Mrs Dalloway. Woolf, however, unlike Mansfield, took as great an interest in vertical - the ground left behind - as in horizontal movement. It mattered to her, I think, that Edmund Bertram and Fanny Price should have met on the stairs. Clarissa, like 'a nun withdrawing, or a child exploring a tower', ascends at once to her attic bedroom. Here, at the top of the house, in its most private space, rapture does finally seize her as she recalls the intense arousal she has in the past experienced in the presence of other women (for 'she did undoubtedly then feel what men felt'). These reflections bring back the almost unbearably sharp memory of events which took place a long time ago at Bourton, the family home, when she was eighteen, and her friend Sally Seton kissed her on the lips. But why does it take a withdrawal into memory to achieve what arriving at the Bond Street florist's bower of bliss could not? Clarissa has lived with the 'repression' of such excitements, as Mendelson puts it, 'all her adult life'.
There's a precedent in Austen for Clarissa's absorption in the fat lady in the cab. Emma Woodhouse, stationed at the door of the fashionable haberdasher's shop in the main street of Highbury while her protegee, Harriet Smith, hesitates among the muslins, seems perfectly happy scanning the most mundane of urban scenes. 'A mind lively and at ease,' she reflects, 'can do with seeing nothing, and can see nothing that does not answer.' It's as pithy a definition of unconditional looking as you could hope for. Austen's use of free indirect style ensures that the thought, like Clarissa's absorption in the fat lady in the cab, belongs as much to Emma as it does to an impersonal narrator. But there's a problem. So convinced is Emma of her own ability as a matchmaker that this expert observer of everyday life fails on more than one occasion to notice what is going on under her own nose, with damaging consequences for those concerned.
Austen said that she had chosen 'a heroine whom no one but myself will much like'. Woolf, too, takes the considerable risk of adopting the point of view of a protagonist whose sense of entitlement makes her hard to warm to. In both cases, the entitlement stems from the privileges bestowed by wealth and status (Emma is the only one of Austen's heroines to be guaranteed financial security from the outset). Austen allows us to imagine that unconditional looking, in itself the expression of an admirable lust for life, may at the same time induce or strengthen complacency. Emma, of course, has by her side that most tactful of scourges, Mr Knightley, whose gentle admonishing will pave the way for her redemption from entitlement. Woolf seems to have felt that Clarissa would merit sterner measures. She duly appointed a pair of harpies to do the job. For in Mrs Dalloway she meant not only to give voice to the spirit of criticism, but to dwell in detail on its embodiment: its atmospheres, its methods and mannerisms.
The first of these harpies, already vividly in Clarissa's thoughts on the novel's opening page, is her old friend and admirer Peter Walsh. In their youth, Peter, too, had been at Bourton, where on a particularly fraught occasion he proposed to her. He's always felt that she betrayed her best self by settling instead for a cosseted life as Mrs Richard Dalloway. It is Peter who has held her feet most relentlessly to the fire, and now he's back in London after three decades as a colonial administrator in India, mannerisms intact - notably the habit of opening and closing the pocket knife he always carries with him whenever he feels agitated. And there's an even harsher challenge to Clarissa's self-esteem in the offing, in the shape of Doris Kilman, history teacher and constant companion to her daughter, Elizabeth. Elizabeth, it seems, doesn't care for anything very much apart from her dog, Grizzle. The whole house stinks of the tar used to treat the animal's distemper. 'Still, better poor Grizzle,' Clarissa reflects. 'Better distemper and tar and all the rest of it than sitting mewed in a stuffy bedroom with a prayer book.' The stuffy bedroom is where Elizabeth and the ostentatiously pious Miss Kilman spend rather more time than Clarissa considers healthy. It's her 'experience' that 'religious ecstasy ... made people callous (so did causes); dulled their feelings, for Miss Kilman would do anything for the Russians, starved herself for the Austrians, but in private inflicted positive torture, so insensitive was she, dressed in a green mackintosh coat. Year in year out she wore that coat; she perspired.' Miss Kilman does not merely exist in an atmosphere of what H.G. Wells once termed 'mackintosheriness'. She brandishes it as a weapon in the war of ideas. She is a fierce critic of a social system designed for the benefit of 'the most worthless of all classes - the rich, with a smattering of culture'. Her criticisms are by no means misplaced. But that is not in itself a justification for all the posing in the stuffy bedroom.
The 'obvious source' for Miss Kilman, as Hussey puts it, was Louise Ernestine Matthaei, Leonard's assistant as editor of the International Review, who like her supposed fictional avatar had been dismissed from a teaching post because of her German heritage (Kilman is an anglicised version of Kiehlman). But there is, I think, another candidate, one who arrived on the scene at precisely the moment when Woolf was beginning to think that 'Mrs Dalloway in Bond Street', in which Miss Kilman does not feature, might form the basis for a novel. In the summer of 1919, she and Leonard had bought a house in Rodmell, East Sussex. Writing to Lytton Strachey on 24 August 1922, she announced that their old Cambridge acquaintance Charlie Sanger and his wife, Dora, would be staying for a while in nearby Southease. Charlie, an Apostle (like Strachey and Leonard) and friend of Bertrand Russell, was now an eminent barrister and economist. Dora, from a Quaker family (Richard Dalloway hires Miss Kilman as Elizabeth's tutor when he comes across her working for the Friends), had taken up philanthropy. Woolf found her high-mindedness insufferable. 'How wretched she always makes me feel!' she once complained to Ottoline Morrell. 'If one has anything tender, morbid, uneasy about one she always comes down with her heel and gives it a good squirming.' She didn't hasten to Southease to greet the new arrivals. A diary entry of 3 September reveals that the inevitable encounter eventually took place in the churchyard at Rodmell, where Woolf came across Dora in the company of her daughter, Daphne, 'aged sixteen: a nice, sleek-headed, brown-eyed girl; in a mackintosh'. The slight pause created by the semi-colon casts a quizzical eye on a garment felt to be ever so slightly peculiar.
What Woolf needed, at this juncture, was the kind of character who could be relied on to give her protagonist's various tendernesses a good squirming. The conversation in the churchyard revealed that Daphne 'is at Bedales; goes to Newnham; then proposes to reform the world, by a moderate kind of revolution, so far as I understand her ... She will write pamphlets, as a beginning.' Here, then, was a question about the extent of the influence wielded by a maternal or quasi-maternal figure on an impressionable teenager. What's more, the Sangers seemed keen to advertise their ungainliness. 'The three of them stalk in,' Woolf reported on 7 September. 'Dora at least stumps.' On 30 October she wrote inviting Dora to call in at Hogarth House in Richmond, the London home to which she and Leonard had by now returned. The obligatory teasing carries a definite edge. 'I suppose you'll say you haven't time for frivolity, and make off with my matches again, having first said all the disagreeable things you can think of, because you are upset about the Chinese rice pickers and their famines and earthquakes.' Woolf wasn't making it up about China. In the summer of 1919 severe drought caused a famine which was to result over the next two years in half a million deaths. On 16 December 1920 a massive earthquake struck Gansu province. She wasn't making it up about Russia and Austria, either, where starvation was prevalent throughout 1922, much to Doris Kilman's distress (Tate's Oxford introduction has the details). Doris is about as close as a name could get to Dora. 'Elizabeth was closeted with Dora Kilman,' Woolf wrote in one of the drafts for a passage in the novel's ninth section - a prospect Clarissa finds 'nauseating'. Lurking somewhere in that confusion of names, I suspect, is Daphne's mackintosh.
The ninth section of Mrs Dalloway, detailing the afternoon's main events, is by far the longest. It's packed with narrative cotton wool: a dismal lunch, a desultory encounter in a hotel dining room, neither of which would have been entirely out of place in an Edwardian saga. Woolf had once been quite ready to forgive 'masterly' Walter Scott for the 'dull sermons' in Old Mortality because everything in that book is 'so much in keeping'. Boredom, after all, is woven into the ebb and flow of non-being out of which moments of being arise. One duly does, about halfway through the section, just after Miss Kilman, 'standing formidable upon the landing in her mackintosh', has swept in to collect Elizabeth. Clarissa watches rapt as the old lady who lives in the house opposite climbs the stairs to her bedroom, parts the curtains, turns away from the window and disappears, though she can still just about see a white cap moving at the back of the room. This oddly intimate encounter with someone else's non-being has led her, she thinks, to the brink of the sort of 'supreme mystery' about which neither of her tormentors is likely to have anything worthwhile to say: 'Here was one room; there another. Did religion solve that, or love?' Supreme mystery is laying it on a bit thick. But the detail of the white cap might just create the precondition, if not for rapture, then for a self-awareness no longer fearful of being out-performed.
Meanwhile the narrative emphasis has shifted dramatically. The ninth section begins with Septimus Smith's arrival at the Harley Street consulting room of Sir William Bradshaw, to whom he's been referred by his landlady's GP, Dr Holmes, and ends with his leap from a window. Sir William, the medical profession's will-to-power incarnate, seeks to control his patients by classification in terms of an abstract symptomatology rather than to cure them by the exhaustive investigation of a unique personal history. He subscribes, as Mendelson puts it, to the 'neurobiological fallacy' that mental illness is best explained by genetics. Madness, Sir William declares, is the result of 'unsocial impulses, bred more than anything by the lack of good blood'. Keen that Septimus should not be classified as a 'degenerate', Woolf supplies him with an extensive personal history: that of a talented young man in a steady if unrewarding job who enlists in 1914 in a patriotic fever, but loses all capacity to feel when the officer to whom he is devoted dies in battle. (Lee notes that Woolf frequently described herself as mad, but never as unintelligible: that is, an 'idiot' or 'imbecile'.)
Septimus is no mere victim. In a note written in August 1923, Woolf said of him that he 'must somehow see through human nature - see its hypocrisy & insincerity'. His defiance, his utter refusal to be browbeaten, makes him one of the book's critics of the social system. If he is a victim, it's of a very particular kind, subjected to relentless persecution because, as the prophet of an insurrectionary 'religion', he conveys in his person the 'greatest message in the world'. Sir William regards him as the sort of man who 'comes into your room and says he is Christ (a common delusion)'. This is the point at which Mendelson's argument about the novel's reanimation of a myth of sacrifice and redemption comes into focus. Sanity and insanity, life and death: Septimus dies so that Clarissa, who learns about his leap from the window as her party reaches its climax, and who has yet to confront the implications of what happened at Bourton all those years ago, may live.
It isn't just the strength of Woolf's avowed atheism, which Mendelson acknowledges, that makes me wonder how far such claims can be pressed. Septimus is very well read. 'There was Swift too,' Woolf noted in a draft of a scene in which Septimus reflects on the uncompromising 'message' he has found in the works of other writers who in his view have also seen through human hypocrisy and insincerity: Aeschylus, Dante, Shakespeare. Jonathan Swift, driven mad by too much truth-telling (or so someone with Septimus's experience of life might have supposed), doesn't make it into the novel's final version. But there's a remnant, nonetheless, of his celebrated inclination to detest 'that animal called man' while heartily loving 'John, Peter, Thomas and so forth'. One of the experiences which finally persuades Septimus to seek professional help ('He gave in') is a hazardous stroll down Tottenham Court Road:
In the street, vans roared past him; brutality blared out on placards; men were trapped in mines; women burnt alive; and once a maimed file of lunatics being exercised or displayed for the diversion of the populace (who laughed aloud), ambled and nodded and grinned past him, in the Tottenham Court Road, each half apologetically, yet triumphantly, inflicting his hopeless woe. And would he go mad?

These men are not shell-shocked war veterans. They are, rather, or so the neurobiological fallacy might decree, the hapless inheritors of bad blood. The feeling they provoke in Septimus is sheer fury. How dare such people inflict on him their 'hopeless woe'? They should be made to wipe that triumphant grin off their faces. There is certainly an explanation for the fury ('And would he go mad?'). But the thought has been sown, in his mind and in ours, that there may be something in the very constitution of 'that animal called man' unredeemable even by a saviour as benevolent and all-powerful as himself.
The more fully annotated editions of Mrs Dalloway - such as Anne Fernald's for Cambridge or Merve Emre's for Norton in 2021 - draw attention at this juncture to an incident recorded in Woolf's diary on 9 January 1915. She and Leonard had decided to walk along the Thames from Richmond to Kingston. The entry consists for the most part of a low-key description of a few hours of thoroughly congenial non-being ('We bought a pineapple for 9d'). Halfway through, however, we encounter some of the most vicious sentences Woolf ever wrote:
On the towpath we met & had to pass a long line of imbeciles. The first was a very tall young man, just queer enough to look twice at, but no more; the second shuffled, & looked aside; & then one realised that everyone in that long line was a miserable ineffective shuffling idiotic creature, with no forehead, or no chin, & an imbecile grin, or a wild suspicious stare. It was perfectly horrible. They should certainly be killed.

When she met and had to pass the long line on the towpath, Woolf was in the middle of a prolonged bout of mental illness which lasted, off and on, from the summer of 1913 until well into 1915. As Lee points out, we should never underestimate the 'awful fear' which accompanied each of these breakdowns and the 'possibility of their recurrence'. Septimus Smith on Tottenham Court Road could be said to articulate that awful fear on her behalf. But it nonetheless remains a fact that the lack of compassion shown towards the straggle of men on the towpath is absolute. I couldn't get them out of my head. Might it be possible to discover, if not who they were, then at least where they came from?
There were at the time several mental hospitals, public and private, in the Richmond area: none within easy walking distance of that particular stretch of towpath. The men's most likely place of origin is the Middlesex County Lunatic Asylum, as it was then known, at Wandsworth, a short journey by train from Richmond and Kingston. Open the relevant volume of the institution's medical journal and the names of patients admitted to it during this period pour out. Each was tagged on arrival with a designation of 'bodily disorder' (melancholia, mania, grand paralysis, epilepsy, phthisis, debility, 'carbuncle on the neck'). You'd have to dig deeper into the archive than I could to find out anything more about what was done to these men's minds. It's clear, however, that their bodies were by no means uncared for. Next to the column in the medical journal in which admissions are entered is another listing any injuries recently suffered by patients - down to the most inconsequential cut, graze or bruise - and the occasion of its occurrence ('fell in fit', 'while working with the coal gang'). Many of them worked on the asylum farm, from which one or two duly legged it. Recreation wasn't out of the question, either. An entry in the minutes for a meeting of the general committee held on 28 December 1912 records that 'a bioscope company were anxious to give an exhibition in the asylum and it was resolved that the same be allowed.' If the men Woolf encountered were indeed from the Wandsworth asylum, they were there, harmlessly, for the purposes of exercise and a change of scene.
Clarissa's  party has placed her at the summit of the social ambitions to which Mrs Richard Dalloway might plausibly aspire. But she's not having a good time: she 'felt herself a stake driven in at the top of her stairs'. The subsequent arrival of Sir William Bradshaw and his wife, bearing with them the news of Septimus's suicide, provides sufficient reason to withdraw into a small and mercifully uninhabited side room. A couple of complicated pages ensue as she ponders the implications of what seems to her to have been an 'attempt' on the young man's part to 'communicate' - even 'embrace'. Mendelson argues that Clarissa 'finds through him, although she had never heard of him before, a psychological new life that until this moment had seemed to her impossible'. What finally overcomes all her 'evasions' is not the performances of her critics, or her husband's enduring kindliness, but 'someone else's death'. It's a compelling account, admirably alert to the nuances of the writing. But we might nonetheless wonder about the nature, scope and function of this instantaneous (and distinctly one-sided) rapport. The best Mendelson can do is to describe it, on five separate occasions, as 'uncanny'.
'But why,' Clarissa wonders, 'had he done it?' Good question. From what Lady Bradshaw has told her, she's able to reconstruct vividly - to see as if with her own eyes - the dramatic plunge from a window down onto the area railings: 'Through him, blundering, bruising, went the rusty spikes' (the rust seems a rather Gothic touch). But that's about all she does know, which is nothing like as much as we do. We know about the nightmare vision on Tottenham Court Road. We know that it was not the Harley Street sophisticate but the utterly commonplace GP ('Human nature, in short, was on him - the repulsive brute, with the blood-red nostrils. Holmes was on him') whose bullying ultimately hounded him to his death. Septimus will have no truck with human nature. There's a limit to his generosity - to his defiance, even, since Sir William himself would scarcely disown the verdict he had once delivered on the men he met on Tottenham Court Road - of which Clarissa remains ignorant. Before leaving the side room, Clarissa once again catches sight of the old lady opposite, who returns her stare. Unconditional looking has in this instance yielded an intimate encounter of a kind. The re-establishment of an alternative stimulus to self-reflection - one involving life rather than death - frees us to speculate as to what her 'psychological new life' might amount to. My money is on neighbourliness. The next time she passes the old lady in the street when setting out to buy flowers, Clarissa will at least acknowledge her, by a nod, smile or jocular remark about late nights. But Woolf, I think, wants us to understand that fiercer challenges await. What if the person one encounters on the street is not an elderly neighbour but the haplessly nodding and grinning leader of a 'maimed file'?
The novel's twelfth and final section plunges us back into the ebb and flow of ordinary existence that moments of being arise out of and gently subside back into. Peter Walsh has spent most of the evening in conversation with the once rebellious Sally Seton, now married to a Manchester plutocrat and determined to bore him to death with stories about her five sons at Eton and her prize collection of 'very very rare hibiscus lilies that never grow north of the Suez Canal'. But he, too, will experience a decisive moment, as he waits to say goodnight to host and hostess. 'What is this terror? What is this ecstasy? he thought to himself. What is it that fills me with extraordinary excitement?' He has been 'caught up', Mendelson observes, in a vision of Clarissa, 'with all the terror and ecstasy of any sudden recognition of another self in its depth and fullness'. Maybe Peter Walsh is Mr Knightley, after all, with added pocket knife. Many readers will hope so. But Woolf, true to what she had learned from Austen, renders Peter's rapturous ascent, rather wonderfully, as already a settling back down to earth or reversion to non-being. The novel's final sentence is its least declamatory, pure cotton wool. 'For there she was.'
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What would your mother say?
  Seamus Perry writes about Richard Ellmann's biography of James Joyce, and the questions the biography and Joyce's fiction raise about his work as 'the life re-thought' (LRB, 11 September). Perhaps Joyce's simultaneous reliance on and indifference to factual memory had family roots. I was in the last cohort of children taught by  Joyce's sister Mary Gertrude ('Poppie') Joyce. Tiny, parchment-white, with pale and piercing eyes, rimless glasses and a hatchet face, Sister Gertrude seemed immensely ancient to the infant intake  at Loreto College in Christchurch in the 1950s, an impression aided by the tiny black button boots she was still wearing decades after anyone else. She taught music and art, though the nuns at  Loreto weren't very interested in art. There were no classes in the subject all year, but in the last week of the third term there was, all the same, an art exam.
  We were given sheets of paper, coloured pencils and a subject. 'Draw your mother's garden' was the command one year. We were nine and ten. At first Sister Gertrude went up and down the rows  quietly, as an invigilator should, but finally couldn't resist criticising and correcting the works in progress. 'Look at this! What would your poor mother say? Put some roses in at once, you idle  boy.'
  All round the room roses bloomed hastily, whether they existed in reality or not. That, we understood, was not the point.


Peter Walker

				Kaitaia, New Zealand
			


The mask is off
Tom Stevenson gives a sharp account of the way President Nayib Bukele has concentrated power and curtailed civil liberties in El Salvador (LRB, 11 September). But the story of Bukele's rule cannot properly be told without making clear its impact on women. El Salvador has one of the harshest anti-abortion laws in the world: a total ban with no exceptions, not even for rape, incest or to save a woman's life. Under this law, women who suffer miscarriages or stillbirths are routinely accused of 'aggravated homicide' and imprisoned. Between 2000 and 2019, 181 women in El Salvador were prosecuted for obstetric emergencies - effectively, punished for pregnancy complications beyond their control. A dozen women are currently behind bars on similar charges.
There was some hope of change when Bukele rose to power in 2019. During the campaign he had supported permitting abortion when a woman's life is at risk. Yet his tenure has seen a renewal of prosecutions in such cases. In 2022, a young woman known as 'Esme' became the first person in seven years to be convicted after an obstetric emergency: she was sentenced to thirty years in prison. The same year, a woman known as 'Lesly' received a fifty-year sentence - the maximum possible - after suffering obstetric complications when she was nineteen. Under international pressure, the administration did release a few women prisoners in late 2021, but this gesture was not accompanied by a legal change. The total abortion ban remains in place.
In 2021, the Inter-American Court of Human Rights held El Salvador responsible for the death of 'Manuela', a young mother who was jailed for murder after an obstetric emergency and later died from untreated cancer. The court ordered El Salvador to ensure that complications during pregnancy are treated as medical issues, not as crimes, and to reform its laws so that no more women are imprisoned in such circumstances. In 2024, in the case of 'Beatriz', the Inter-American Court found El Salvador guilty of denying a life-saving termination to a 22-year-old woman with a non-viable, high-risk pregnancy. Beatriz, who suffered from lupus, was forced by the state to endure a pregnancy that doctors warned could kill her. She survived, but the foetus died within hours of delivery - a needless outcome. The court ruled that El Salvador's refusal to allow an abortion in such dire circumstances violated Beatriz's rights to life, health and freedom from torture. These decisions, by the hemisphere's highest human rights tribunal, underscore that El Salvador's treatment of such women contravenes international human rights law.


Rebecca Cook, Dana Repka

				University of Toronto
			


Good as New
  Thomas Laqueur writes that the violin maker W.E. Hill & Sons was founded in 1762 (LRB, 9 October). The family can indeed trace its violin-making  lineage back to that date, but the company itself was formed by William Ebsworth Hill in 1880. Elsewhere, Laqueur suggests that copies of Stradivari's work came into being 'largely due' to the  French luthier Jean-Baptiste Vuillaume, who 'created the modern Stradivarius standard models'. Vuillaume began working independently in Paris in 1823, but fine Stradivari copies were already being  made there by his predecessor Nicolas Lupot, as well as by Giovanni Francesco Pressenda in Turin, and more to the point, by William Ebsworth Hill's father, Henry Lockey Hill, in London. Henry  Lockey began making copies of a Stradivari cello in the shop of his employer John Betts in 1810, and produced many other violins with shaded and patinated varnish in imitation of age. Betts himself  advertised his own instruments for sale at his premises in the Royal Exchange in 1782 as being 'in the ancient manner, after the patterns of Antonius Straduraus'. In fact, beautiful Stradivari  copies were being made in London at least as early as 1717 by another fine luthier, Daniel Parker.


John Dilworth

				Twickenham
			

  Thomas Laqueur tells the story of the 1711 'Mara' Stradivarius cello immersed in the River Plate and its subsequent resurrection. Another near-death Strad tale concerns the violin known on account  of its spectacular red varnish as the 'Red Diamond' (1732). In 1952 it was swept from the grasp of Sascha Jacobsen, leader of the Los Angeles Philharmonic, into the Pacific as he sought to save  himself from a flash flood that engulfed his car on the coastal highway to Pacific Palisades. The violin was discovered in its case on the beach the next day, sadly fragmented. It was restored over  several months by the luthier Hans Weisshaar, and the revitalised violin subsequently enjoyed a distinguished career. Like the 'Mara', its rebirth after watery trauma was said to have enhanced its  qualities.


John D. Patterson

				London SE16
			


It's Only Logical
  James Meek writes, perhaps a touch hopefully, of Nick Bostrom's vision of a superintelligent and perfectly aligned artificial intelligence which, knowing the route to human flourishing better than  humans themselves, dutifully shuts itself down (LRB, 9 October). One image of successful alignment currently favoured in Silicon Valley is rather more  disquieting. According to the 'worthy successor' theory, sometimes called 'benevolent AI anti-natalism', an aligned AI would figure out that the most efficient way to minimise human suffering would  be to eliminate humanity itself. According to tech's 'pro-extinctionist' faction, whose ideology has been parroted by high-profile figures like Jeff Bezos, Ray Kurzweil and Peter Thiel, we should  embrace this post-human future rather than fight it. If, as philosophical traditions from Buddhism to psychoanalysis have indicated, desire is the root of suffering, why not hand the reins of  history over to a being that cannot desire, and go serenely to our deaths?


Georgie Newson

				Edinburgh
			


Supereffable
  Having both edited and translated, with my colleague Ronald Waldron, the poems of the Pearl Manuscript, I found much of interest in Tom Johnson's review of the recent book by Arthur Bahr (LRB, 25 September). It is true, as Johnson says, that the Pearl Manuscript contains the only surviving text of the four poems and that this is unusual for poems  of such outstanding quality. It is, however, also significant that the text is littered with minor scribal errors: more than four hundred in the total of 6085 lines (or roughly one every fifteen  lines). This indicates that the text as we have it must be at some remove from the author's holograph, and suggests that several manuscripts once existed.
  Given the numerous inaccuracies in the Pearl Manuscript, one must treat the debate about the missing line in Pearl with a good deal of care: plainly, it could simply have arisen from a  scribal error. There is a parallel of sorts towards the end of Patience. Though the text of the poem tends to fall into four-line groupings, and is sometimes printed in quatrains, it  comprises 531 lines - a figure which, obviously, does not divide by four. Scholars have offered various solutions to this minor crux: that it reflects a missing line, or that three deleted lines  have been retained in error.
  Comparing Patience and Cleanness with Pearl, Johnson oddly refers to them as 'two much shorter poems', where in fact Cleanness (1812 lines) is far longer than  Pearl (1212 lines). He refers to Cleanness as a retelling of a biblical parable, 'Belshazzar witnessing God's "writing on the wall"'. But before we get to Belshazzar, the poet has  reworked an astonishing range of stories: the parable of the wedding feast, the fall of Lucifer, the fall of Adam and Eve, the Flood, Abraham and Sarah, Lot and his family, the destruction of Sodom  and Gomorrah, and Nebuchadnezzar and the temple vessels. The skilful and confident handling of biblical texts suggests that the poet had undergone clerical training, and casts doubt on some of the  attempts to identify him as a layman.


Malcolm Andrew

				Tavistock, Devon
			


Having None of It
  Concerning Tony Benn's enthusiasm for electronic gadgets, mentioned by Andy Beckett, I recall as a boy in the late 1960s sitting in a recording studio at Heathrow Airport with my father, a civil  servant who had just returned with Benn from an overseas mission (LRB, 25 September). Benn was in the studio to be interviewed. A BBC staffer tucked a  microphone under his tie, for neatness. He was having none of it: 'I am the minister for technology and I will display the mic for the interview.'


Jeremy Moon

				Ruddington, Nottinghamshire
			


Danger Money
Yun Sheng writes that 'the pay is good (sometimes twenty thousand yuan, or PS2000 a day)' for actors appearing in 'vertical dramas' for Chinese markets (LRB, 9 October). But this is very much the exception. A recent posting for a vertical drama filming in the UK wanted a lead actor with stunt and combat experience to do multiple fight scenes with only one day's rehearsal and no stunt co-ordinator, all for significantly less than the Equity minimum wage. The production company was owned by ByteDance, the Chinese software titan, which you would think could afford to pay talent properly and organise the job safely. Needless to say, I didn't take the role.


Abigail Thorn

				London WC1
			


Down the Rabbit Hole
David Runciman, writing about the relationship between the UK and Europe since 1945, says a fair bit about that most interesting and intransigent of politicians, Enoch Powell (LRB, 9 October). My uncle spent a lot of time with Powell during the North Africa campaign in the Second World War. He told us that Powell's preferred mode of transport was the motorcycle (typically, he was a trenchant opponent of compulsory helmet use in the 1973 parliamentary debate). On one occasion he was required to drive a truck. Coming into a bend caused by the presence of a sand dune, Powell did not turn the wheel but leaned his body and head into the bend, as a motorcyclist would. To his surprise, but nobody else's, the truck chugged straight into the dune.


Charles Skinner

				London W2
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Short Cuts
Gerrymandering
Aziz Huq

2172 words'Ithink we'll get five,' President Trump said, and five was what he got. At his prompting, the Republican-dominated Texas legislature remapped the districts to be used in next year's elections to the federal House of Representatives. Their map includes five new seats that are likely to be won by the Republicans, who already hold 25 of the state's 38 seats. Until this year, the Democrat Al Green's Ninth Congressional District covered Democrat-leaning south and south-western Houston. Now, it ranges east over Republican-leaning Harris County and Liberty County, with most of the former constituency reallocated to other districts. Green has accused Trump and his allies in Texas of infusing 'racism into Texas redistricting' by targeting Black representatives like him and diluting the Black vote. 'I did not take race into consideration when drawing this map,' Phil King, the state senator responsible for the redistricting legislation, claimed. 'I drew it based on what would better perform for Republican candidates.' His colleague Todd Hunter, who introduced the redistricting bill, agreed. 'The underlying goal of this plan is straightforward: improve Republican political performance.'
[image: ] The Ninth Congressional District in Texas, before and after this year's remapping.




King and Hunter can say these things because there is no judicial remedy for designing a redistricting map that sews up the outcome of a congressional election. In 2019, Chief Justice John Roberts declared that although the Supreme Court 'does not condone excessive partisan gerrymandering', any court-mandated intervention in district maps would inevitably look partisan and impugn the court's neutrality. In 2017, during arguments in a different case, Roberts contrasted the 'sociological gobbledygook' of political science on gerrymandering with the formal and objective science of American constitutional law.
'Sociological gobbledygook' teaches that the drawing of the boundaries of single-member districts can all but determine the outcome of an election. Imagine a state with twenty blue and thirty red voters that must be sliced into five districts. A map that tracked the overall distribution of votes would have two blue and three red districts. But if you can put six red voters and four blue voters in each of the five boxes, you will end up with five relatively safe red districts. This is known as 'cracking' the blue electorate. Or you could create two districts with six blues and one with eight blues, making three safe blue districts by 'packing' red supporters - concentrating them in a smaller number of districts. The notion that democratic elections are supposed to allow voters to make a real choice between candidates, or even kick out the bums in power, sits uneasily with the combination of untrammelled redistricting power and predictable political preferences that characterise the US today. But if it is so easy for mapmakers to vitiate the democratic purpose of elections in single-member districts, doesn't neutrality demand some constraint on the ability of incumbents to choose voters, rather than the other way round?
After the Texas redistricting, Roberts's belief that neutrality requires inaction appears even shakier. By adding five seats to the expected Texan Republican delegation, the Republican Party improves the odds it will retain, or even increase, its six-seat majority in the House in November 2026. Even a slight advantage gained through redistricting may have national implications because the Democrats' lead in the polls is consistently small (around two points). Congressional maps are usually redrawn once every ten years, after each decennial census (the next one is in 2030). Mid-cycle redistricting does sometimes happen - Texas did the same thing two decades ago - but it is unusual. So is Trump's open embrace of gerrymanders. In 1891, Benjamin Harrison condemned gerrymandering as 'political robbery'. Sixty years later, Harry Truman called for federal legislation to end its use; a bill was introduced in the House but died in the Senate. In 1987, Ronald Reagan told a meeting of Republican governors that gerrymanders were 'corrupt'.
In August, before the Texas map was passed into law, most of the Democratic members of the state legislature left Austin, depriving it of a quorum. For two weeks, they took the waters in Chicago. In the end, they returned, tails between their legs, cowed by a fine of $500 a day for being absent without permission from the special legislative session and by the arrest warrants issued by the Texas governor, Greg Abbott. Other Republican-dominated states are following Texas's example. Missouri's Republican governor, Mike Kehoe, signed legislation in September creating a new map that will probably add one seat to his party's caucus in Washington (Missouri is currently represented by six Republicans and two Democrats). Like Green in Houston, the targeted Democrat is a Black politician. Emanuel Cleaver was the first Black mayor of Kansas City and has spent twenty years in Congress. The new map slices up his district. It places the main hall of the Independence Boulevard Christian Church in Kansas City in one district, its parking lot in a second and the grocery store across the street in a third. It carves up Kansas City along the Troost Divide: Troost Avenue is a long north-south street that for decades marked the de facto border between white and Black areas of the city. Cleaver hopes to collect enough signatures to trigger a state-wide referendum challenging the redistricting.
Democratic states have threatened to retaliate. In California, Governor Gavin Newsom has scheduled a special election on Proposition 50, which would temporarily suspend the state's independent redistricting commission, making it possible for the Democratic legislature to flip five Republican seats (43 of California's 52 seats are held by Democrats). Like California, New York has a bipartisan commission, which usually redraws its maps once a decade. The Democrats have brought in legislation allowing mid-decade changes, but new maps won't be in place until 2028. Democrats who used to be fierce advocates of independent commissions are now asking themselves whether they've been too slow to fight back. From a party that has a habit of bringing a knife to a gunfight, the question answers itself.
[image: ]

Democrats can't excuse their political ineptitude by claiming that partisan redistricting is new. The term gerrymandering was coined after just such a scandal. In February 1812, the governor of Massachusetts, Elbridge Gerry, signed into law a map that heavily favoured Jefferson and Madison's Republican Party. After seeing the strangely shaped new district running up the west and north sides of Essex County, breaking up a Federalist stronghold, the painter Gilbert Stuart is said to have exclaimed: 'That will do for a salamander!' 'Better say a Gerrymander,' Benjamin Russell, the editor of the Boston Centinel, replied. Another account attributes the neologism to the cartoonist Elkanah Tisdale, who supposedly entertained guests at a dinner party hosted by the Boston merchant Israel Thorndike by adding wings and claws to the new district. A cartoon showing the 'Gerry-Mander' was published in the Boston Gazette in March 1812.
In 1878, the House Speaker, Samuel Randall, a Pennsylvania Democrat, wrote to the party leadership in Ohio stressing that it was of the 'utmost importance to the Democratic Party that the Ohio legislature should redistrict the state'. Between 1878 and 1886, Ohio engaged in five rounds of redistricting, with new maps being used for every congressional election held during those years. Ohio's 'dose of gerrymandering' triggered bitter public recrimination. In 1890 the New York Times complained that there had been 'more changes in the map of Ohio than have occurred in African geography in recent years'. Ohio wasn't alone. In every year of the same period at least one state redrew its map. In Alabama, the Democratic majority packed every single 'Black Belt' county - where Black majorities were likely to vote Republican - into a single district, the Old Fourth. Congress was unwilling to do anything about such behaviour. The Apportionment Acts that followed every census sometimes required that states maintain equal-population districts, but this was often ignored.
New maps were not the only way of ensuring a particular result on election day. When the 1920 census revealed how decisively the United States had shifted from a rural to a majority-urban population - the fruit of Gilded Age industrialisation, the Great Migration and European immigration - rural representatives tried to argue that its results were misleading. Because the census had been held in January, they said, it had seriously undercounted the farm population. Census workers couldn't reach many snowed-in farms, and seasonal workers were in the cities. Homer Hoch, a Republican from Kansas, produced a table showing that the number of unnaturalised aliens in the cities had supposedly further skewed the results. As a result of this campaign, Congress failed to alter the allocation of House seats as it usually did in response to the census.
States reacted to demographic change with what one scholar, Alexander Bickel, called 'an orgy of inactivity'. For the first sixty years of the 20th century, Arkansas, Louisiana, Kansas, North Carolina, Maryland and Iowa made only minimal changes to their electoral maps, although their populations had shifted dramatically from rural to urban. By 1960, the most populous district in Texas had four times the number of inhabitants as the least populous one. In Tennessee, House legislative districts had between 3454 and 36,031 inhabitants. All of this suggests, once again, that when Chief Justice Roberts equated deliberate inaction with neutrality, he was wide of the mark.
In 1964, in Reynolds v. Sims, a Supreme Court stacked with postwar liberals struck down these unevenly populated districts as a violation of constitutional equality. The 'one person, one vote' principle protected against malapportionment, but didn't stop gerrymanders. The most important provision of the Voting Rights Act, wrenched through Congress in 1965, required jurisdictions with a history of anti-Black discrimination to seek permission from a federal body before changing their election laws. Section 2 of the Act prevented states from adopting redistricting that served to dilute the voting strength of racial minorities, including Blacks, Hispanics, Asian Americans, Native Americans and Alaskans.
In the late 20th century, there were only ten seats nationally that repeatedly changed hands as a result of partisan gerrymandering, with control of the House flipping on just one occasion, in 1954. But in 2012, Republicans started to change this. Michigan, North Carolina, Ohio, Pennsylvania and Virginia were all sliced up. The increase in gerrymanders was in part a result of Redmap, the Redistricting Majority Project, a Republican initiative set up in 2010 which invested in the races for the state legislatures, such as Texas's, tasked with drawing district maps. In 1981, Democrats controlled the mapmaking process in 164 seats, while Republicans controlled it in 50. By 2021, the Republicans controlled line-drawing for 187 seats, the Democrats 49. At the same time, computers had made it cheaper and easier to design maps optimising one party's performance without breaking the legal constraints on redistricting, such as the Voting Rights Act and the prohibition on districts drawn on the basis of race. In the 1980s, it cost $75,000 to buy software to do this; by the early 2000s, programs such as Maptitude for Redistricting cost $3000.
Just as in the late 19th century, urbanisation is now producing new political geography: migration from Democrat-leaning states such as California, New York, Pennsylvania and Illinois means they will lose House seats after the 2030 census. Meanwhile, Texas, Florida, Georgia and North Carolina, all of which lean Republican, are set to gain seats. Texas's gerrymander, in other words, foreshadows a change in national political power that is coming anyway.
There is also the possibility of more sudden change. In August, the Supreme Court indicated that it would hear a new round of arguments in a case concerning the legality of a majority-Black district in Louisiana ordered by a lower court as a remedy for a violation of Section 2 of the Voting Rights Act. The congressional map passed by the state legislature in 2022 had included only one Black-majority district although almost a third of the state's population is Black. The Supreme Court justices flagged an interest in a broader question: did the intentional creation of a majority-Black district violate either the 14th Amendment's equal protection clause or the 15th Amendment's rule against racial barriers to voting? Depending on the way this question is framed and resolved, it could invalidate Section 2, or render it toothless. Because the pre-clearance provision of the Voting Rights Act (which blocks racially regressive election rules) has already been hobbled by a 2013 decision of the court, that would mean the end of legislated limits to states' ability to dilute minority voting power. One immediate effect of invalidating Section 2 would be that the dozens of congressional districts long thought to be required by the Voting Rights Act could suddenly be gerrymandered out of existence and the opportunity for partisan gerrymanders would correspondingly expand.
Population change, gerrymandering and the judicial evisceration of protections for minority voters are all in play here, but it is difficult to make projections because these processes are unfolding at different rates. It's hard to predict whether Californians will vote to redistrict, or whether Section 2 will survive. Still, there is little doubt as to the general direction of travel. Those who believe that the second Trump presidency has worked a sea change in American politics ain't seen nothing yet.
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Ouvriers de luxe
Julian Barnes

2464 wordsWriters approach  the publication of their first books with a variety of tactics, depending on temperament. In 1896 the dandiacal Max Beerbohm, with a tip of his straw boater, called his first book The Works of Max Beerbohm. He was 24 at the time, and his 'works' consisted of reprinted articles and reviews: 160 pages followed by a cod-serious bibliography put together by his publisher, John Lane. The opposite approach, resulting in much the same title, was proposed by the very-much-not-dandiacal Gustave Flaubert, then 24, in a letter of 1846 to his friend Maxime Du Camp: 'Very often, I doubt that I shall ever publish a single line. Wouldn't it be a wonderful idea for a fellow not to publish anything until he was fifty, and then, one fine day, to bring out his Collected Works, and afterwards just leave it at that.' As it happened, Flaubert didn't publish his first novel for another ten years, while his largely unpublished juvenilia take up as many pages in the Pleiade edition as his entire corpus published in his lifetime.
Writers also, for better or worse, need publishers (and vice versa), and their relationships, involving taste, friendship and money, can be as long-lasting, as complicated and as asymmetrical as any marriage, not least because the writer quickly learns that the publisher doesn't just publish him or her, but other writers as well. This can easily lead to rivalrousness and jealousy. The Irish novelist Brian Moore was for many years published by Tom Maschler at Jonathan Cape. Maschler also published Philip Roth. Moore's wife, Jean, used to joke that Maschler treated Moore like the wife, and Roth like the mistress. Not that those are the only available roles. Flaubert's first three novels, Madame Bovary, Salammbo and L'Education sentimentale, were all published by Michel Levy, and there was none of that wife-mistress nonsense. The relationship, as established by Flaubert, was quite straightforward: he was an Artist, while his publisher was a Tradesman. Nor was there any question of which entrance to Flaubert's house in Croisset the publisher should use, because Flaubert never invited him there.
Levy was born on 20 December 1821, eight days after Flaubert. They reached maturity in the age of railways (which Flaubert loathed), publishing (which Flaubert tolerated) and democracy, of which Flaubert once wrote that 'the whole dream of democracy is to raise the proletarian to the level of stupidity of the bourgeois.' It was also a time of a nationwide increase in literacy, ushered in by Guizot's Law of 1833, which decreed that all communes of more than five hundred inhabitants must establish a primary school for boys (which would be free for the indigent). Cheap editions proliferated. In 1839, Stendhal had dedicated La Chartreuse de Parme 'To the Happy Few' - his elite readership. He died three years later; but by 1856 the novel was being included in the 'Michel Levy Collection' alongside Le Rouge et le Noir, each available at a cost of one franc. Cheap books and railways also went together: in 1851, Louis Hachette came to London for the Great Exhibition and was much impressed by the W.H. Smith bookstalls at London stations. In March 1853 he inaugurated the first such kiosk in France at the Gare du Nord. Flaubert stood aloof from such matters. Two of the minor yet fascinating details in Gustave Flaubert et Michel Levy: Un couple explosif are that in his entire life Flaubert never bought a newspaper from a kiosk and - almost incredibly - never went into a bookshop.
Today's publishers must be relieved they do not have to deal with Flaubert, or some mutant facsimile of him; at worst, they have to put up with writers who are crazy, or criminal, or incorrigible hermits. But even the nuttiest need to be told that their publisher likes their books. Before Levy took on Madame Bovary, Flaubert had been approached by a publisher called Jaccottet. As he reported to the Goncourt brothers in 1861, Jaccottet had said to him: 'Your book is very good, it's well-polished! Though of course you cannot aspire to the success of Amedee Achard [a prolific playwright and novelist, long forgotten]. I can't promise to bring you out this year.' Flaubert bellowed in commentary to the Goncourts: 'It's "well-polished". I find that an insolence on the part of a publisher! A publisher can exploit you, but he hasn't the right to appreciate you. I've always thought well of Levy for never having said a word to me about my book.' As Leclerc and Mollier put it, Flaubert viewed publication as 'a compromise, or worse ... a prostitution'.
Needless to say, Flaubert didn't negotiate his contracts directly with Levy, which was just as well: his niece Caroline said of him that he 'had absolutely no head for figures'. He used his lawyer friend Ernest Duplan, and later his Levy stablemate George Sand (who told him straightforwardly that he was naif in business matters). He rejected the idea of an exclusivity contract, unlike Sand, Zola, Dumas pere or Loti. He was unique in refusing any illustration of his books. Just as uniquely, he refused to allow his publisher to read the manuscript before buying it. (Levy had 'cheated' by having seen a third or so of Madame Bovary when it was serialised in the Revue de Paris.) Levy bought Madame Bovary for 800 francs - 400 per volume - which were standard terms for a first novel. After it sold well, Levy gave Flaubert a 'bonus' of 500 francs, which Flaubert found patronising, but accepted. Five years later, with Salammbo, Levy offered a contract worth 10,000 francs, while knowing nothing of the book beyond its single-word title, and the fact that it was set in Carthage. Rightly, he feared that it might prove to be 'a work of erudition with historical and philosophical considerations'. Not wishing to be landed, next time around, with another 'antique' novel which he would have to buy unseen, he insisted on a proviso in the contract: he would buy Salammbo, on condition that Flaubert's next book would be 'contemporary'. If it was 'antique', Levy could refuse it until Flaubert had delivered a roman moderne (which of course he wouldn't be allowed to read before buying). This sounds reasonable enough, even if the definition of 'contemporary' seems bizarre to us: it meant 'not set before 1750'. That's to say, up to 110 years previously, when Louis XV was on the throne - which in our terms would be a historical if not 'antique' novel. L'Education sentimentale easily conformed to these conditions. And as it happened, Salammbo sold almost as well as Madame Bovary, though when Flaubert asked for the 'bonus' which he had previously found insulting, Levy declined the request. The publisher could dig his heels in as well as his author: he refused outright to give Flaubert any sales figures for Madame Bovary.
Publishers such as Levy established the templates for the business. (He himself told Sand that he wanted to create a need to read as powerful as the need to eat or to drink.) They printed editions for all pockets, from deluxe illustrated editions down to quarto-sized, two-column versions sold at ten centimes to 'the less well-off'; they understood about publicity and marketing, and how to stir up the newspapers; they got their books not just into station bookstalls but also into the grands magasins that had sprung up on the grands boulevards. We may think the 20th century discovered the multi-book contract, but Levy pioneered it. In 1860, Flaubert's friend Ernest Feydeau had had great success with his naughty novels Fanny (1858) and Daniel (1859), whereupon Levy offered him a contract worth 25,000 francs for everything he was to produce over the next ten years. He then went to the Union life-assurance company and insured Feydeau's life at a cost of 823 francs. Does any publisher do this nowadays? It would certainly add to a writer's normal self-doubts.
The custom was for a publisher to buy a book outright, gaining permission to exploit it for a set number of years, and then, if it was successful and the author agreed, would buy another term for a second down payment. If the book proved a sudden success, it was the publisher not the author who was enriched by this. Unsurprisingly, many writers felt they were wage-slaves - except that most didn't get wages, only money up front (though Levy paid George Sand a yearly income). Publishing had gone swiftly from a cottage industry to a capitalist one: in 1839, the journalist Elias Regnault, in Les Francais peints par eux-memes, described publishers as 'the new barons of industrial feudalism'. Flaubert thought of himself and his fellow writers as ouvriers de luxe.
He had the highest conception of Art and the lowest conception of Business. 'I do not see the connection,' he wrote, 'between a five-franc piece and an idea.' This dichotomy didn't prevent - indeed, doubtless enhanced - that occasional (or persistent) paranoia which often accompanies the writing life. Many writers glaze over when faced with a royalty statement, or even a contract that might affect their income for years to come. If anything goes wrong, they are inclined to blame their publisher (or agent) rather than themselves. Some wonder why publishers often live in larger houses than they do, despite the reasons being obvious. Flaubert, who sprang from bourgeois stock, occupied the family house at Croisset, and had an apartment in Paris. Levy, who came from humble beginnings in north-eastern France, built himself a swanky publishing house next to the Opera and a luxurious bookshop in the boulevard des Italiens, and renovated a vast aristocratic mansion on the Champs-Elysees as his main residence. He also bought a chateau in Bordeaux. He had quickly become one of the eight hundred richest men in France.
How could this not seem offensive to the ouvrier de luxe? Baudelaire, who was also published by Levy, wrote that the man's nature was double: when he invited you to his home he affected to be 'the perfect man of the world', but when it came to business he was 'as prickly as a savage'. What might explain this? Many reached for the lazy reason that Levy was Jewish. Flaubert's letters are spotted with casual - and very deliberate - antisemitic remarks, which increase in vehemence when there is any kind of disagreement with his publisher. This will dismay those who think that writers are - or should be - morally better people than non-writers, and less imbued with society's prejudices. There is little general evidence for this. Antisemitism was widespread in France at this time, baked into all classes, and led vociferously, of course, by the Catholic Church. The Goncourt brothers displayed a snooty-euphemistic antisemitism, complaining that Levy was a parvenu and 'slippery' - a 'literary usurer'. Flaubert's language was more visceral: Levy was treated as juif, israelite, enfant d'Israel and vil circoncis. 'Let's hope the Israelite will shell out his piastres,' he writes to Duplan in 1861. His abuse could also be literary, as when quoting Racine's Athalie: 'Dieu des Juifs, tu l'emportes.' It feels more dismaying that George Sand, that optimistic, democratic bonne dame de Nohant, should share Flaubert's prejudice. She was closer and more grateful to Levy as a publisher: he issued her Oeuvres completes in more than seventy volumes, and liked the fact that she read her contracts and discussed them with him. But when Flaubert complains about Levy's supposed dishonesty, she replies: 'What do you expect? Once a Jew, always a Jew.' She also embraced a more excessive antisemitism than Flaubert's. 'The Jews are doing their best to kill us off,' she wrote to her secretary in 1856. And a year later she was voicing a version of the Great Replacement Theory: 'In fifty years, France will have become Jewish. Some Jewish wise men are already predicting it. They will not be mistaken.' Imaginative writers rarely make the best prognosticators.
When Flaubert's inevitable falling-out with Levy occurred, it had multiple causes. The death of Louis Bouilhet - Flaubert's 'literary conscience' - in 1869 was a severe loss to him. In 1872, after the Franco-Prussian War was over, he launched a campaign of commemoration. He wanted a literal memorial, in the shape of a water fountain in Rouen, and two literary ones: a staging of Bouilhet's play Mademoiselle Aisse, and the publication of a final collection of Bouilhet's poetry, Dernieres Chansons, for which he insisted on the highest production values. Levy, who had published Bouilhet for fifteen years, supported all these ventures in one way or another, though the publishing reality was that while Bouilhet's plays had been more successful than Flaubert's (which is not saying much), he was not the first-rate poet Flaubert insisted he was. Dernieres Chansons was published in 1872 in an edition of 2000 copies, of which 602 remained unsold 36 years later. Both publisher and friend were left dissatisfied and irritated with one another, whereupon a rival publisher scooped up Flaubert's next book, while also promising a luxury edition of Bouilhet's Collected Works. Flaubert, as many writers have done, succumbed to the mixture of flattery and money, and declined to offer his next book to the 'son of Jacob'. He always maintained that the final rupture was all about Levy's treatment of Bouilhet, but it was also about Flaubert's own standing. L'Education sentimentale had been neither a critical nor a financial success (which didn't prevent Flaubert asking, this time, not for a 'bonus', but rather for a 'consolation' - which Levy refused). Nor was its author the magisterial figure posterity has raised him to. In (crude and cruel) publishing terms, when set beside Zola or Renan or Hugo or even Maupassant, Flaubert was a gagne-petit.
In his younger days, Flaubert had despised honours, and formulated various versions of the dictum 'Honours dishonour, titles degrade, office-holding ossifies.' When first offered the Legion d'honneur, he refused it delightedly; later, however, he accepted it. When Michel Levy received the same honour in 1873, Flaubert reacted with 'anger and indignation' and a 'hatred which nearly turned into a mania', he told Sand. Two years later, Levy died suddenly at the age of 54. Goncourt reported in his diary: 'I inform Flaubert that Michel Levy has died. At this news, I see his finger pass across his buttonhole, which no longer contains the decoration he had removed when Levy was awarded the honour.' Soon it would be on display again.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.lrb.co.uk/the-paper/v47/n19/julian-barnes/ouvriers-de-luxe



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Wriggling, Wriggling
Michael Ledger-Lomas

4712 wordsIt  is hard to look at the frontispiece of the first edition of Olive Schreiner's short novel Trooper Peter Halket of Mashonaland (1897). Titled 'photograph', it shows three dead African men hanging from a tree, their legs trussed with a farmer's rope. Enjoying the sport are Englishmen in shirtsleeves and broad-brimmed hats, their grins set off by heavy moustaches. Schreiner's husband, Samuel Cronwright, had found the photograph in the window of a barber shop in Kimberley, the diamond-mining town in the north of the Cape Colony. It had been taken in Southern Rhodesia during the recent Ndebele rebellion against the British South Africa Company, when panicked settlers had laagered in Bulawayo and lynched suspected spies. Peter Halket, Schreiner's fictional trooper, witnesses the hangings. He has raped women in the bush and machine-gunned villages, toppling rows of 'black men's heads' like 'the corn in sheaves'. When confronted at the campfire by a vision of Jesus, he hides behind his boss. 'With Cecil it's all right; you can do what you like ... provided that you don't get him into trouble.'
 Controversy over Cecil Rhodes began long before the recent campaign to remove statues of him from the University of Cape Town and the front of Oriel College, Oxford. Schreiner's accusations led Rhodes's supporters to dismiss her as a vamp who had turned sour after Rhodes refused to marry her. They said he got on famously with 'natives' in his mines and with the Ndebele chiefs he had eventually talked into abandoning their rebellion. Civilised men must do harsh things when attacking a barbaric enemy guilty of the ultimate 'sacrilege': killing white children. What looked like ruthlessness was 'vision' - as savage Africa was bound to fall to civilised powers, Rhodes was right to urge that it would benefit not just the settlers but Africans to make as much of it British as possible. Even Schreiner had initially been taken with such grand ambitions: on her return to South Africa from London, she idolised Rhodes as 'the only big man' in the pettifogging Cape Colony.
 The question of whether Rhodes was justified in his obsession with 'expansion' has long gone stale. William Kelleher Storey's new Life turns our attention from Rhodes the visionary to the ruthless coloniser, who often pitted himself against imperial officialdom and its watery idealism. He is interested mainly in the persistence with which Rhodes created systems to command labour and extract resources. Storey is an unusual biographer in that he is not much interested in the personality of his subject. He accepts the account of Rhodes's restless mind given by Robert Rotberg in The Founder (1988), which remains compelling even if some of its psychoanalysis now seems forced (Rhodes has middle-child energy and is locked in an 'oedipal struggle' with President Kruger of the Transvaal). Rather than fleshing out Rhodes, Storey considers the exploitative energies that coursed through him, and in so doing turns him from a weathered monument into a disturbingly modern specialist in the 'disassembly' of whole lands and societies.
 Before Rhodesia, there was Bishop's Stortford, the market town where Rhodes grew up and where his father served as vicar of St Michael's Church. Storey, whose grip on Victorian society is a little weak, sees Rhodes as insecure about his status. He was in fact proud to belong to the middling thrusters who amassed capital, joined professions and garrisoned the expansion of the British world. The Rhodeses were farmers turned developers who had grazed cows on what are now Bloomsbury squares before building terraces in Islington and Hackney. Rhodes's father attended Harrow and Cambridge before taking orders. His maternal grandfather was a provincial banker who had built canals in the Midlands and got into Parliament. When ill health caused young Cecil to join his brother Herbert in growing cotton in Natal, he went with two thousand pounds from his aunt, which cushioned the brothers against their amateurism. While African labourers hoed rows for them, they wandered into the interior, looking for gold and diamonds. Herbert could not stick at anything for long. In 1879 he died when a barrel of spirits exploded at his campfire and burned him to death. Cecil had by then settled at Kimberley, a town which had sprung up around the 'dry diggings' for diamonds.
 Early biographers suggested that Rhodes condescended to get rich so he could fund his 'big ideas', but Storey shows that making a fortune at Kimberley demanded all his attention. Thousands of diggers had 'rushed' the best sites before the British hastily declared Griqualand West British territory in 1871. The diggers had established committees to regulate their affairs, jealously guarding the independence of the little man by limiting the number of claims individuals could own. Contemporary photographs show a neuralgic chequerboard of pits, separated by precarious roads and covered with pulleys. The boards that succeeded the committees struggled to solve problems that afflicted every claim holder, such as the need to pump out water or prevent landslides. The value of diamonds was supposed to reflect their scarcity and the difficulty of extracting them, but the passing of stolen stones from labourers to middlemen made it impossible to regulate the supply to Europe and so to set prices. Attempts to stamp out the illicit diamond trade ran up against the refusal of white workers to be frisked.
 Rhodes and his first employer, Charles Rudd, found it easier to make money on side ventures, such as buying a steam-powered ice machine to sell refreshments to miners (Rhodes scooped the ice cream). But when colonial officials grudgingly decreed that diggers and miners could buy one another out and so concentrate holdings, Rhodes and Rudd founded a company to buy up claims in what had come to be known as the De Beers mine. The colony's policy change reflected the diminishing viability of small-scale mining. Though the diamonds appeared inexhaustible, at deeper levels they were embedded in rock - the 'blue ground' - that required costly processing. Tottering over every claim was 'reef', friable rocks that often collapsed and buried the diamonds for months. Rhodes's occasional trips to Britain reassured him that the demand for diamonds was buoyant enough to make it worthwhile to tackle these difficulties, but only if companies could supply capital and machinery, such as steam-powered pumps, at scale.
 Storey describes the protracted and complex process by which Rhodes and Rudd's company amalgamated with or took over other firms that were also trying to hoover up claims. By 1889 De Beers Consolidated Mining Limited controlled Kimberley's two major mines, which had a combined value of PS23 million. The company could now switch from surface digging to sinking shafts and invest in the automated sorting of diamonds from blue ground. As well as reducing production costs, they set prices by organising a syndicate of buyers from Amsterdam and Hatton Garden in London. The savvy of London financiers and huge loans from Nathaniel Rothschild were vital to the company's success. Rhodes had an intuitive sense of whom to buy out and when, but this touch failed him when a gold rush began at the Witwatersrand in the Transvaal. He complained he could not 'see' the gold capriciously speckled through its rocks, and so passed on lucrative claims and bought bad ones. Although his and Rudd's Consolidated Gold Fields of South Africa made huge profits financing other miners, it never controlled the industry.
 Rhodes's real genius was for people not minerals: he excelled at forcing his partnership on people, such as the Hamburg diamond buyer Alfred Beit, who should have been his rival. His determination to make friends and influence people was proof against prejudice: while his peers shuddered at linking arms with Barney Barnato, a Whitechapel Jew who had started out in Kimberley as a prize fighter, Rhodes made him a life director of De Beers. He took the art of 'squaring' people into politics after entering the Cape parliament in 1881. By offering shares in his companies to politicians and pliant imperial officials, he ensured they were invested in his success. Worried that Home Rule for Ireland might unravel the British Empire, he paid Charles Stewart Parnell's Home Rulers ten thousand pounds in cash to guarantee they would support the principle of Irish - and by extension settler-colonial - representation at Westminster, even if they got a parliament in Dublin. When Irish bishops made the adulterous Parnell step down as leader, Rhodes asked what it would take to 'square' the pope. Years later, he was chipper about squaring the Mahdi, the messianic warlord who had killed his friend General Gordon, so that he could run a telegraph line through the Sudan to Cairo.
 'Wriggling, wriggling, wriggling' was Schreiner's description of this technique, which she felt debased public life. His boldest move involved a commercial and political partnership with the Cape Dutch. Because the memorialisation of Rhodes after his death in 1902 began just as Britain's war against the Transvaal was ending, he was initially remembered as a prescient enemy of Afrikaner nationalism. Yet Rhodes had often denounced 'tribal animosity', by which he meant suspicion of the Dutch. He tried, especially after becoming prime minister of the Cape Colony in 1890, to knit the Boer republics profitably into a British South Africa, pushing a railroad to Johannesburg to boost internal trade. He knew that the Dutch farmers of the Western Cape did not see eye to eye with the Calvinist martinets of the Orange Free State or the Transvaal. What mattered to the Afrikaner Bond, the political party that represented these farmers, was railways to boost their trade and the steady subjugation of their African workforce.
 Rhodes was the Bond's man because he was 'no negrophilist'. He saw the 'native question' very differently from imperial officials and missionaries who tried to restrain the exploitation of Africans. Though he'd once broken a finger heaving pay dirt at Kimberley, he was essentially an employer, always brooding over the way to get Africans to labour with satisfactory intensity. De Beers did not invent the practice of confining workers to compounds between shifts, but eagerly implemented it. Compounds were billed as humanitarian institutions, which kept drink out and boasted such amenities as swimming baths, but the netting over courtyards revealed their true purpose: to keep diamonds in. Africans could only leave at the end of a contract by submitting to gruelling searches. They might have their orifices inspected or be made to shit in buckets, which were then inspected for smuggled diamonds. As well as making workers live like prisoners, De Beers set prisoners to work: convicts were suited to the otherwise tempting job of picking diamonds out of crushed blue ground.
 When the failed politician turned celebrity tourist Randolph Churchill visited the compounds in 1891, he mused that good wages must have persuaded their inmates to submit to such humiliating protocols. But Rhodes tipped the balance from persuasion to coercion. After he backed an unsuccessful Dutch proposal to let masters beat their servants - the 'Strop Bill', nicknamed for an Afrikaner whip - Schreiner turned on her hero for setting 'worms of falsehood and corruption creeping'. Rhodes backed efforts to silence the political voice of Africans by stripping the franchise from land held by communal tenure and by imposing literacy tests that he imagined few Africans could satisfy. He presented the Glen Grey Act, passed by the Cape parliament in 1894, which overhauled the administration of a troubled district, as a 'native Bill for Africa'. It promised Africans security of tenure but the small individual plots that replaced communal lands afforded them only subsistence, pushing all but elder sons off the land. A poll tax further encouraged the landless to find waged work on white farms and mines rather than hanging around canteens or missionary schools (equally deleterious institutions in his eyes). The act is now seen as a precursor to apartheid policies. Rhodes never properly articulated a theory of why 'we are to be the lords over them,' beyond suggesting that Africans were 'children' and 'barbarians', as backward as Britons in the days of the 'druids'.
 Groote Schuur, Rhodes's stately home on the outskirts of Table Mountain, symbolised his conversion to the values of the Dutch. He hired Herbert Baker to plan an austere refurbishment; the house was filled with the teak furniture of the early Dutch. One Boer visitor watched an irate Rhodes kick an African stable lad's behind and concluded that he was now one of them. But there was an ill omen about the house. Baker had to start over again when it burned down. The leopard in its menagerie was kept too close to the lions, who ripped off its tail. A giraffe was decapitated on its train ride to get there because no one thought to make it duck for a tunnel. Though Rhodes opened his estate to visitors, they misbehaved, vandalising monuments and invading the paddocks. One man went mushroom picking in a wildebeest's enclosure and was recovered 'in nineteen pieces'. Others hunted and killed the kangaroos with which Rhodes stocked the park. His imported starlings did better but made life hell for fruit farmers.
Although Rhodes  boosted Dutch hopes for white supremacy in the Cape Colony, he was intent on a bigger prize: its northwards expansion to secure 'the balance of Africa'. Rhodes first became prominent in politics when he helped to stop Boer trekkers seizing the 'Suez Canal' of South Africa: a ridge of disease-free land in Bechuanaland (Botswana) that promised a route north first for oxen wagons then later for trains. His hunger to reach and stake out all the interior from the Limpopo to the Rift Valley Great Lakes puzzled his partners in De Beers, who couldn't see the business logic, though Rhodes always gamely maintained his faith in its mineral wealth and agricultural prospects. Later he boasted to English audiences that 'expansion' was creating Lebensraum for them and guaranteed markets for their manufactures, claims that encouraged J.A. Hobson to denounce his imperialism as cover for a desperate reboot of capitalism. But these seem like rationalisations of deeper needs. His 'foible' was said to be 'size'. 'That's my dream - all English,' he once said, gesturing at a map of Southern Africa.
 Oxford often gets the blame for his cartomania. Once Rhodes got his footing at Kimberley, he decamped to the university to get a degree. Storey wonders if he might not have absorbed the teaching of John Ruskin, who had urged undergraduates to chivalric derring-do in the waste spaces of the earth. But he arrived too late to hear Ruskin's famous lecture on the 'imperial duty' of founding colonies and the evidence for Ruskin's impact on his thinking is suggestive at best. Bored in class, he would pass around a small box of diamonds to distract the other students. He saw the university as a masonic rather than an intellectual institution: a place to make connections rather than to change his mind. He became a mason there, joining the same lodge as Oscar Wilde. Although Oxford abounded with dons who represented Britain as a new Rome, Rhodes's love of the classics creaked with autodidacticism: he carried around Marcus Aurelius's Meditations, black with underlining, and hired scholars to produce two hundred volumes of Edward Gibbon's source materials, in handy English translations.
 His desire for territory was more existential than ideological. Rhodes was desperate to leave a mark on the world and had no domestic attachments to fulfil or distract him. In the 1970s, the Tory historian Robert Blake dismissed speculation on his sexuality with the testy claim that he was simply one of those men who find getting married too much hassle. Rhodes would probably not have declared himself a homosexual, if he had known the word: he did not need to, living on the macho frontier. No one found it odd when he set up house at Kimberley with Neville Pickering and cradled him in his arms as he grew sick and died. Rhodes filled the void at his loss by hiring dashing young men as secretaries (shorthand not required), who borrowed his clothes and took his cheques but were cast adrift when they got engaged. No women worked at Groote Schuur, which was decorated with stone phalluses from the ruins of Great Zimbabwe (supposedly Phoenician relics that illustrated the ancient colonisation of Africa). He built up a coterie of unmarried thinkers and publicists, whose childlessness heightened their devotion to the Anglo-Saxon race.
 It was death that drove Rhodes, not sex. Two heart attacks in his twenties prompted him to write the first of seven testaments, in which he left his then modest assets to the secretary of state for the colonies to advance the empire's aims. Yet the ineffectual response of both London and Cape Town to the Boer advance into Bechuanaland convinced him that officialdom did not share his dread of time running out. In later versions of his will, he appointed more sympathetic trustees and stipulated more clearly what he wanted them to do with his fortune: found a secret society like the Jesuits (minus God) to advance 'the occupation by British settlers of the entire Continent of Africa', not to mention 'the Holy Land'. But this was for the future. For now, he would create a company to drag the Cape north - a calculated act of colonial subordination that might just end up painting the map red. There were patriotic precedents for such an initiative: Canada had lately purchased the vast territories of the Hudson's Bay Company. If this example suggested that the heroic age of company colonisation was over, German and Portuguese adventurers in Africa were carving out fiefdoms with the connivance of their sovereigns.
 His British South African Company gradually became a country. In October 1889, it received a royal charter to take control of as much territory as it could 'to the north of British Bechuanaland'. Its licence to rule was the written concession it had received from Lobengula, the Ndebele king of a warrior state (which the British called Matabeleland) that dominated other peoples for miles around. Although Lobengula had given Rhodes's envoys 'full power to do all things ... necessary' in his domains, this phrase misrepresented his intention, which was to fob them off with prospecting rights for minerals. The fiction that he had made a present of his kingdom was much too convenient to expose: De Beers and the Rothschilds promptly capitalised the BSAC to the tune of a million pounds. Rhodes bought out rival concessions with shares and spiked criticism by appointing aristocrats and do-gooders to his board. Neither Queen Victoria nor Lord Salisbury trusted Rhodes much, but as the government was fretting about German designs on southern Africa, it gave him his head.
 Rhodes understood that law matters less than possession when it comes to land. In 1890 the BSAC fitted out and sent a column of pioneers to invade Mashonaland, a vast territory whose people, the Shona, supposedly acknowledged Lobengula's sovereignty. The settlers parcelled out the land for mines and farms. Only resistance from Portuguese adventurers stopped them from pushing all the way to the eastern seaboard. If chicanery funded this coup, military technology reduced its risk. The Ndebele were renowned fighters skilled with their spears, but the BSAC's tiny police force had the new Maxim guns, which automated killing. Their five machine guns could spit 4500 bullets in the ninety seconds it took a body of Ndebele warriors to make contact. Lobengula wisely left the force alone, but three years later, the BSAC attacked his capital at Bulawayo, alleging with Victorian high effrontery that they were protecting the Shona from robbery and murder. When the Ndebele charged the Maxims head on, they were annihilated. One witness called it 'a nasty ten minutes'. Lobengula fled a burning Bulawayo and died on the run.
 One of the troopers exulted that the 'fair-haired descendants of the northern pirates' had seized 'the Great King's kraal'. The brutal speed of this conquest established a settler despotism without meaningful interference from London. Leander Starr Jameson, the hero of the march on Bulawayo, became the first administrator of what was now called Rhodesia: he slashed the company's police budget, leaving the settlers to kill and rape as they chose (the Shona had learned to run away even from policemen), took the Ndebele's land and looted their cattle. Yet like many occupiers, the BSAC found out that winning pitched battles does not confer the right to do whatever a conqueror pleases. In 1893 most of Lobengula's regiments had melted away unharmed. Three years later, they sensed opportunity after Jameson withdrew his police to mount a raid on Johannesburg - an operation orchestrated by Rhodes. This was supposed to trigger regime change by helping its disenfranchised British residents to rise against the Boer government, and so to bring about the fusion of the Transvaal with the Cape. The boldest of Rhodes's forced takeovers (his codeword for it was 'flotation') failed when Maxims proved no good against Boer sharpshooters. Jameson was captured and sent to London for trial. The Ndebele exploited the ensuing vacuum by rising up and killing their occupiers: by the time their rebellion was defeated, they had killed one in ten white Rhodesians.
 Rhodes, who lost his prime ministerial office and directorships in disgrace after the Jameson Raid, went to Rhodesia all the same, dubbed himself a colonel and led a vicious counter-insurgency. Dressed in grubby white flannels and tennis shoes, he was more Colonel Kurtz than Colonel Rhodes: he exhorted his men to 'kill all you can.' After they stormed rebel kraals, he laid out the corpses to tot up the dead. The South African historian William Beinart has calculated that about twenty thousand Africans died in the BSAC's wars. If this toll seems small in the age of the quadcopter drone, the peevish righteousness with which settlers and soldiers justified their conduct is oddly contemporary. Frederick Selous, a renowned scout who bagged lions when he wasn't hunting people, shrugged at the reprisals of 'rough' men who were after all the 'avengers of the women and children of their own colour'. Robert Baden-Powell ambled back to the veldt to take a photograph of a Ndebele man he'd shot dead and later printed it in his book on the war.
 Rising costs ruled out a war of extermination. Once the Ndebele withdrew to the impassable Matopo Hills, Rhodes panicked that London would want many more troops to deal with them, racking up impossible bills for the BSAC. He rode up the hills for the first and most nerve-racking of three summits to make peace. The brusque generosity with which he responded to Ndebele grievances - 'such things will not happen again,' he barked - once formed the redemptive core of his legend. He put Ndebele chiefs on the BSAC's payroll, gave them farms on his estates and treated them to parties. He hung a portrait of Nyambezana, the Ndebele matriarch who had carried messages to the rebels, in his bedroom (the only other person so honoured was Otto von Bismarck). Ever mindful of death, he chose the site for his grave at World's View, a hilltop in the Matopo, near the tomb of Lobengula's father.
 Yet both the settlers who craved revenge and officials who wanted to investigate the company's maladministration understood that these feudal gestures were just the latest attempt to square his critics. When the Shona, whom Europeans despised as a cringing people in comparison with the martial Ndebele, joined the rebellion, they earned no such quarter: they were dynamited in their cave refuges and starved into surrender. Their prophetic leader was hanged, after first being forcibly converted to Christianity at the foot of the scaffold. The Ndebele on Rhodes's farms found that his promises evaporated once more settlers arrived after his death, hungry for land and intent on building a segregated society, one which banned Africans from even walking on the pavements of Bulawayo until the 1930s. No wonder Schreiner lamented that Trooper Peter Halket was a 'dead failure' that had not saved the life of a single African. To her dismay, Rhodes sloughed off the disgrace of the raid. His nonchalant apologies to an inquiry at Westminster saved his company's charter, while the disgust of Oxford's liberal dons could not prevent him from taking an honorary DCL. With much chutzpah, he created a new progressive party at the Cape, promising 'equal rights for civilised men'. In her desperation, Schreiner moved to the Transvaal, hailing the 'guns and fists' of its racist farmers as South Africa's only hope against his 'international capitalist horde'.
By this point,  Rhodes was in terrible health and out of ideas. The economy of Rhodesia, which now came under tighter imperial oversight, was ticking along rather than booming. It got a rail link to the Cape, but Randolph Churchill's snap judgment that most of it was better for shooting antelope than growing crops seemed right. Rhodes accordingly turned to a new dream to push British rail all the way to Cairo. 'All red' infrastructure of this kind caught the public's fancy in an age of imperial paranoia, but the route would have to pass through the territory of Britain's rivals. It also made no economic sense, because settlers wanted access to the nearest coasts, not slow coaches to the Mediterranean. Although Kaiser Wilhelm II - another violent fantasist - agreed to let him pass through German land, the plan fizzled out. Rhodes was reduced to yawning over the 'clockwork' prosperity of De Beers and investing its profits in fruit farming and the cold storage of meat - projects hardly worthy of a colossus.
 His last will of 1899, which established the Rhodes Trust and its scholarships at Oxford, betrayed his shrinking reach: instead of creating a secret society of world-changers, he now settled for polishing existing elites and encouraging them to 'maintain the imperial thought'. Rhodes was just a bystander when Lord Milner, an Oxford contemporary and the new high commissioner of South Africa, engineered a war with the Transvaal in 1899. Having rushed to Kimberley to take charge during its siege - he offered white civilians shelter in his mines from Boer shelling, while starving redundant Black workers into leaving town - he died of heart failure a few months before peace.
 Rudyard Kipling, who began spending restorative winters at the Woolsack, an old Cape Dutch property that Rhodes had fitted out as a guest house for artists, was one of the last people he squared. Kipling repaid him for the use of this jingo Yaddo with the verses read out at Rhodes's deliberately 'barbaric' funeral at World's View.* He avoided the bromides of the bishop of Mashonaland, who took the service: there was no need to pretend Rhodes was headed for a heaven in which he did not believe. His worldly immortality arose from the friction between his 'all mastering thought' and the brief 'term allowed' for its realisation: his soul would linger in the 'great spaces washed with sun' until they filled with people. Rhodes remains at World's View, but no longer looks out over 'the world he won'. Rhodesia lasted only decades before giving way to Black majority nations, which suggests how slight his impact was on Africa, for all its violence. Yet Kipling, who was often wrong about the British Empire, was usually accurate about its psychic wellsprings. Although Rhodes talked of securing the future, power for him was not a means to an end but the expression of a need to treat people as objects to 'quicken and control'.
 Rhodes has not fallen: his monuments stand in Britain, ranging from Physical Energy, George Frederick Watts's buccaneering equestrian statue in Hyde Park, to the professorships that still bear his name. We should look for his 'immense and brooding Spirit' today not in the sunken centre of a vanished empire, but in the activities of the oligarchs who no longer serve queens or wave flags, but are equally intent on breaking and reassembling societies to serve their fierce and strange urges to self-realisation. Beware dreamers devout.
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Kaboom!
Lorraine Daston

3779 wordsThe  kinds of catastrophe that loom largest in today's collective imagination tend to be compact and spectacular: the eruption of Krakatoa in 1883, with a 180-decibel boom heard more than three thousand kilometres away; the tsunamis of 2011 that reared up to a height of forty metres before inundating the Japanese coast; the Tangshan earthquake in 1976, which claimed some 300,000 lives; and, most spectacular of all, the asteroid that crashed into the Yucatan Peninsula around 65 million years ago and wiped out about 75 per cent of all plant and animal life on Earth, including the dinosaurs. Disasters of this sort make for riveting news coverage and cinematic depictions. Accounts in books and onscreen compress beginning, middle and end into a single searing moment of devastation. What was once the paradigmatic catastrophe, the biblical flood, took forty days and forty nights; today's exemplar is one big, blinding event: kaboom!
Vulcanologists, seismologists, geologists and palaeobiologists know better. The events that punctuate our imagined history of the Earth like exclamation marks are in fact phases in processes that unfold over a timescale of thousands or millions of years. This is particularly true of extinction. The greatest of all known mass extinction events, the Permian-Triassic ('the Great Dying') of about 250 million years ago, which is attributed to atmospheric changes caused by volcanic activity and is estimated to have wiped out 70 per cent of terrestrial vertebrate species and more than 80 per cent of marine species, took tens of thousands of years. Even the asteroid crash that doomed the dinosaurs and many other lifeforms will have taken thousands of years to do its work, as dust in the air lowered temperatures, deprived plants of sunlight and acidified the oceans. In geological time, this is the blink of an eye, and that's why the spikes marking mass extinctions in the palaeobiologists' graphs look so sudden and steep, like obelisks rising out of the sand in a desert. But this is an effect of scaling, which marks time in intervals of fifty million years. Extinction is a protracted, uneven process, and hard to square with our mental picture of abrupt catastrophe.
Sadiah Qureshi wants to change the way we imagine extinction by narrating the history of the idea and exposing the uses, mostly nefarious, to which it has been put. Although she includes material taken from the contemporary sciences of linguistics, genetics, ecology and palaeontology (including a vivid account of that asteroid smashing into the Yucatan), her main focus is on the histories of these sciences since the late 18th century and on the ways in which past scientific views on extinction were entangled in British and later North American imperial ventures. She hopscotches between centuries and continents, from the Beothuk people of Canada to the Whadjuk people of Australia, the Tasmanian thylacine to the North American passenger pigeon. What all these have in common is that they were at one point or another declared extinct (not always correctly, in Qureshi's view), and that their fates were sealed by violence, greed, bigotry and, perhaps most dangerous of all, good intentions. Her account is nuanced but not neutral: she is on the side of the vanished. The 'vanished' in her title should be understood as an aggressively transitive verb, something someone does to someone or something else. As with the similarly repurposed verb 'disappeared' to describe what murderous regimes do to their political enemies, Qureshi argues that the grim business of vanishing people and species is a crime with culprits, not just a natural disaster with victims. She hopes that detailing the history of past crimes and errors will save us from making further fatal blunders in the midst of what many believe to be the sixth mass extinction of life on Earth.
Scientific views about extinction were implicated in many of the episodes Qureshi narrates. Her starting point is often a scene in a science museum, because that's where the last available specimen, artefact or mortal remains have ended up. She visits the worse-for-wear dodo at the Oxford Museum of Natural History and a glass vial containing the 'Hair of Extinct Tasmanian Aboriginal' at the Wellcome Collection in London, and looks at VR images of extinct species such as Steller's sea cow and the smilodon (a sabre-toothed feline predator from the Pleistocene) at the Museum national d'histoire naturelle in Paris. Qureshi's main target isn't the libido sciendi that turned naturalists into avid collectors of such trophies of once thriving lifeforms, or even the imperial brutality and arrogance that made the collections of the great museums of London and Paris possible, though this is a prominent theme. Her focus is the way in which the very definition of extinction advanced by biologists and anthropologists licensed those imperialist rampages.
European naturalists were slow to accept even the bare fact of extinction. The 18th-century Swedish naturalist Linnaeus, who took on the Herculean labour of cataloguing all the species of plants and animals on Earth, grudgingly admitted towards the end of his career that new species not called into being by God at Creation might occasionally result from the hybridisation of old species. But he never accepted the possibility that species might disappear, despite the fact that fossils of such gigantic creatures as the mastodon (a bigger version of the elephant, which seems to have become extinct around eleven thousand years ago) were being unearthed in the Americas during his lifetime. The reasons for resistance to the idea of extinction weren't purely religious, though many pious sensibilities were offended by the suggestion that God's handiwork could be not only supplemented but also destroyed by the work of man or nature. Linnaeus envisioned the whole of organic nature as what he called an 'oeconomy' (from the ancient Greek oikos, meaning 'family' or 'household'): not a peaceable kingdom (which Linnaeus's own family certainly wasn't), but a tense balance of many organisms jostling for advantage. Long before Malthus, Linnaeus was well aware that if certain species were allowed to propagate unchecked, they would upset this precarious balance (he worried that a few uppity plants might drive out all the animals). To subtract species from the exquisitely calibrated system of organic checks and balances was to overturn the order of nature.
Linnaeus's oeconomy of nature went on to have a glorious career as the science of ecology, but by the early 19th century the evidence that species like the mastodon and the megatherium (a gigantic South American sloth that flourished during the Pleistocene) had once existed but had long ago died out became too overwhelming to deny. Once the fact of extinction became widely accepted, speculation about its causes ran rampant and continues to this day. Every extinction has its own story, and it is usually a lot more complicated than vaporisation by an asteroid. But by the mid-19th century, battle lines had hardened between two broad camps. The catastrophists, led by the French zoologist Georges Cuvier, thought that the Earth underwent periodic convulsions - titanic volcanic eruptions, huge floods - that wiped out many species at once. The uniformitarians, led by the British lawyer and geologist Charles Lyell, insisted that all past changes in the Earth's history were caused by the same forces still in evidence (erosion, subsidence and the like), operating incrementally over vast expanses of time to accumulate the massive alterations visible in the geological record.
Both Cuvier and Lyell acknowledged the extinction of organisms as an undeniable fact, Lyell tepidly, Cuvier emphatically, but both were also vehement anti-evolutionists. Like Linnaeus, Lyell worried that the disappearance of species, however gradual, might eventually disturb the balance of nature, but he left it to future generations to determine whether new species appeared to replenish what nature had lost, probably in the expectation that it would take hundreds of years to settle the question. In the event, it was one of his most ardent disciples, Charles Darwin, who proposed the solution just a quarter of a century later - in impeccably uniformitarian terms, but as a theory of evolution. The very title of his great work of 1859 trumpeted its answer to Lyell's puzzle: On the Origin of Species. Darwin likened the struggle of each species to increase its numbers at the expense of all the others to 'ten thousand sharp wedges packed close together and driven ... by incessant blows' into the 'yielding surface' of Nature ('Nature', throughout On the Origin of Species, being not only capitalised but personified, invariably with feminine pronouns). The extinction of some species and the emergence of others was the inevitable outcome of the relentless competition to occupy every available niche in Nature's oeconomy.
Darwin was tight-lipped in On the Origin of Species about the implications of his theory for humans but had shed his reticence by the time he published another pointedly titled book, The Descent of Man, in 1871. Drawing on reports from European explorers and colonists of peoples encountered on remote Pacific islands or in other places isolated by geography or climate, as well as his own personal experience with the inhabitants of Tierra del Fuego, Darwin claimed that past peoples had been eradicated by the same kind of competition that had driven other species to extinction, just as 'the present-day civilised nations are everywhere supplanting barbarous nations.'
As Qureshi emphasises, Darwin conceived of these struggles, both past and present, as conflicts between races. He was hardly the first to predict the extinction of the native inhabitants of colonised territories, but his immense scientific authority lent an aura of inevitability to the carnage and dispossession that had by that time been going on for centuries. Qureshi argues that this was tantamount to turning settler violence into a law of nature: one might lament the disappearance of the original peoples of the Americas and Australia and sympathise with their plight, but it made no more sense to blame the natural forces at work than to blame an earthquake for the harm inflicted on its victims. The identification of Neanderthal fossils as evidence of an extinct species of hominid, possibly supplanted (to repeat Darwin's euphemism) by Homo sapiens, slotted neatly into a narrative in which the inhabitants of lands coveted by Europeans were conceived as living fossils from a distant past, doomed to disappearance. Social evolutionists could project human history onto a world map, with Europeans marking the present and almost everyone else various stages of the species's past.
By no means everyone went along with what Qureshi describes as the strategic conflation of extermination and extinction, and both colonial violence towards native peoples and protests against it long preceded Darwin. The United States Indian Removal Act of 1830 sparked fiery protests that the forcible dispossession of peoples of their ancestral lands ran counter to the law of nations, and a report from 1837 of the Parliamentary Select Committee on Aboriginal Tribes denounced as both atrocious and impious claims that the extinction of the original inhabitants of territories under British imperial rule was inevitable.
Qureshi documents extraordinary efforts to save and protect disappearing peoples, languages, animals and plants. A few years ago in Australia, firefighters put their lives on the line to save the last surviving ancient Wollemi pines, a species that may date back to before the continents of Australia and Antarctica separated; in Spain, the last known bucardo was cloned by scientists and an embryo with a carbon copy of its DNA implanted in a goat surrogate mother in an attempt to keep the species going. Efforts to save peoples and their languages are fewer and more ambiguous. Qureshi argues that Romantic conservationists such as the American artist George Catlin (1796-1872), who painted many portraits of members of the Pawnee, Cheyenne, Crow and other tribes, may have done more harm than good by campaigning for the creation of national parks to preserve wilderness and endangered species - at the cost of shrinking the lands of Indigenous peoples still further. She is similarly sceptical about the biologist E.O. Wilson's plan to turn over half the Earth to the protection of wildlife, or the UN's '30 by 30' proposal to sequester 30 per cent of the planet by 2030 to slow the loss of biodiversity. She is alarmed by rising rates of extinction but thinks it all too likely that the territories commandeered for such good causes will once again be those of the world's poor and powerless.
As a good historian, Qureshi is alert to the ambiguities that complicate the stories she tells. Thus she records the outcry against imperial violence at the heart of empire, even as British settlers massacred some ten thousand Tasmanians over the course of a hundred years. She acknowledges the contribution made by the Irish anthropologist Daisy Bates to the preservation of Indigenous Australian languages, her tenacity in the face of doubts and dismissals by male scientists, and her true grit in living for years among the peoples of the Australian desert, always clad in ladylike white gloves, long skirt and straw hat. But she also rebukes Bates's presumptuousness in asserting that Indigenous Australians were better off under imperial rule, happier to be indentured than free, and were condemned to extinction, so that all that could be done to help them was to make 'the passing easy'. Qureshi doesn't dispute the utility of the international conservation organisations that publish Red Lists of endangered animal and plant species, but she also points out their bias towards mammals and birds (plants and insects get short shrift) and warns that a Red List evaluation as 'rare' or 'endangered' can drive up prices of rhino horns and elephant tusks and so perversely increase the threat to precisely those species the conservation organisations seek to protect.
Qureshi dismisses talk of 'endings', especially where human beings are involved, since it naturalises slaughter by calling it extinction, and enables museums to hold on to human remains on the grounds that there are no surviving relatives to claim them. She is impatient with legal definitions of genocide that count only the total annihilation of a people or its culture and thereby let imperialist culprits off the hook, and sides with representatives of allegedly extinct peoples who claim they still carry their ancestry 'somewhere in our genes'. To pronounce a verdict of extinction on a people is, she writes, 'a profound form of epistemic injustice', which doesn't recognise that extinction is usually a halting, spotty process. She highlights efforts at 'de-extinction', from rewilding to cloning, and cases of 'Lazarus' species presumed long extinct and then rediscovered, like the Wollemi pine. Who can say with certainty that a species or a people is ever really lost for good?
Yet when pursued to their conclusion, such arguments lead down paths that Qureshi is reluctant to follow, and with good reason. For example, many modern Europeans carry Neanderthal genes, but neither Qureshi nor anyone else would deny that Neanderthals are extinct and that people who happen to carry their genes today have no moral right to repossess Neanderthal fossils held in museums. Part of the muddle stems from the seductive analogy between peoples and species. Evolutionary theory undoes the notion that a species might remain fixed over the very long term, a point that Qureshi makes beautifully in her description of the evolution of the whale. But in the short to medium term - centuries, say, as opposed to aeons - species do seem fixed and well bounded. Some species can interbreed, as horses and donkeys do to produce (sterile) mules. But for the most part, evolution is propelled by natural selection acting on novelties produced by mutation, not by hybridisation. Peoples, by contrast, mingle all the time. Customs, languages, technologies and genes are regularly tossed together like a salad. Defining a genos was already a tricky business in the time of Herodotus, who was much less interested in the physical and linguistic differences between Greeks and Indians than he was in how they dealt with their dead.
A culture is not a species, not even if millennia of comparative geographical isolation have resulted in a few characteristic genetic markers (for example, the presence of an enzyme to digest lactose among the descendants of people who depended on the milk of domesticated cows). Human diversity has been parsed in many ways, including the languages spoken, the gods worshipped, and the rites of birth and death, as well as skin colour, eye shape or lactose intolerance. This is why 'race' as a shorthand to denote human varieties is so slippery: historically it has referred to all these things and more besides. As recently as the late 19th century, anthropologists could refer to Hessians and Bavarians as different races on the basis of cranial measurements, and mathematicians could remark that the 'Latin races' (the French and Italians) excelled at algebra while the Germanic ones (the German and the English) went in for geometry. Like genos, 'race' could refer to a lineage or a tribe or a nation, none of them anything like a biological species. Ethnos and its modern derivatives also conflate shared customs and shared ancestry. The difficulty can't be evaded simply by accepting a group's self-identification, which often incorporates similar analogies to natural kinds. Perhaps this is why Qureshi, who is well aware of the abuses of race terminology, vacillates between describing the humans facing extinction as 'nations', 'native peoples' and practitioners of 'lifeways'. The problem isn't Qureshi's alone: we all urgently need a way of talking about human diversity that isn't fraught with dubious associations and assumptions. But to treat the disappearance of cultures and species under the same rubric because both fell victim to imperial rapacity and violence tends to compound the ambiguities attending the idea of extinction.
Scientific  ideas of extinction were doubly transformed in the second half of the 20th century. In the 1980s, the American palaeontologists David Raup and Jack Sepkoski revived catastrophism by building an inventory of fossil data and showing that mass extinctions seem to occur roughly every 26 million years - those spikes on the graph of numbers of taxa plotted as a function of time. Their statistical analysis revealed a total of five such extinctions, the most recent caused by the Yucatan asteroid. Each mass extinction was followed by a rise in species diversification which gradually eased to a plateau until the next mega-disaster scythed through the biosphere. Extinction also takes place on a gradualist Darwinian timescale and by means of Darwinian mechanisms of competition and natural selection, but these effects were dwarfed by those of periodic mass extinctions. Talk of survival of the fittest now rang hollow: a relatively swift change in the chemical composition of the Earth's atmosphere or a collision with an asteroid mowed down lifeforms indiscriminately. Talk of a new geological epoch, the Anthropocene, crystallises fears that we may now be in the midst of a sixth mass extinction, caused by climate change and other human impacts on the planet that penetrate the atmosphere, the biosphere and down into the lithosphere.
The other transformation was the adoption of a holistic conception of biodiversity. Scientific attention shifted from the preservation of individual species to the preservation of ecosystems, including the global ecosystem. Concretely, this meant that insects, fungi and bacteria were at least as valuable in safeguarding biodiversity as the pandas and tigers featured in wildlife documentaries and lists of endangered species. So far, the influence of the ecosystem concept on the conservation movement has been slight. While some activists advance ecological arguments on behalf of certain species - for example, re-introducing predators such as wolves to restore a balance with other species further down the food chain - the most politically visible advocates of biodiversity champion the cause of individual species like whales and elephants. Despite the urgings of biologists, public enthusiasm for saving mosquitoes and coronaviruses from extinction remains underwhelming.
Qureshi reports these changes in scientific views of extinction, but they don't really register in her argument, which spotlights individual species and peoples. What unifies her beguiling case studies is the claim that extinction is 'both a human idea and a political choice', a matter of human agency - more specifically, human culpability. Even more specifically, imperialist culpability. She doesn't address issues of the wider responsibility of carbon consumers everywhere for rising rates of extinction, except to insist that whatever measures are taken to meet the current emergency should not come at the expense of those who have contributed least to the problem and are likely to suffer most. Her perpetrators and victims are for the most part the familiar collective actors - nations, peoples and species - that inflict and suffer extinction: colonisers and the colonised; hunters and the hunted. This makes for morally compelling narratives; we know how to apportion blame and sympathy. But when it's time to draw lessons from the history of extinction for our current quandaries about what to preserve and how and for whom, Qureshi can only exhort us to 'choose wisely' and be mindful of past injustices. In the end, she seems to abandon us to our emotional preferences; her own heartfelt plea is for the tiger.
Perhaps it is too much to expect that any history should deliver guidance for present policy, rather than just cautionary tales about past errors and excesses. Historians who address such topics as extinction, which straddle the history of humans and of the Earth, face the additional challenge of scale: the mismatch between our decades and centuries and the Earth's epochs and aeons. The challenges don't end there. The images of catastrophe that currently occupy the collective imaginary are explosive, sometimes literally so. Anxiety about nuclear armageddon may no longer be uppermost in most people's minds, but the emblematic world-destroying catastrophe is still the mushroom cloud of a nuclear bomb blast. We engage with slow-motion disasters like extinction, if we engage with them at all, as the dwindling and disappearance of favourite individual species, not as the incremental loss of biodiversity as a whole. Hardest of all to meet is the moral challenge of rethinking the meaning of agency, responsibility and blame on a global scale and over many generations. Moral categories originally conceived with individuals in mind begin to creak when stretched to cover nations or span generations, as vexed debates over reparations for past wrongs demonstrate. Historical narratives, even those of environmental history, are mostly about human beings, by human beings and for human beings. Still to be imagined are the plots, characters and judgments that will be needed to narrate the Anthropocene. It may be that understanding the epoch named after humans will require transcending the human.
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At the Fine Art Society
Avigdor Arikha's Prints
Gaby Wood

2436 wordsAs  a boy, the Romanian-born artist Avigdor Arikha spent part of the Second World War in a labour camp in western Ukraine, where he was given a small sketchbook and pencil by a sympathetic soldier. A German-speaking Jew, he had been deported with his family; his father had died on the way. The camp at Mogilev-Podolsky was in a destroyed Transnistrian foundry put to use by Siegfried Jagendorf, a Romanian Jewish engineer who turned it into a machine shop serving the local area, and who saved as many lives as he could by employing the internees. Every three months, eight hundred of them were selected by the SS for extermination. The 12-year-old Arikha made a paintbrush from his own hair, mixed pigments in the foundry and began to record, in careful detail, what he saw around him: a body being loaded onto a cart full of corpses; a man on the run from a militiaman with a rifle; a prisoner being dragged to his death; skeletal figures in rags carrying logs or rocks while, in the distance, men are being beaten; a long, grim queue for soup.
Arikha had accumulated thirty sketches when he was stopped by one of the SS officers who patrolled the camp. 'Child, you're playing with fire,' the guard said, as he tore out the most explicit of the drawings. The remainder were eventually shown by Jagendorf to the International Red Cross, who in 1944 arranged for Arikha and his sister to leave their mother, take on the names of children presumed dead and travel to Palestine on a transport designed for orphans (as recorded in Major/Minor, the memoir of Arikha's daughter Alba). The convoy struck mines in the Black Sea: of the 1500 children who were evacuated, only 130 survived the journey.
'What is modern about him primarily is, if you wish, his anxiety,' Robert Hughes later said of Arikha's work. 'His desire to pull something out of the flux of what is not known, and give it some kind of temporally stable form ... Some of it is very risky stuff. This comes out particularly in the drawings.' Arikha's rapidly made marks, Hughes pointed out, were 'decisive but almost on the edge of losing a certain control', the result 'both provisional and irrevocable'. Writing in 1973, Hughes said that Arikha had produced 'some of the most remarkable images on paper since the death of Giacometti' seven years earlier. A small selection of these images, found in storage by Arikha's daughters a decade and a half after his death, is now on display at the Fine Art Society in Edinburgh alongside his paintings (until 1 November).
Arikha reached the point Hughes described via a sharp artistic turn. In 1944 he arrived in what was soon to become the state of Israel, where he was taught art according to uncompromising Bauhaus principles by a German Jewish refugee who had been a student of Paul Klee. Four years later Arikha was seriously injured while serving in the Israeli army and left for dead; he was rescued by his sister, then working as a nurse. The following year he received a grant to study art and philosophy in Paris, where he eventually settled and where he befriended artists including Balthus and Giacometti, and the writers Emmanuel Levinas and Raymond Queneau. In 1956 he met Samuel Beckett, who became a close friend and mentor. Arikha called Beckett his 'lighthouse'.
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By the early 1960s, Arikha had exhibited his work - then entirely abstract - to acclaim in Paris, London and Amsterdam. John Ashbery, reviewing the paintings in 1961, admired their 'breathless urgency'. But halfway through the decade Arikha experienced what he would later describe as 'a violent hunger in the eyes'. Face to face with Caravaggio's The Raising of Lazarus, then on loan to the Louvre, Arikha felt that what he was doing in abstraction would eventually lead down a path that was mannered and false. The figure of Lazarus had been painted by Caravaggio from life. Was there an echo, in this figure on the threshold of death, of the bodies Arikha had drawn as a boy? He decided that the only unlimited wellspring was the observable world around us. 'You were right,' he told Giacometti, who had encouraged him to work from life. Arikha renounced (his word) abstraction and set himself new rules of engagement. As Beckett put it, 'siege laid again to the impregnable without. Eye and hand fevering after the unself.'
Arikha would not paint, or work in colour, for another eight years. He made no preparatory sketches and allowed himself no afterthoughts; he always worked in natural light and at high speed. Between 1965 and 1973 he drew non-stop - in pencil, silverpoint or sumi ink - and in 1970, when he was given an etching press by a friend, he evolved this drawing practice into prints.
In 2008 the Bibliotheque nationale de France held an exhibition of Arikha's prints, centred not only on the collection they had been accumulating for some time but also on a significant gift from Arikha himself of 55 rare prints and unique proofs (he also made a gift of a hundred works on paper to the British Museum in 2004). Taken together, these images provide a glimpse into Arikha's working methods and artistic concerns, from chemical adventures in varnish, resin and acid to printing experiments on a range of different papers - investigations that influenced his work in other media. (He would go on to say that when he returned to painting, his work drew on his tonal explorations as an etcher.)
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In later years, when he didn't have the physical strength for printmaking, Arikha worked with Aldo Crommelynck, the printer who collaborated with Picasso. But in this fervent period he pulled the prints himself in very small editions - sometimes six or ten, occasionally just three. Arikha's interest was not in making multiples or reproductions but in seeing where the alchemy of etching could take him. The catalogue to the 2008 exhibition describes his printed output as 'more secret' than his paintings or drawings, yet governed by a similar urgency, each completed in a single session, 'without repetition or remorse'.
Arikha often said that his aim was 'saisir le vecu sur le vif' - to grasp life as it's lived, or to grasp the lived moment as it occurs. In French, artists who work from life are more usually said to be working 'd'apres nature'. The phrase 'sur le vif' means 'on the spot' or 'in the moment'. It gives a sense of immediacy that 'after nature' does not. In this respect Arikha's expression recalls the title of Henri Cartier-Bresson's first book, Images a la sauvette ('images on the fly'), which was translated into English as The Decisive Moment. Arikha and Cartier-Bresson became friends in 1970, the year Arikha began to etch. The objective for both men was not so much decisiveness as speed. Arikha's quest was to record aliveness itself. As he later put it in his book of essays, On Depiction (1995), traces of life were 'seized at once, as fruit is from a tree' because 'truth picked in a few instants holds those instants timelessly.' He caught moments as if saving them from disappearance; he drew against death.
This philosophy offers a way of looking at the subjects Arikha chose for his etchings and lithographs: fruit, shoes, gloves, a cane. There's a proliferation of coats and above all of portraits - of his wife, the American poet Anne Atik, of his daughters, Alba and Noga, of his friends and of himself. Arikha became the archivist of the everyday: not, it seems, because he sought out the ordinary but because each day invited his urgent attention. He spoke about 'lying in ambush' until a subject asserted itself. He described portraiture as a form of 'abduction'. He said he was not interested in mere representation but in communicating an intensity of feeling. Once he began drawing he would enter what he described as a 'seismic trance', usually with Glenn Gould playing Bach at full volume in the studio.
There is something lucid and bruised about Arikha's still lifes. Pears catch a passing light. Shoes have been indented by their wearers, then vacated. A spoon and umbrella have become relics, relayed with delicate attention to tone. The self-portraits, many of which feature facial expressions inspired by Rembrandt's, extend passing moods beyond their natural lifespan. Arikha depicted so many overcoats that it almost seems a compulsion - it's hard not to think of those who died of exposure in the camps. His coats hang in mid-air by hidden means, the shadows in their folds tenderly evoked. Wrapped around an absence, they are sloughed off or waiting to be worn, offering warmth and weight along with whatever history they might hold. It is perhaps too obvious to read survival into these images, yet they are, by their very existence, evidence of it.
During this period Arikha became fond of drawing in sumi ink on textured canvas paper. (His portrait of Anne with her hand over her mouth is an example of this technique in the form of a lithograph.) With a Japanese calligraphy brush lightly loaded with ink, he created swift swirls and scrumbles that built up to darkness. Had he not become enamoured of this method, with its rigid texture and soft tonal possibilities, he would not have devised his singular printmaking technique.
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Stanley William Hayter, the seminal British printmaker - a chemist by training - who had taught the Surrealists in Paris and the Abstract Expressionists in New York, had returned to Paris in the early 1950s. Guided by Hayter, Arikha developed a method of imprinting the texture of canvas paper onto a copper plate and coating it in aquatint resin. Hayter used this as a layer in his abstract work but Arikha saw its potential as a base for observational etchings in sugar-lift, a process by which a positive mark is made on copper using a brush. Ordinarily, different tones can only be achieved in sugar-lift over several consecutive acid baths, with areas of the plate 'stopped out' with varnish in between. Arikha wanted to find a way of doing it all in one go. After destroying several plates through his experiments, and devising his own sugar mixture so that it had the consistency of his preferred ink, he found that the sugary liquid would catch on the woven texture he'd created on the plate and make a range of tonal variations in a single bath (or 'bite'). It was a unique discovery, a marriage of techniques that gives his prints a distinctive appearance, an almost uncanny subtlety. For Hughes, this new form of transmission was close to transubstantiation: the texture of Arikha's etchings, he argued, was analogous to, and not just a depiction of, the subjects they portrayed - the skin of a pear, the worn leather of a shoe.
The road to this discovery is visible in the prints. First, in 1970, he made portraits of Anne in drypoint - by scratching into metal with a stylus, no acid required. Then he made four etchings of Beckett, the fine lines of the plate bitten by ferric chloride into grooves that would hold ink, before being run through the press. ('Beckett never sat for me, but as soon as he saw me drawing he would stop moving.') To these he added aquatint shading with limited success ('sans suite', reads a pencilled note on one of these prints in the British Museum, 'discontinued - copper destroyed'). He tried a woman's back in sugar-lift. 'I never rejected a technique,' he later said. His searches were tireless.
The first etching he made with his new sugar-lift method is a remarkable self-portrait from 1972, in which a foreshortened Arikha sits looking at himself in a mirror on the floor. For the viewer, the world is askew - we find the artist at an angle, see the underside of his chair and the creases in his clothes. Is he at a desk? An easel? He is looking down at us, and we are falling. The disconcerting nature of the image was a perfect match for the near indecipherable means by which it was made.
There was just one catch to Arikha's new technique: it demanded a very slow bath in highly diluted acid - and Arikha liked to work quickly. The usual bite times for aquatint are anything between thirty seconds and thirty minutes. Arikha recalled an occasion when he went to lunch with friends and returned to the studio four hours later to find his plate perfectly intact. The point of this slow developing process was that it allowed him to retain his speed of draughtsmanship in return for his patience as a printmaker. There was plenty of jeopardy - 'every stage puts the plate in danger,' as Arikha put it - and he was immersed in complex, unstable, often frustrating processes. Printmaking may have been the only area of Arikha's graphic life in which he took his time.
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In 1973 Arikha made five aquatints to accompany an artist's edition of Beckett's Au loin un oiseau, a text he later translated into English and collected as one of the eight short prose works in Fizzles. Hayter went on to illustrate another work in the series and Jasper Johns made prints for the English collection as a whole. 'Ruin-strewn land', reads the refrain in 'Afar a Bird', the translation of Au loin un oiseau, as a man hunched over a stick, 'a little heap of hands and head', struggles with the burden of a doomed alternative self. Arikha found in the text a coat, a cane, 'scant grass' and stones. The prints were beautifully bleak.
The only time Arikha's intense productivity came to a halt, according to Alba, was in 1989 when Beckett died. Beckett had written about Arikha seven years earlier. 'I have not ceased to admire,' he wrote, 'throughout his development, his acuity of vision, sureness of execution and incomparable grasp of the past and the problems that beset continuance. It is perhaps in this double awareness, at once transcended and implicit in his work, that he is in a sense heroically alone.'
Arikha couldn't go on. He went on. What broke the spell was a black and white photo of Beckett. Drawing from photographs was against Arikha's principles but he realised he could draw the photograph as an object. In 1991 it became part of a still life, Beckett's familiar face on a shelf next to a candlestick and peeling wallpaper, the surface of a memory, seen in the moment and seized.
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Chi Chi Trillip Trillip
Fiona Green

3041 wordsAmong  the poems Edward Thomas drafted in 1916, shortly before he was posted to France, was 'As the team's head-brass'. The poet, seated in the boughs of a fallen elm, watches a ploughman at work 'narrowing a yellow square/Of charlock'. He exchanges words with him as he pauses at the turn of each furrow, so that the conversational back and forth maps at intervals onto the changing geometry of the field. This perfectly timed exercise in labour and talk is also a masterpiece of displacement: trench warfare presses at its margins ('Have you been out?', the speaker asks the ploughman), and its final turn is darkly prescient, in retrospect, of the field in which Thomas was to fall a year later - at Arras, in 1917. 'The horses started and for the last time/I watched the clods crumble and topple over/After the ploughshare and the stumbling team.'
Later poets have followed in Thomas's footsteps. When Seamus Heaney was commissioned to write a poem to mark the centenary of the outbreak of the First World War, he remade 'As the team's head-brass' as the story of a soldier's homecoming. His poem, too, was to serve as a valediction: 'In a Field' was one of Heaney's last works. Thomas had been among his guides from the outset. Heaney's 'Follower', from his first book, Death of a Naturalist (1966), took soundings from 'As the team's head-brass': its tripping between 'furrow' and 'narrowed', 'fell' and 'follow' nods to Thomas's strewn doublings ('fallen', 'fallow', 'narrowing', 'yellow'), and its closing reversal - 'But today/It is my father who keeps stumbling/Behind me, and will not go away' - surely got its bearings from Thomas's last lines.
Jorie Graham, who followed Heaney as Harvard's Boylston Professor of Rhetoric and Oratory in 1999, returned to that same Thomas poem in her collection Runaway. 'The Hiddenness of the World' works back through Thomas's lines and dwells especially on the lovers who disappear into the wood at his poem's start and re-emerge near its end, their hiddenness obscurely bracketing the sharp geometry of Thomas's ploughed field. The wood is the poem's defining elsewhere, a darkly intimate space (what do the lovers do in - or out - there, for the poem's duration?) and a place that haunts the 'woulds' of its conditional mood: had his mate not gone out to France and been killed, Thomas's ploughman says, 'we should have moved the tree.' 'And I should not have sat here,' the poet replies. 'Everything/Would have been different. For it would have been/Another world.' Other worlds and counterfactual routes through time - hidden elsewheres that edge the poetry's field of view, tenses and moods that track the otherwise of indicative verbs and empirical histories - have caught Graham's restless attention on and off for half a century. Bracketed places, ghostly might-have-beens and future anteriors have become a feature of her 21st-century books: Sea Change (2008), PLACE (2012), Fast (2017), Runaway (2020) - four volumes subsequently published together as [To] the Last [Be] Human (2022) - and, more recently, To 2040.
Graham's verse has found itself increasingly drawn towards geopolitical urgencies. Sea Change turned explicit attention to global politics in 'Guantanamo'; a residual sense of the war on terror distended the frame of the astonishing 'On the Virtue of the Dead Tree' in PLACE. As with Thomas, the field here is surveilled from a perch in the branches of a dead tree; the watcher is a hawk whose shifty alterity is caught but not tamed in Graham's expert handling:
                                  And that it
                              may choose its
                              spot so
freely, from which to scan, and, without more than the wintry beguiling
                              wingstrokes seeding
                              the fields of air,
swoop. It feeds.

The carefully scanned field turns up broken body parts and the implements of enhanced interrogation (rubber hose, taser, hood), remnants of that extraterritorial prison which remains under US jurisdiction yet beyond the reach of law. Where does such a perversely cruel state of exception and its indefinite detentions belong? Its holding place in Graham's work is a set of unsteady relations between the bare life to which the human subject is reduced under torture and the dead tree (both have limbs and trunk) and between a songless predator and hawkish politics. Sometimes the verse is lured close to flat protest ('Prison is never/going to be/over'), yet 'On the Virtue of the Dead Tree' regains its gravity in a staggering overlay of darkness and threat at its close:
the holy place shuts, baggy with evening, and here it is
                              finally night
                              bursting open
with hunt.

Baggy with evening, bursting with hunt, soggy with melt: such phrases are characteristic of Graham's idiom, as are compound substantives ('the as-yet-not thing') which, along with clusters of atemporal verb forms ('the feeling of owning, accordioning out and up,/seafanning'), put up precarious bulwarks against what she once called 'the swift scary suction of the sentence'.
The lyric's capacity to dilate the present moment, to stay in the now, has been an enduring project for Graham, but it has become an ever more pressing preoccupation since Sea Change identified climate collapse as its saturating premise. 'Later in Life', for example, has construction workers calling to one another from street level to the seventh floor of a building, and that skein of sound - not unlike the bird songs that have threaded Graham's verse, especially the arced back and forth of the cardinals in her fin-de-siecle 'Red Umbrella Aubade' - is newly weighted because of the still heat. In this weather a now fattened on 'ing' sits 'Smack in the middle':
                                                                             The
                              future is a superfluity I do not
                              taste, no, there is no numbering
here, it is a gorgeous swelling, no emotion

Such rotund plenitude, as sometimes with Wallace Stevens in mid-life, has just a tang of over-ripeness about it (later in life, after all, swellings may not portend well). Lateness or belatedness has always been Graham's mode ('it's late in history after all,' she said as early as 1987), so that her now is always on the verge of being a missed moment or deja vu. Orpheus's turn, both cause of and witness to Eurydice's vanishing, was pivotal for Graham in The End of Beauty (1987), and seeing the harm you've done but being too late to repair it has had a more lethal cast this century, our ruin of the planet having gone past the point of no return.
Graham's 'Underworld' and 'Just Before' imagine earth's plenitude as a rich store of energy and a temptation to knowledge: 'a fiery apple in the orchard, the coal in the under-/ground is bursting with/sunlight, inquire no further it says.' Once mined, like a densely smouldering mass touched with air, this thickly interwoven underground explodes into 'the urgent sprint', the unstoppable trajectory of human history. That feeling of gorgeous plenty dragged into the slipstream of time, that turning-point-turned-tipping-point beyond which progress has its own momentum, picks up through the poems in Fast and out into Runaway, a book Graham has described as 'a how-to manual on how to try to learn to ride these accelerating riptides written by someone caught in their ever-increasing tug'.
Graham has fretted over the relation between these large-scale temporalities and her own life - the ties of family, her mortality, and, in a different way, the lineage of lyric history. Each of these finds shape in that sense of an ending which she has felt in various degrees of magnitude over the past two decades. The 2040 of her latest book's title addresses itself to the threshold of 'an extinction scenario'; and the four books collected in [To] the Last [Be] Human are held together in part by the individual lives ended and begun in them. The death of Graham's father in 2014 produced some of the most moving poems in Fast: 'Reading to My Father' and 'The Post Human' steady themselves in the aftermath of a death and wonder whether the lost person is 'still here', whether he is a pronoun ('all of a sudden now I cannot write "your"/bed'), and how to keep him in time:
Now I wait here. Feel I can think. Feel there are no minutes in you -
Put my minutes there, on you, as hands - touch, press,
feel the flying-away, the leaving-sticks-behind under the skin, then even the skin
abandoned now, no otherwise now, even the otherwise gone.

Her father's death loosens syntax as a place of safekeeping ('the words don't grip-up into sentences for me'), until a new arrangement can be found for him: 'I watch your afterlife begin to/burn. Helpful. Making a space we had not used/before, could not.' The loss of Graham's mother, the sculptor Beverly Pepper, who died in 2020, takes a different form in the poetry, especially in two skinny poems from Runaway. 'Un-' finds a person unravelling into dementia becoming strangely more like herself: 'blooming mother's fists/tighten daily.' Pepper's raging hands still hold the furious energy of the sculptor she had been:
the surface a score you knew to scrawl mould bend, knew to
rip into - what
were u looking to re-
lease - tentacular furious careful - also
tapping - also pressing gently to feel for
edge - loved steel stone wood iron wax melt of
acetylene till yr glove
burned thru bc u
cld not wait

The loss of one's parents puts a person on the front line, and in Graham's case her own end became a stark reality in 2021, with a second cancer diagnosis about which she has spoken frankly: 'My first cancer posited a demise way off in the future. My new cancer brings that horizon line, and its potential cut-off, right up close.' Hence the sharply framed close-up in 'I Catch Sight of the Now': 'square window in it, & slender citrine/lip onto which I place, gently, this first handful of hair.'
'It's incredibly hard,' Graham has said, 'to calibrate how to grieve the small death of your father, your friends - to face the small but important event of your own death - and simultaneously grieve the huge death of whole species.' Yet despite that trouble with measure, the senses of ending on these different scales have renewed certain possibilities of lyric that have been latent in Graham's poetry from the start. For Frank Kermode, the sense of an ending transforms mere successiveness ('one damn thing after another') into organised duration, turning chronos to kairos so that time 'in the middest' perfectly co-ordinates past, present and future. This work of patterning time in view of an ending is for Kermode the preserve of the novelist, whereas 'in so far as there is an art of the timeless prison,' he says, 'it is poetry.' For Graham, though, it is precisely the teeming possibilities of lyric - tense and mood, syntax and sound crossed with layout and measure - that harbour a fullness of time which is neither mere chronology nor novelistic plot. This is not least because poems are always reaching the ends of their own lines, and then reviewing those endings when they turn out to have been turning points.
Graham  has continued to experiment with line length and layout in these latest books. For example, there is the shunted line that puts a second margin down the middle of the page, and which a helpful endnote in PLACE instructs us how to read ('the two margins of the form ask us to feel the vertiginous "double" position in which we find ourselves, constantly looking back just as we are forced to try to see ahead'), or the right-justified pages that make you think, just for a moment, that you've opened the book upside down, and then, when you have righted yourself, make you wonder whether poet's choice or printer's accident has put the line break where it falls.
There have been novel experiments with punctuation too, as with the arrows that pepper the prosy layout of poems in Fast, and which according to the poet came about by accident (she typed a dash followed by a more-than sign, then ran with it). Take 'Shroud', for example:
I wrote you but what I couldn't say-we are in systemicide-it would be good to be frugal-it is impossible not to hunger for eternity-here on the sand watching the sandstorm approach-remembering the so-called archaic-

I see the point, and Graham has spelled it out in an interview with Sarah Howe ('this arrow just pushes forward. It insists'), but it does seem to starve the writing of those vectoring fields of possibility that ordinary syntax and punctuation can foster. It was a relief to come back to a quatrain poem such as 'All' at the start of Runaway, which looks like Graham putting a used vehicle through its paces without needing to try out all its gears: after all, the 4x4 has a full repertoire of literary historical uses built into it. 'All' is about what it feels like after rain, and it has some things to say about aftermaths, though it doesn't press these too heavily:
completed, till it is done. But it is not done.
Here is still strengthening. Even if only where light
shifts to accord the strange complexity which is beauty.
Each tip in the light end-outreaching as if anxious

Graham's poetry is sedimented with literary allusion. There's a nod to John Donne in the epigraph to 'All'; elsewhere, in 'Cryo', lines from The Shewings of Julian of Norwich make those punctuating arrows yet more strange; Emily Dickinson's meditation on grief and form in the poem beginning 'After great pain' is ghosted in Graham's 'Underworld', which starts 'After great rain'; and her recent poetry has also been infiltrated by social media contractions and botspeak (the hawk on Graham's dead tree does not sing but there is some twittering). An ear for machine language breeds some sonic pleasures, as at the end of 'From Inside the MRI':
                              one red light is
                              singing-out
chamber in use. And the bird sings. On its short loop, its
leash, it sings, here it is, here it comes again. Chi chi trillip trillip
                              chiuuu chip chip. No
                              matter
what you do, you are free. It is a nightmare. You are entirely free. There now,
careful now. You can go.

This is just what it sounds like inside an MRI machine; it also sounds as if John Clare has transcribed its song for us - and as if the kindly radiographer who helps the patient out at the end has heard the bird-like 'Quick now, here, now, always' that chirrups through Four Quartets. These are lovely moments, though the incorporation of botspeak can run the risk that a poem about posthuman language will itself end up just saying words. Graham has always been the most voluble of poets: a famously fluent educator, a generous interviewee who speaks up often for poetry's meanings, and most recently, having decided that her students need her curation of the news, a prolific contributor to social media platforms. And there is something about the poetry which means that for all its experiments with voice - with modes of address, kinds of ventriloquy, sorts of listening - it always sounds like the same person talking.
There is new life in Graham's latest books. Samantha Lorraine Almanza, Graham's first grandchild, was conceived and born while she was writing Runaway and is that book's dedicatee. 'I Won't Live Long' has her standing at the shoreline feeling 'the terrifying/suddenness of the/now' with each wave breaking over her feet. It's a now that an infant won't remember, though the poem wants her to ('Now. Remember now'). There is also a beautifully observed record of the child's first steps:
                              One foot is set in place,
feels hard for place, then the whole of her eleven
months leans on it, lets go - is this trust now, first trust - uneven then
even - then the one step. All stops. She looks firmly at the emptiness.
It seems so full. What is it to go. Its gorgeousness
has not yet shown itself

All Graham's habitual vocabularies are here - of forward propulsion, of hesitant stepping into time - as though they have been waiting for this new person to arrive as their singular embodiment.
Graham has said that much of Runaway was written for Samantha, or with her in mind. She adds: 'If I am no longer here I hope she'll find some clues in the book of what it was like to be human.' Perhaps she meant by this that her granddaughter will know from the book what it was like to be human at a particular point in time; but Graham's phrasing (what it was like to be human) flirts with the impossibility of a future anterior, a will-have-been that is legible (to whom?) beyond the extinction of the species. Timothy Morton has asked who will be here to mourn the end of a natural world of which we are part, and has bluntly reminded us that there is no position from which to write ecological elegy, because we will all be dead. Nor will the weeds of mourning survive our extinction, because the storehouse of tropes, the floral tributes in which poets have recorded loss, and in which elegists have found its compensations, will all be gone too. Much of To 2040 addresses itself to a world without us in it, yet its coda, 'Then the Rain', has the earth and the poet weep for their own dying. The poem begins by making us wait, in multiple subordinate clauses ('after/much almost/& much never again, after'; 'out of in-/congruity,/out of collision') for a finite verb:
        out of the
accident of
touch, the rain
came.

This deluge comes as a relief, as though the grammar has been thirsting for its coming, and although the I that speaks the poem seems to have run out of time ('Where are you my/tenses') she can nevertheless, like a coda, speak back from a position beyond her own end.
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Fish in the Wrong Place
Oliver Cussen

3582 wordsOn the  Des Plaines River, just south of Chicago, the United States Army Corps of Engineers is at war with Asian carp. The fish were first imported to America in the 1970s to eat up the weeds and algae in catfish ponds and sewage treatment lagoons around Little Rock. But they soon escaped into the Arkansas River, and from there into the Mississippi River basin, disrupting food chains and driving native fish species to near extinction. Their conquest of North America's waterways has been halted only because the army has for the last two decades maintained a barrier of electric charge across the Chicago Sanitary and Ship Canal, which connects the Des Plaines to the Great Lakes basin, home to a fifth of the world's surface fresh water. It's a drastic response to a surprisingly widespread pathology of modernity: fish in the wrong place. Less surprising, the pathology has its origins in European colonialism. The transplantation of fish in British India began in earnest in the second half of the 19th century, when angling enthusiasts stocked the streams of the Nilgiri Hills with American rainbow and European brown trout, then the rivers of Kashmir, the Himalayas and Travancore. Their counterparts in Uganda released the insatiable Nile perch into the fragile freshwater habitat of Lake Victoria. Some later experiments were motivated by more noble aims. Colonial officials in India thought the larvicidal mosquito fish of North America might prevent the spread of malaria. In French-occupied Madagascar, carp were introduced to boost local food supply. But whatever the intention, the results were almost always the same: aquatic colonisers destroyed indigenous environments.
 The ecological dynamics of imperialism - or those relating to land at least - are by now fairly well known. Forty years ago, the historian Alfred Crosby argued that the colonisation of the New World had less to do with the Europeans who sailed across the Atlantic than with the 'portmanteau biota' they carried with them. Rats spread disease; roaming pigs and cows extended the frontiers of property and dispossession; wheat turned the pampas and plains of the Americas into 'neo-Europes', fertile and familiar landscapes that would later attract immigrants from the Old World and feed its working classes. Although seldom masters of these changes, Europeans benefited from them nonetheless. Corey Ross, in Liquid Empire, cites the presence of brown trout in Kashmir as an example of the way in which, after the 19th century, the environmental scope of colonialism extended beyond land to take in rivers, lakes, coasts and oceans. Aquatic biota, like their terrestrial counterparts, became increasingly standardised and engineered for European pleasure and profit. Throughout Africa, the Indian subcontinent and South-East Asia, imperial officials reclaimed land from the sea for cultivation and trade, fixed rivers in place to protect roads, railways and bridges, and designed vast irrigation schemes to sanitise crowded cities or to make deserts and barren wastelands suitable for agriculture.
 Unlike Crosby's 'Columbian Exchange', these feats of hydraulic engineering were deliberate, and they very often failed. The conversion of the Sundarbans mangrove forests to taxable agricultural land - instrumental to the 'permanent settlement' of Bengal - left recently established coastal communities exposed to cyclones: in 1876, 215,000 people died in a storm in the Meghna estuary. In Hanoi, a sewage system heralded as a monument to the French civilising mission became a breeding ground for plague-bearing rodents. Residents rich enough to have plumbing in their homes reported rats climbing out of their toilets.
 European powers were trying to exploit the aquatic resources of their colonies long before the 19th century, but their reach had always been constrained. From the 15th to the 18th century, the rivers of West Africa had funnelled goods to merchants on the coast. French trading companies attached themselves to forts and factories at the mouth of the Senegal River. Gold, gum and slaves came downstream from the interior, while manufactured goods - cloth, alcohol, guns - went the other way, the river serving as a conduit for extraction but also for the militarisation of its hinterlands.
 At the turn of the 19th century, a combination of new technology and the abolition of the transatlantic slave trade spurred some entrepreneurs to seek new opportunities upstream. In 1832 the Scottish shipbuilder Macgregor Laird and a consortium of Liverpool merchants formed the African Inland Commercial Company and took two steamers up the Niger. They were seeking 'the amelioration of uncivilised man', but above all palm oil. The expedition was a disaster: only nine of the crew of 48 survived; the rest died of malaria. Laird and his contemporaries were undeterred. Later ventures went loaded with quinine and cannon, and within decades the British and French were sending large quantities of groundnuts and palm oil downstream and then out to the world market. Further south, Leopold II's plunder of the Congo was achieved through a similar combination of nature and technology. More than two hundred miles of railway were laid by coerced labourers under brutal conditions, enabling traders to send ivory and rubber from the Upper Congo at Leopoldville to Matadi near the coast. But the river was key. One contemporary described the railways of the Congo as mere 'tributaries of the navigable watercourses'.
 With the coasts settled and the river valleys increasingly exploited, colonial attention turned to the desert. Throughout the 1870s and 1880s a team of French engineers, inspired by Ferdinand de Lesseps's success in building the Suez Canal, made plans to create a vast inland sea between Biskra in Algeria and Gabes near the Tunisian coast. Sponsored by the government and the Academy of Sciences, the scheme sought to consolidate France's military and commercial control of the region. But some of its promoters had grander ambitions. The military officer and geographer Francois Elie Roudaire believed that covering 13,000 square kilometres of desert with water would bring humidity and rainfall to North Africa and restore fertility to a region that had once been known as the 'granary of Rome'. Both Roudaire and de Lesseps were deeply influenced by the utopian socialist Henri de Saint-Simon, who ranked species and societies according to their mastery over the environment. Beavers occupied an elevated position in his hierarchy of animals because they built dams; thus France could demonstrate its superiority to other civilisations through its technological prowess - by digging canals that linked oceans, or by flooding the Sahara.
 Roudaire's vision never materialised, but the desire to geoengineer Europe's southern frontier endured into the 20th century. In the 1920s, the German architect Herman Sorgel proposed constructing a dam at Gibraltar that would drain the Mediterranean and turn it over to crops. When that plan failed to garner interest, he looked for Lebensraum in the desert: he wanted to dam the Congo, expand Lake Chad and irrigate the Sahara from the south. After the war, a group of French engineers suggested dropping fifteen hydrogen bombs on Tunisia in order to clear a waterway to the newly discovered oil reserves of southern Algeria.
 No less ambitious, but far more effective, was the irrigation of the Punjab under the Raj. In the 19th century, the British had regarded the region as a vast scrubland of little concern. It had no resources of economic value and its only inhabitants were nomadic herders or, even more intermittently, invading Baloch and Pashtun tribes. Between 1880 and 1940, colonial engineers harnessed the five tributaries of the Indus, which ran through the region, to construct a hydrological infrastructure of unprecedented scale, making ten million acres of 'waste land' suitable for settlement and cultivation. Nine planned canal colonies sprang up around the Punjab, populated by more than a million peasant migrants or pastoralists who had been forcibly domesticated. The landscape was transformed into what the historian Neeladri Bhattacharya called a 'regime of squares': each new village was flanked by pillars marking out a grid of squares of 27.7 acres each, which were then further subdivided into 25 equal plots. Each of these was designated a 'killa'; the process of enclosure became known as 'killabandi'.
 This hyper-rational approach allowed the British to regulate the distribution of water, and to control not just the organisation of space but its occupation. One official, James Douie, explained that his job was to 'weed out' undesirable migrants: 'dotards and mere boys', 'village loafers', 'the physically and mentally unfit'. From a military and economic perspective, the canal colonies worked. Insubordinate nomads, robbed of their grazing pastures, were forced to settle in the new townships, while the permanent supply of water transformed desert scrub into fields of wheat and cotton. By the 1940s the Punjab was recognised as the 'breadbasket' of the Raj, and generated more tax revenue than any other Indian province.
 The canal colonies were hardly an unmitigated success. Malaria and cholera epidemics were frequent. Canals seeped into waterlogged killas. Nomads who resisted settlement poisoned the livestock of newly arrived peasants, burned their crops and invaded their fields with cattle. Having been lured by British promises of lands 'overflowing with milk and honey', the first generation of immigrants arrived to a still barren grid of half-dug canals, pestilence and the hostility of displaced locals. The anger of the new arrivals erupted in 1907, when thousands of zamindars launched a protest against the colonial government which soon fused with broader movements for land reform and self-rule. Even the British expressed a modicum of guilt about their transformation of the Punjab. A Canal Colonies Report of 1933 lamented the replacement of the 'goat herd's pipe and the quavering love-song of the camel men' with 'the klaxon of the motor-lorry'; 'the nomad himself,' the report continued, 'has been pegged out, Prometheus-like on his 25 killas, while the vultures of civilisation bury their ravenous beaks in his vitals.' Bhattacharya calls this the 'pathos of development' and argues that it was one of the most enduring legacies of improvement projects. Having claimed mastery over water, and fixed people to the land, the colonial imagination yearned for pristine nature and pastoral freedom.
Like most  recent histories of attempts to re-engineer the natural world, Liquid Empire wrestles with the legacy of the American political scientist James C. Scott, who died last year. In Seeing like a State (1998), Scott produced the kind of sweeping account of modernity that gives other scholars something to argue with. Drawing on case studies that ranged from 18th-century Prussian forestry to agrarian reforms in the Soviet Union and Tanzania and urban planning in Brazil and India, Scott developed a theory of 'high modernist' state power which, through cadastral surveys and monocrops and grands boulevards, tried to impose order on society and nature, and in doing so destroyed everything that made them function. The book was in many respects the culmination of what Scott later described, with some qualification, as an 'anarchist' research agenda which had begun with his work on the resistance strategies and moral economies of South-East Asian peasants. For critics, it suggested a worldview that was more romantic and libertarian than anarchist (the anthropologist Fernando Coronil titled his review of the book 'Smelling Like a Market'). But it also signalled an environmental turn in Scott's work that continued with his final two books, Against the Grain (2017), on the agrarian origins of coercive city-states, and In Praise of Floods, a posthumously published essay on rivers and the deep history of civilisation's doomed attempt 'to manage the unruly natural world'.
 It makes sense that Scott would turn to rivers. There is a rich tradition of scholarship on the relationship between the control of water and the power of the state. In the 1950s, Karl Wittfogel, a German Marxist turned anti-communist, proposed that the so-called 'oriental despotisms' of Egypt, Mesopotamia, India and above all China had a common cause: in each case the state assumed the responsibility for large irrigation projects, which in turn had to be supervised by elaborate bureaucracies and centralised, authoritarian elites. Historians with very different ideological commitments have made similar claims about the way the irrigated state's domination of nature has enabled its domination of people - in the American West, for instance, or on Caribbean plantations.
 More recently, and for obvious reasons, the idea that states have ever been able to exert control over complex natural systems has become less and less convincing. The latest scholarship argues that all forms of hydrological intervention are inherently unstable. The construction of dykes and dams for flood control requires the removal of vegetation, which causes erosion, salinisation and sedimentation, which in turn raises river levels and increases the likelihood of floods. The historian of China Mark Elvin called this process 'technological lock-in': once begun, the harnessing of rivers becomes increasingly counterproductive and increasingly necessary. The hydrologic engineer Raphael Kazmann once referred to the (ongoing) efforts of the Army Corps of Engineers to control the Mississippi as 'planned chaos': 'The more planning they do, the more chaotic it is.'
 For most of our history, humans have accepted the natural volatility of rivers: hunter-gatherers stayed on high ground during periodic floods and returned to the valleys when the waters receded. But with the onset of the Neolithic revolution, people began to settle in the flood plain, looking to permanently exploit its fertile soil through fixed-field agriculture. This meant controlling rather than adapting to the river. It also marked the beginning of what Scott, repurposing a concept from Against the Grain, calls the 'thin Anthropocene', when humans first began to irreversibly engineer the environment. As cities and fields spread around valleys, upstream banks were cleared of forests and rivers began to carry more sediment, which made them more likely to burst their banks or rapidly shift course. During two centuries of agricultural and military expansion under the Song Dynasty between 1050 and 1280, the Yellow River changed channel eight times. This was disastrous for the peasants of the North China Plain, but also, Scott is at pains to point out, for non-human species that had to adapt to a more volatile environment. Against the anthropocentric logics of sedentism and statecraft, Scott imagines an 'all-species riverine democracy': he stages a 'town meeting' in which the snow carp, the hairy-nosed otter and the Ayeyarwady river dolphin make the case for floods, and condemn the 'world-historic land and water grab in which a single species has seized an entire landscape from its indigenous inhabitants and unilaterally colonised it'.
 Like much of Scott's later work, In Praise of Floods is often self-consciously provocative and deliberately reductive. He concedes, begrudgingly, that river engineering has brought some benefits - to health, agriculture and navigation - but argues that its main legacy has been 'iatrogenic' disorders: the erasure of wetlands, the loss of habitats, the extinction of species and the increasing likelihood of destructive floods. There is a certain charm to Scott's attempt to give voice to non-human species, but his eagerness to shock readers out of their anthropocentrism results in some questionable rhetorical choices, such as his description of modern agriculture as 'a kind of horticultural and mammalian apartheid'. Political distinctions and causal arguments start to get fuzzy. The draining of the Fens, Mussolini's reclamation of the Pontine Marshes and Saddam Hussein's clearance of the wetlands of southern Iraq 'are only three examples of what has been a worldwide process'. The transition from 'thin' to 'full-blown' Anthropocene was a matter of scaling up technologies and political forms that had existed for thousands of years; the industrial revolution was 'perhaps the culmination of the earliest quest of our species to domesticate fire and make it do our bidding'.
 By rooting planetary climate change in the Neolithic age, Scott flirts with letting modernity off the hook - a curious late-career development for one of modernity's most dogged and insightful critics. But In Praise of Floods does serve as a reminder that human disruption of natural systems began long before the 19th century. The hydrological projects of European empires had countless antecedents. Ross acknowledges these continuities. Unlike Scott, he doesn't make a general argument about the history of water management, or about how it might change our understanding of colonialism and modernity. Instead, Liquid Empire can be read as an illustration of what the transition from thin to thick Anthropocene entailed, and what Scott might mean when he says that the modern era has been 'marked by a massive scale of modification' in the long-running agrarian conquest of rivers. Having exhausted their own watersheds, European states proceeded to do the same overseas, outsourcing the ecological costs of urbanisation and economic growth to distant colonies, and consolidating, as Ross notes, a pattern of unequal exchange 'that continued, even accelerated, after the colonial era'.
In Bali 
, the irrigation of rice paddies has for centuries been regulated by a network of water temples. Situated at the upstream limit of each water system, these Hindu shrines have a calendar of rites that determine the rhythms of irrigation and cultivation, ensuring enough water for every farmer and co-ordinating the synchronised flooding of fields after harvest. The practice survived centuries of colonial rule by the Dutch, who couldn't recognise the practical functions of apparently religious institutions but were happy to tax the abundant rice harvests the irrigation systems yielded. Everything changed, though, after the Dutch left Indonesia and the Green Revolution got underway. From 1970, farmers were instructed to replace native rice with hybrid, high-yielding varieties, to apply fertiliser and pesticide, and to plant as soon as possible after harvest instead of following the traditional schedule. Science replaced the water temples, and the results were disastrous. Short-term gains in harvests were followed by unpredictable water shortages and unprecedented outbreaks of pests and disease. Western-educated officials were only convinced of the existence and benefits of the traditional system when they were presented with a computer simulation model by the anthropologist J. Stephen Lansing.
 The case of the water temples in Bali shows that societies can manage the complexities of hydrological systems while also meeting the demands of cultivation. It also suggests that the environmental history of European empire doesn't end with decolonisation. The quasi-colonial schemes of the Green Revolution were as consequential ecologically as the infrastructure projects that had been established under formal colonial rule. Throughout the global South after the 1960s, Western organisations worked with domestic elites to promote new strains of wheat and rice, fertilisers and irrigation schemes - ostensibly to feed megacities such as Lagos and Dhaka, but also to forestall demands for land reform and to counter the spread of communism. The beneficiaries tended to be already affluent farmers who could afford new seeds and water pumps; smallholders often fell into debt as higher yields lowered prices. In the irrigated tracts of the Punjab, Ross writes, the Green Revolution fuelled 'not only intense social conflict but also a wave of suicides among hard-pressed farmers who could not get enough water'.
 The Green Revolution on land was accompanied by a 'Blue Revolution' at sea. The United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea in 1982 extended the maritime jurisdiction of states to two hundred nautical miles from their coasts through the creation of 'exclusive economic zones', which denied foreign boats access to fishing grounds. The idea was to protect the oceanic resources of developing countries and to promote their maritime industries. But cash-strapped states soon rented out their new aqueous 'territories' to foreign interests. The coastal nations of North-West Africa signed 'fishery co-operation agreements' with the EU that left their seas overfished. In South-East Asia, the enormous expansion of the shrimp-farming industry since the 1980s has destroyed mangrove forests and displaced coastal communities that relied on the land, fuel and food they provided. Although it promised sovereignty and sustainable growth after decolonisation, the Blue Revolution amounted to what, in their book Capitalism and the Sea (2021), Liam Campling and Alejandro Colas call one of the 'largest enclosures in human history'.
 Ross is judicious on the matter of whether the hunger for the planet's resources over the last fifty years can be attributed entirely to the legacies of imperialism. 'In the wake of decolonisation,' he writes, 'hydraulic interventions generally intensified rather than subsided.' In India, for instance, around four thousand dams were built between 1947 and 2000. The 'dam fever' that swept through Asia and Africa, especially in the 1960s and 1970s, was funded by Western investment, enabled by institutions inherited from colonial regimes and shaped by an 'imperial view of nature as something to be conquered and remade to serve human ends'. Yet such water projects were embraced by postcolonial leaders. For Nasser, the Aswan High Dam was a 'symbol of moral struggle, a symbol of the abolition of imperialism'. Nehru referred to his government's massive hydraulic projects - Bhakra Nangal in Punjab, the Hirakud Dam in Odisha, the Damodar Valley project in West Bengal - as 'the temples of new India'.
 Hydropower was a cornerstone of newly won sovereignty, not because of a pent-up Neolithic urge to conquer the watershed, but because it was considered essential to securing autonomy and self-determination. The new dams were no less ecologically disruptive, however. The world's 58,000 large dams are now recognised as a major driver of climate change. Their reservoirs emit methane, especially in tropical regions, as the organic matter in the areas flooded to create them breaks down, and cumulatively they have interrupted a sixth of annual river flows, preventing the cycling of nutrients into the sea and undermining the food webs of carbon-sequestering phytoplankton. In other words, technological lock-in has gone global, and the best we can hope for is planned chaos on a planetary scale.
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Poem
Enheduanna's Song
Robert Crawford

1441 wordsA version in Scots of a Sumerian hymn to the goddess of love and war, attributed to the priestess Enheduanna of Ur (fl. 2255 BCE), the world's earliest identifiable author. As well as praising the nurturing but also terrifying and vengeful goddess, daughter of the moon, the poem inveighs against the rebel King Lu-gal-an-ne, who has flung Enheduanna out of the goddess's temple.
Leddy o aa the airts,       aye-bleezin licht,
Gracie and lowin,      luved by Heivin and Erd,
Gaird o the Heich Shrine,      wi yir lang braw robe,
Fain o the richt gowd circlet      o the priesthuid,
Wha's haun has won      aa o the seivin airts,
My Leddy, gaird      o ivry unco airt!
Ye've gaithered the airts,      ye've held them in yir haun,
Ye've braided the airts,      smooricht thaim tae yir breist.
Draigon-lik      ye've pushionit the merse,
Yir thunnery rair      wedes aa the flooirs awa,
Fleet wattir      hurlygushin fae the muntain,
Foremaist Muin-Dochter,      Queen o Heivin an Erd.
Ootpoorin fluffed flames      doon aa ower the laund,
Graced wi the Heich God's airts,       baist-muntit Leddy,
Ye gie deliverances      as the Heich God bids;
Ye awn grand rites -      and wha can ken whit's yours?
O malafoosterer o launds,      scowe-weengit,
Enlil's beluivit,      ye flichter ower the merse,
Meenister o the Heich God's      strang decreets,
O Leddy, at your soun     the launds boo doon.
Whan mankind     passes unnerneath yir een,
Frichtit and tremmlin      at yir roilin bleeze,
Frae ye they get      the upcome they deserve:
Wi sangs o scronach      they brak doon and greit;
They trek tae ye       alang the peth o souchs.
At the hert o the fecht      aa are strick doon by ye,
Weenged woman, Leddy,      whittlin doon the laund,
Claithed in a chairgin stour      ye chairge aheid,
Lik a blatterin, bleesterin roil      ye rair and rair,
Dunnerin on for aye      wi'oot an en,
Wi aa the wicked wunds       ye snocher on -
Yir feet are fu o a grit fit      o the fykes,
Wi a hairp o souchs      ye lowse a coronach.
O Leddy, aa aroon      the michtie gods
Bawkie-lik flit afore ye      tae the clifts;
Tae feart tae gang aneath      yir frichtsome een,
They daurna gang afore       yir coontenance.
Wha can mak licht yir hert      whan it gaes gyte?
Yir gey ill-hertit hert      is past aa lichtin,
Leddy wha suiths the reins,      wha gleds the hert,
Leddy wha's birse is up,      Muin's auldest dochter!
Leddy wha bears the gree      for aye ower aa.
If a muntain disnae praise ye      its flooirs drap deid.
Its muckle gowl      ye hae dinged doon tae ess.
Bluid fluids its stricks,      its fowk hae nocht tae drink.
Unbid, it maks its airmies      yir ain slaves.
Unbid, for ye      it lowses aa its sodjers.
Unbid, for ye      aa its hail youths parawd.
A blowt maks mice feet      o the ceety's dancin.
It herds its flooir o youth oot      as yir slaves.
Ower the ceety that's nae deponed,      'The laund is yirs,'
That's nae deponed,      'It belangs tae yir begetter,'
Ye've speakit yir halie biddin,      ye've flang it oot,
Ye've made its kye      aa cursit in its byres.
Its lass has nae luve-wurds noo      for her man.
At nicht they lie lik corps      in their ain bed.
Nae langer she shaws him      her inmaist traisures ...
Ramstam wull baist,      great Dochter o the Muin,
Leddy abune,      wha cuid na-say ye wirship?
Ye o richt airts,      aamichtie queen o queens,
Soverane abune      yir mither's halie wame,
Auld i the horn,      Leddy abune aa launds,
Fowks' nouricer,      I've sang yir halie sang.
Goddess, fit for aa airts,      it's blythe tae hymn ye,
Kind, bricht, guid woman,      aa yir airts I've sang!
I, Enheduanna,      heich priestess,
Had gane in ben my sacred shrine      for ye,
Cairryin the halie skep,      I sang the sang,
But noo, flang oot,      I can nae langer bide
Wi ye: at peip o' day      my licht gangs daurk,
Noo peip o day means shaddaes,      mirk and roil.
My hinnied mou is tint,      aa's tapsalteerie,
My brawest pairts      are noo aa turned tae stour.
Whit's he tae me, O Muin,      this rebel King
Wha caas hissel King Lu-gal-an-ne-mundu?
Cry tae the Heich God,      'Heich God, let me gae!'
Cry tae the Heich God, 'Noo!'      and God will lowse me.
This woman wull win abune      Lu-gal-an-ne's manheid.
Muntain and fleet      are lyin at her feet.
Yon woman, heich as he,      will mak the ceety
Gie him up. She tae      will dill her tirr.
Sae noo let me,      Enheduanna, pray
Tae her wi tears like wine,      tae the Muin's Dochter,
The halie yin,      let me cry 'Hail' tae her!
I cannae slock      the will o Ashimbabbar.
Lu-gal-an-ne has befyled      the Heich God's rites.
Lu-gal-an-ne's snatched      the Heich God's shrine.
Lu-gal-an-ne disnae ken      whit's fit for gods.
The shrine o bricht      aye-bidin luveliness
Is aa defylit noo      and brocht tae dirt.
Moon's Dochter, halie wull baist,      ding him doon,
Yon Lu-gal-an-ne,      mairriage-messer, swick.
In the halie grainery's hert      whit am I? I?
Uruk rebels agin yir Muin      - nae way!
Uruk maun be dinged doon      by the Heich God!
May it be jeedged,      let Enlil jeedge it noo!
May its cryin bairns      nae be soothered by their mithers!
O Leddy, the hairp o murnin's      in the dirt.
Yir bait o murnin's steekit      on furrin strands.
Noo at my halie sang      they're clair tae die.
Yet for masel, ma Muin      is deef tae me.
Ma Muin's forleet me here      tae crockaneetion.
Ashimbabbar's      nae mintit ma decree.
Gin he had, I widnae care,      I widnae care.
I wha aince ran his shrine      he's flang ootby
Tae flit oot throuch his winnock      lik a swalla,
Tae traipse throuch muntain brammles.      Ma life's dune.
He snapped awa      ma heich priestess's croon.
He gied me dirk and swurd,      seyin, 'Yon's yir lot.'
Maist praicious Leddy,      luved by the Heich God,
Yir hert is grand,      O ease yir hert towart me,
Beluvit bride      o yon Ushumgalanna,
Ye bear the gree as queen      o Heivin's launds.
The ither gods have      cruiked ther hochs tae ye.
Frae howdiein      ye aye were the 'wee' queen,
And noo ye're soverane      owre the muckle gods
Wha kiss the mool      in reverence tae ye.
But ma decree's nae clair -      I fear the warst.
I pray nae langer      at the auld shrine's sait.
Nae langer noo I kythe      halie decreets,
Tho I am still the Muin's      bricht heich priestess,
O queen luved by the Heich God,      peetie me!
Yon Lu-gal-an-ne      hasnae ivver sang
The Muin's great sang,      he hasnae ivver sang
The 'Aa tak tent!' the 'Herk!'      the 'Aa is yours!'
That ye are heich as Heivin      lat aa tak tent!
That ye are braid as Erd      lat aa tak tent!
That ye blast rebel launds      lat aa tak tent!
That ye rair at the laund      lat aa tak tent!
That ye ding doon faes' heids      lat aa tak tent!
That yer gams devoor faes' banes      lat aa tak tent!
That yer glent maks aa fair fleggit      lat aa tak tent!
That ye heeze yer frichtsome glisk      lat aa tak tent!
That yer glent is aye fire-flaucht      lat aa tak tent!
That ye ill-will yon ill-daers      lat aa tak tent!
That fur aye ye bear the gree      lat aa tak tent!
Yon yin hasnae sang      the Muin's great sang
That maks ye, O my Leddy,      soverane.
The halie fire is sperkit,      the bride-chaumer's
Clair for ye noo,      O ease, O ease yir hert
Wi 'This'll dae! Eneuch!'      I hae gied birth,
O Leddy on heich,      tae this, yir halie sang,
This sang I sang tae ye      at daurk midnicht -
May the singer sing the sang      agane at nuin!
Owre the heid o yir grippit spouse,      yir grippit bairn,
Yir birse is up the mair,      yir hert uneasit.
The forehand leddy,      gaird o the heich throne,
Has accepit aa her offerins      and the hert
O the Muin's Dochter      is agane restorit.
The day was cannie for her,      claithed in licht,
Lik the licht o the risin Muin,      sae brawly cled!
Whan the Muin kythit,      clair for aa tae ken,
Aa blessit then      the Muin's Dochter's great mither,
And aa at Heeivin's gate      stuid cryin, 'AA HAIL!'
Sae for her sang      the priestess was restorit,
Aa praise tae her      wha hes dinged doon the launds,
And hauds the airts      as gifts frae the Heich God,
Leddy cled in aa brawness,      the Muin's Dochter.
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South London Modern
Owen Hatherley

4544 wordsIn November  2024, London's annual Mid-Century Modern fair celebrated its 21st anniversary in Christison Hall, a light, airy, wood and concrete ceremonial space in the grounds of Dulwich College. Here you could shop for Panton, Knoll or Eames chairs, World Expo posters or fabrics by Lucienne Day, and leaf through a range of zines, maps and books, while the building around you radiated optimism and repose. Among the books on sale were two about the architecture of postwar South-East London: Ana Francisco Sutherland's Modern Buildings in Blackheath and Greenwich and the multi-authored Dulwich: Mid-Century Oasis. These books concentrate not on the familiar story of vast state-funded social projects, but on the mid-20th century as a period in which middle-class modernist housing was built on a large scale in places like the inner suburbs of South London. It was housing you might not be able to afford yourself, but which you could take as a model when furnishing your own more mundane home.
Every era creates its own syncretic architectural history. 'Palladian' was an 18th-century codification of Palladio for English use; the Victorians popularised such terms as 'Early English' and 'Perpendicular' to define distinctions between types of medieval architecture; in the late 1960s, the critic Bevis Hillier invented the term 'Art Deco' for the commercial architecture of the 1930s - it was used by nobody in that decade. Mid-Century Modern would have been called 'Contemporary' when used of commercial work, the 'International Style' in its luxury forms and 'Brutalism' at its avant-garde edge. Such terms tell us more about the period in which they are coined than the one they are defining. 'Mid-Century Modern' is an import from the US: it was the title of a book by Cara Greenberg about 1950s furniture, published in 1984. It became common currency when the high modernism of the 1940s to the 1970s met the 21st-century market in period property, furniture and antiques. It is a dealer's term, an estate agent's term, a restyling of what once seemed dowdy or worthy as nostalgically glamorous: a middle-class modernism extracted from uncomfortable associations with social projects, welfarism and public housing. Its appeal is bound up with its accessibility, via mass-produced goods, furniture in particular. Most of us will never be able to live somewhere built by Le Corbusier or Mies, or own an original piece of furniture by Eileen Gray or Marcel Breuer. But rummage around on eBay or visit a Mid-Century Modern fair, and you can buy an Ercol dresser, a Panton chair or a set of Eames coat hooks (I own these last two items myself).
The part of London most closely identified with the high modernism of the interwar years, as introduced by emigres from fascist Germany, is inner North-West London: the borough of Camden, and to a lesser extent Westminster, Barnet and Brent, with Hampstead and Highgate at the epicentre. It is here that you can find the major buildings of Berthold Lubetkin and Tecton, the houses of Connell, Ward and Lucas, Maxwell Fry or Ernst Freud, and utopian one-offs such as Wells Coates's Isokon building. It was also in Camden in the late 1960s and early 1970s that this white-walled, abstract, often low-rise high modernism was emulated in social housing, in extraordinary projects such as Alexandra Road or Highgate New Town. This was the first part of the capital - and the country in general - to open itself up to the new architectural ideas that had emerged by the mid-1920s out of Berlin, Prague, Vienna and Moscow.
If the more demotic, more commercial world of Mid-Century Modern has a London home, it is in the South-East of the city, the once industrial inner suburbs of the low-density, largely Tubeless boroughs of Greenwich, Lewisham, Southwark and Lambeth - and especially the 'villages' of Dulwich and Blackheath. The differences from Camden are immediately visible. The white walls, fair-faced concrete, minimalism, abstraction and strongly urban space of NW1 are replaced by the weatherboarding and tile-hanging, stock brick, rolling hills, sycamores and pines of SE25.
It's often said that architects would never have deigned to live in the modern flat-roofed houses or tower blocks they designed for council tenants. These two books are a reminder that architects do usually test their ideas on themselves first. Peter Moro, who worked for Lubetkin's practice and designed the Royal Festival Hall's interiors, was introduced to Greenwich and Blackheath after the war by a pupil, the architect and local resident Trevor Dannatt. Moro was so impressed that he moved to a house of his own design in the secluded Blackheath Park. 'I went to Greenwich and I was absolutely charmed by it,' he recalled. 'I thought, what a wonderful place that was. It had everything. And there was Blackheath Village ... there was the [Morden] College, there was the park, there was history, there was sort of social cohesion, beautiful buildings.'
The list of major buildings in Greenwich and Blackheath is formidable - Wren, Hawksmoor and Vanbrugh's Royal Naval College, Hawksmoor's St Alfege, Inigo Jones's Queen's House, the 'castle' that Vanbrugh built for himself, the Georgian crescent of Michael Searles's Paragon - and while Dulwich is less monumental, it does have John Soane's Picture Gallery and the buildings of Dulwich College, ranging from mannered Georgian to Barry's lurid neo-Gothic, with the remnants of the Crystal Palace nearby and the bizarre tower of Charles Townsend's Horniman Museum overlooking it all. Both zones are arranged around large open public spaces: the tended royal park at Greenwich and the wilder expanse of Blackheath (where Wat Tyler assembled insurgents for the Peasants' Revolt in 1381). A few miles south and west are Dulwich Woods, Sydenham Woods and Dulwich Park, 'leafy' areas in a part of London that could be otherwise defined by less sylvan spots: Walworth, Woolwich, New Cross.
Both these books are almost wholly about housing, with a handful of public buildings thrown in, and both feature a mix of new and archival photographs, plans and drawings, and testimonials from current residents, though the Blackheath and Greenwich volume has more personality and better stories, reflecting the more unusual Mid-Century Modern housing to be found there. The aesthetic of the interiors shown is remarkably similar in both books, with endless white or bare brick walls, hardwood staircases, often gently curved or cantilevered, objets trouves, sunken levels and mezzanines, and light, light, light. There is curiously little difference between the archival and recent photographs, sometimes even in the dress and hairstyles of the residents.
In his foreword to Modern Buildings in Blackheath and Greenwich, Neil Bingham ascribes the unusually large proportion of private modern housing to a well of 'middle-class radical idealism' shared with Hampstead and Highgate. Francisco Sutherland quotes the son of Walter Greaves, one of the area's leading architects, on what it was like growing up there in the 1960s: 'In retrospect I realised that my parents were very progressive compared to my friends' parents, and I was surrounded by modernism and fascinating people.' These fascinating people liked to live near one another. The book includes a map compiled by the South London Society of Architects in the 1970s which shows an enormous concentration of members in the Blackheath area - 97 of them - and smaller but still substantial numbers in Dulwich, Sydenham and Forest Hill. There were only three architects in Peckham, and none in Rotherhithe. This is, then, an index of middle-class London before the gentrification of the industrial areas nearer the river. The society's explanation of the numbers was straightforward. Between the 1950s and the 1970s, before the great revaluation of Victoriana, architects were mainly interested in two things: the modern housing of the private developer Span and Georgian housing. Blackheath had plenty of both, and Dulwich was being filled with superior Span imitations.
The books discuss two very different development projects. The examples in Greenwich and Blackheath are far more diverse than in Dulwich - 64 houses/estates and 38 different architects - but in a much tighter geographical area, and completed between the 1950s and 1980s; many of the residents will have known the architects of their houses. The Dulwich projects consist of 31 estates, sprawling across the hills, comprising two thousand properties built between 1957 and 1978 for one client (the Dulwich Estate) and one developer (Wates, one of the biggest at the time), by one firm of architects (Austin Vernon & Partners). This was superior suburban housing, while the new houses in Greenwich and Blackheath appear to have been hipper and more rarefied. Rock musicians were moving there in the late 1960s, along with architects, academics, Labour politicians, and radio and TV presenters.
[image: ]Peckarmans Wood, designed by Malcolm Pringle of Austin Vernon & Partners, on completion in 1966.




The housing in Blackheath and Greenwich isn't revolutionary, but it is attractive, and sometimes engages in an obvious way with the Georgian housing that was the other choice for the 1960s intelligentsia: the stepped terraces of Rangers Square, for example, by Andrews, Emmerson and Sherlock, resemble abstracted Georgian houses denuded of servants' basements and the strong verticality of the classical tradition. Brick and wood are far more common than raw concrete or steel, and the brick is sometimes ingeniously used, as in the curved garden walls of E. Morton Wright's Morden Road Mews, which loop round the tiny houses. Francisco Sutherland documents some striking landscape effects around the heath. One photograph shows its wildest corner framing the concrete grid of Arthur Rubinstein's low-rise block of flats on Vanbrugh Park: an almost 18th-century image of nature and geometrical rigour. The Dulwich work uses landscape in a much more controlled way, with fewer 'English' effects, as in the tall evergreen trees and bounding lawns of the Peckarmans Wood estate in Sydenham.
The glass, coloured panels, wood and tile-hanging in the Dulwich projects are modelled on Span's work in Blackheath, but there is a greater diversity of types, ranging from the small pitched-roofed houses at Oakfield Gardens to some daring private high-rises, which were very unusual until the 21st century. The best development, as is so often the case, was the first, the Dulwich Wood Park Estate, with its small houses and eight-storey tower blocks, beautifully detailed with coloured panels, enormous windows and concrete pergolas. This was mildly experimental for developer housing, but compared to Park Hill, Balfron Tower or Keeling House, it was very tentative, an essay in what Wates described in its publicity as 'the modern contemporary style'.
Wates advertised its Dulwich homes in the newspapers, in particular those read by the professional demographic it was targeting: the Sunday Times and the Observer. By contrast, a lot of the housing discussed in Modern Buildings in Blackheath and Greenwich was commissioned directly by the residents, or built by architects for themselves. It is extraordinary now to imagine so many architects being able to buy patches of inner London land to build on. In Greenwich and, especially, Blackheath, the list of architects' self-designed houses is long: Peter Moro, Brian Meeking, David Branch (whose elegant, Miesian case study-style house has now been demolished), Leo Rubinstein, Paul Tvrtkovic, Ray Smith and Ronald Coleman. Most of these were deadpan little houses, in brick with exposed concrete frames, often with small windows onto the street and much larger ones onto the gardens and courtyards.
Clients included playwrights (Michael Frayn), pop stars (Sandie Shaw), TV presenters (Janet Street-Porter) and typographers (Ruari McLean developed a small modernist house on a gap site next to his Georgian pile in Blackheath Park). A Czech wine merchant paid for his house wholly in wine. The future prime minister James Callaghan commissioned a modernist house on Montpelier Row from Ursula and Gordon Bowyer (Ursula, who died this year at 99, was like Moro a German Jewish emigre), residents of nearby Maze Hill. The project involved two connected houses, one of which was sold, and one of which was occupied by Callaghan and his family from 1958. It is stark, unpretentious modernism, but James and Audrey Callaghan were very unhappy to leave it for Downing Street when he became chancellor in 1964; it had, Audrey said, become 'like a second skin' - designed wholly around their needs and wants. In other cases, client, architect and developer melded into one, as at Rocque Lane, a short street developed - and named, after the 18th-century London cartographer John Rocque - by the architects John Roberts and Walter Greaves. The architecture here is especially laconic, and if there's something that marks it out from the public housing of the time, it's the desire to fade into the Georgian background while remaining clearly modern, a having-and-eating of cake that can be found in other buildings of the time, such as Kettle's Yard in Cambridge.
There are two outliers - one aesthetic, one social - among these private housing projects. No. 10 Blackheath Park, designed by Patrick Gwynne, is an outre, glamorous house, with a fetishistic black slate and black-tinted glass exterior, an imposing symmetrical plan and ostentatiously synthetic materials within - the walls are lined with 'plastic cloth', a material, as Francisco Sutherland notes, usually used for the interior of aeroplanes. The social outlier is North Several ('Several' is the name for private land adjacent to a common), a self-build scheme of 1968 led by the architect Royston Summers and a group of enthusiasts including Michael Frayn, who wrote about it, after its collapse, in the play The Benefactors (1984). It looks as simple and modest as all the other blocks here, but was a deliberate experiment in collective housing, its spaces and materials designed for and by an active group. It failed, for reasons which will be familiar to anyone who has read any novels of the 1970s set in this milieu (High-Rise, The Ice Age). Francisco Sutherland quotes one resident: 'The most striking irony, it seems now, was the paradox between the spirit of openness that the vast glass windows seemed to suggest about the lives of the inhabitants, and the number of marital infidelities that began to emerge.'
Everything  revolved around Span. Its chief designer, Eric Lyons, had worked for Walter Gropius during his brief spell in London. Span was a partnership between Lyons and the architect Geoffrey Townsend, the landscape architects Ivor Cunningham and Michael Brown, and the developer Leslie Bilsby, who commissioned 10 Blackheath Park. Span first became known for Parkleys, an estate in the outer South-West London suburb of Ham, where its architects displayed their distinctive style: flat roofs, huge windows, open plans, carefully maintained communal landscapes, and facades with weatherboarding or tile-hanging to leaven the Bauhausian abstraction. There are around a dozen Span estates in Blackheath. 'If Eric Lyons is the modern Nash,' Ian Nairn wrote, 'then this is his Regent's Park.' The comparison also captures something of what distinguishes this housing from the dense, street-block structure of Nash's plans for the Prince Regent. Like Nash's work, Span housing is bright, lightweight and coherent. It is dense by the standards of suburbia; but it is suburban nonetheless, with the buildings facing inwards towards the landscaping, rather than outwards towards the passer-by. There are stylistic shifts in the two decades of Span estates built in Blackheath from the mid-1950s to the late 1970s - from the bright, crisp Mid-Century Modern of the Priory, to the concrete and dark brick of the quasi-Brutalist Hallgate, to the almost postmodernist Corner Green, with its high, symmetrical arrangement of windows - but it never returns to the 19th-century block.
Span's architecture can look dowdy, conservative, even bland, if not augmented with the right furniture, the right signage, the right windows and, crucially, the right landscaping. As Francisco Sutherland notes, the owners of properties on Span estates are mandated to look after the facades and public spaces together, with the result that they have escaped the horrible securitisation - fences, gates, spikes, CCTV - common to modernist council housing. There is a cost, however, in the form of all the notices telling you you're on private land and aren't allowed in.
Span at its peak was a dominant influence on volume housebuilders. Its imitators - Bovis and Wates prominent among them - built most of the exurban housing in southern England before the rise of Barratt and the cul-de-sac neo-traditionalism of the 1980s. There is one example of developers' housing in Modern Buildings in Blackheath and Greenwich: St Germans Place, by Wates's in-house architect, Lorenzo Masini. Its clipped, articulated row of brick and glass is barely distinguishable from Span. Walk around the Dulwich Estate, though, which was redeveloped by Wates, and differences emerge. The work is better than the Wates average - there is even a certain amount of public art, with mosaics, murals and sculpture in the shared spaces - but it is considerably more American than Span. There is much less use of English forms like terraced houses and squares. The landscaping is flamboyant and formal, and the houses are often much more spaced out. The authors of Dulwich: Mid-Century Oasis note the 'very open "Californian" feel' of the Woodhall Estate, and that Wates planned for 'low density and high car usage'.
These large-scale projects of modernist redevelopment, no matter how well mannered, met with significant opposition from conservationists. Blackheath Village and Dulwich Village were among the first conservation areas declared by the Greater London Council, in 1968. In Blackheath, modernists and preservationists - sometimes the same people - lobbied against the GLC's plan for a 'Ringway' that would have carved through the area (the plan was dropped in 1972). Blackheath and Greenwich, with their more spectacular baroque and classical architecture, had conservation societies as early as the 1930s; the Dulwich Society was founded rather later, in 1963, in order to stop Wates building mass housing on the sites of 19th-century villas (here, as in most of South-East London, there was significant war damage, but Wates and Span were also knocking down sound housing).
Despite the superior quality of its houses, Span had severe difficulties getting planning permission for what became Hallgate. A neo-Georgian council estate at nearby Pond Road was more the sort of thing that local preservation societies liked (the Blackheath Society was 'appalled' by the much more sinister and space-age 10 Blackheath Park). This battle, which Span won after several years, is commemorated by Keith Godwin's The Architect in Society, a sculpture set in the wall at the entrance to Hallgate which shows a body being crushed between concrete lintels - a hilarious image of architectural self-pity. Today, most of the Span estates are listed, and none of the Wates ones (yet).
In the mid-1950s, Anthony Crosland, Callaghan's colleague on the progressive, pro-modernist Labour right, made some interesting comments in The Future of Socialism on the convergence, which Span represented so well, between council housing and private housing. Perhaps, if both were built to a similar aesthetic standard (elegantly modern, modestly spacious), there would be no need to nationalise large swathes of land or expropriate so many private houses. A reformed private housing industry and municipal socialism could march hand in hand. To a degree, this is what happened, as you can see when you compare the Span estates with the modernist council housing of Blackheath and Greenwich, which, apart from the since demolished Ferrier Estate in nearby Kidbrooke, was of a similarly high quality. This sort of parity has not survived into the 21st century.
The Wates estates in Dulwich weren't just an alternative to council housing: they were planned specifically to stop council housing from being built on the Dulwich Estate's land. As the authors of Dulwich: Mid-Century Oasis note, 'it was Camberwell Council's plans for compulsory purchase of much of the estate's land for council housing that proved to be the major catalyst' for development. After 1945, with a Labour government committed to building council housing for everyone and seeming at first to want to crush the property industry, the Metropolitan Borough of Camberwell informed the Dulwich Estate of the sites they intended to acquire, marked in red on a map of the estate's holdings. A handful of these were acquired for small council estates, but in 1949 the estate proposed a counter-plan by Russell Vernon for mass private development. Labour lost the general election in 1951, the Tories returned to power under Churchill, and the new government was much more sympathetic to the estate, endorsing its plan over the local authority's objections.
The best  council housing in the Dulwich Estate isn't modernist at all. The neoclassical Lammas Green, by McMorran and Whitby, is a cute ensemble with spectacular views to Croydon and Surrey beyond. The earliest big estate in Blackheath, Pond Road, was built for London County Council in the early 1950s by Albert Richardson, and it too is attractive, less for its staid neo-Georgian elevations than for the gentle way it spreads itself out around the greens and paths of Blackheath Park. Francisco Sutherland's focus is on modernism, but she is dismissive of the era's style wars, and baffled by Ivor Cunningham of Span's scorn for Pond Road as 'vapid Georgian flats for the masses'. (There was a better target nearby: on the other side of the heath is a private neo-Georgian estate of the same period, Parkside, which is stiff, pompous, boring, with a lawn in place of all the picturesque landscaping that makes this area such a fun place to walk around. It replaced some houses by John Vanbrugh.)
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The major council estate in Blackheath is Vanbrugh Park, by Chamberlin, Powell and Bon, the architects of Golden Lane, the Barbican and the University of Leeds. It is a step back from the pyrotechnics of these schemes, with only one tall tower - a sculptural, symmetrical block separated into two parts, with enormous studio-style windows for the top-floor flats. Trees and topography mean the tower is almost completely screened from the heath, but most of the estate consists of terraced houses in breezeblock around rather formal squares, deriving from the Georgian tradition in ethos if not in aesthetic. The homes are well planned and spacious, with luxuries like clerestory windows, but Right to Buy, strained council budgets and the usual misunderstandings over what is and isn't intentional in the design of modern housing means that much of the original coherence has been lost, with differing facade treatments on the terraces and magnolia render on the tower. Residents and the council have both played a part in this, introducing pebbledash or plastic windows, but walk around the estate today and the underlying strength of the design is obvious. So too, as Francisco Sutherland notes, is the activism of the local residents' association, which has led to a great deal of planting in public spaces, giving a more informal, and to my mind more attractive, sense of human beings living together than the manicured lawns and watchful eyes of so many Span courtyards.
On the other side of the heath, towards Kidbrooke, local resident Rosemary Stjernstedt designed Brooklands Park Estate for the LCC, and it has survived well: perhaps because it has a much simpler design, without Chamberlin, Powell and Bon's Brutalist mannerisms. It is also much greener, closer to the modernised rus in urbe that Span and Wates were both trying to create. There are point blocks in brick around a lake, pitched-roofed and Scandinavian, with large balconies - much better in terms of space and amenity than the towers of the Dulwich Estate. There are also integrated artworks, as was common in the best LCC estates of the 1950s, ranging from a William Mitchell mural to Ganges, a sculpture originally made for the Great Exhibition of 1851 by Raffaele Monti. It hasn't required a conservation plan drawn up by an architectural historian to keep Brooklands Park looking good. There was, I suspect, a tacit acknowledgment in Stjernstedt's design that upkeep would probably be sparing, so everything that works here appears to have been chosen because it wouldn't need much care: trees, brick, pathways, not so much glass, concrete or steel - no experiments.
Both Vanbrugh Park and Brooklands Park have fared better than two small estates by James Gowan, both on the flat land near the river, in areas that were then much more working class: Corvette Square, near the Royal Naval College, and Creek Road in nearby Deptford. Both have the sort of ingenious plan that architects tend to get excited about, with arrangements equally inspired by De Stijl housing in the Netherlands and the Italianate Powis Square in W11, all in red brick, organised around unambiguously urban asphalt squares. Like much of the private housing up the hill, Gowan's estates have a very deadpan relation to the street, with small windows looking out over the traffic and larger windows facing the courtyards. But appraising any of this is difficult now, with the careful proportions completely destroyed by galumphing pitched roofs. Achieving the minimalist effects aimed at by so many of South-East London's architects of the 1960s relied on a mutual understanding between client, architect and resident that by the 1980s had largely disappeared.
The fact that  alterations, poor treatments and nasty additions are so common in council blocks - as compared to those built by Span, Wates or private clients - is very seldom a matter of building quality. (In fact, as Francisco Sutherland points out, Span houses are, if not shoddily built, usually somewhat flimsy, with thin walls, single glazing and shallow foundations, and very difficult to insulate.) The changes are a consequence of councils' diminished resources, greater responsibilities - they are legally bound to insulate and make secure their buildings, and cheap plastic windows keep heating bills down - and something much harder to define but at least as significant, namely a declining architectural and aesthetic culture in local authorities. In the 1960s, most British architects worked for councils, and although they seldom lived in the council housing they designed, when they built for themselves they tended to create something similar. By the end of the 1980s, the squeeze on local authority funding and the abandonment of mass council housing had already begun to bring about the situation today, in which it is highly unusual for architects to work for councils. Municipal design expertise has evaporated.
None of this has stopped the young professionals who would once have lived in a Span house, or even bought some land and got an architect friend to design one for them, from moving into modernist council housing. It is, as estate agents are increasingly aware, often good housing, particularly in its use of space, light, storage and greenery. You can buy some secondhand Mid-Century Modern furniture, frame a few posters, put up a paper lantern or two, and your former council flat will begin to look much like something built by Span (I am again describing myself). One result is that estate agents are replacing the term 'ex-local authority flat' with 'mid-century modernist flat by famous architect'; another more significant result is a genuine erasure of class differences in housing in much of London. Architects, designers, writers and media professionals are more likely to be living in (now former) council flats in South-East London than they ever were in the 1950s or 1960s. Even so, with the provision of new council housing at historic lows, those in need of it spend years on waiting lists for crumbs.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.lrb.co.uk/the-paper/v47/n19/owen-hatherley/south-london-modern



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



In Her Green Necklace
Elisabeth R. O'Connell
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The Annual Report  of the Director of the National Gallery for 1888 announced the display of three painted wooden panels 'under glass'. The panels were almost two thousand years old and had been unearthed the year before from Roman-period cemeteries in Hawara, in the Fayum basin in Egypt, where they had been placed over the faces of mummies and integrated into their wrappings. Before arriving at the National Gallery they had been shown in the ostentatious Egyptian Hall on Piccadilly, where the archaeologist W.M. Flinders Petrie exhibited his discoveries. There, they had overlooked a crowded display of complete mummies and other finds from the Fayum. Stripped from their mummies and hung on the walls of the National Gallery, alongside Holbeins and Van Dycks, the panels were presented as if they were the earliest examples of European portrait painting.
In accordance with the practice at the time, the Service des Antiquites de l'Egypte had the first pick of the mummy portraits, after which Petrie distributed some to individuals and institutions that had sponsored his excavations. One was offered to Girton College, Cambridge; it bears its subject's Greek name and title, 'Hermione, Grammatike', which tells us she was a teacher. Petrie thought her well matched to 'a women's college', and a group of third-year students raised PS20 for the purchase. Petrie, whose advances in stratigraphic excavation and typological analysis are today overshadowed by his racism and belief in eugenics, described the installation: 'She herself now stands in the library of Girton College, once again surrounded by books and girl students, whom she doubtless loved well, long before the Goth and the Arab had broken up her old culture.'
The paintings of Hermione and her contemporaries from Hawara are stunning. Their production began around 30-40 ce, sixty or so years after the defeat of Antony and Cleopatra at Actium and the beginning of Roman rule. This brought to an end almost three hundred years of governance by the Ptolemies, the Greek-speaking Macedonian dynasty that had succeeded Alexander the Great in Egypt. The panel paintings were an innovation that combined the Roman tradition of commemorating the dead through naturalistic portraiture (most enduringly in stone sculpture) with the ancient Egyptian practice of mummification.
Most of the mummy portraits were discovered in the Fayum, a depression formed by an ancient lake in the desert close to the apex of the Nile Delta. Among sites along the Nile, a significant number of mummies bearing painted wooden panels and shrouds were found at Antinoopolis, the city founded by Hadrian on the spot where his lover, Antinoos, was said to have drowned. New excavations have provided greater archaeological context: in the 1990s at Marina el-Alamein on the Mediterranean coast and, more recently, at er-Rubayat (ancient Philadelphia).
Petrie's finds from Hawara and Albert Gayet's from Antinoopolis both caused a sensation when they were exhibited, but the mummy portraits were not examined in great detail. For most of the following century, as the corpus of mummy portraits grew, neither Romanists nor Egyptologists seemed interested in claiming them. Academics, mostly writing in German, were more preoccupied with chronology and distinguishing the features of one civilisation from another than with attending to local practices, however remarkable. Only after the publication of a four-volume survey by Klaus Parlasca, Mumienportrats und verwandte Denkmaler (1975-2003), did critical scholarship begin to increase, coinciding with a shift in classical studies towards interdisciplinarity and a wider recognition of the social context of changes in burial practice.
Euphrosyne Doxiadis, a painter and art historian, brought the subject to a general readership in 1995, when the first edition of The Mysterious Fayum Portraits was published. A new foreword by the novelist (and former British Museum trustee) Ahdaf Soueif, replacing the original by the ancient historian (and fellow of Girton) Dorothy J. Thompson, is almost the only suggestion that things have changed over the thirty years since the book's initial publication.
From the beginning, photography and innovations in printing were key to the paintings' dissemination. Petrie returned to Hawara in 1911-12 and reported that 'colour-work has advanced so much that the portraits can be efficiently published.' However, 'to issue the whole of the colour plates in the usual volumes would be impracticable, as these already here cost nearly as much as an ordinary volume.' His Hawara Portfolio (1913) comprised 24 colour images pasted onto card. Petrie wrote that he hoped his presentation of 'facsimiles of classical portraiture' would lead to further such volumes, making 'other examples preserved in museums ... available for study and comparison'.
The high-resolution illustrations in Doxiadis's book, many of them by the portrait photographer Lucinda Douglas-Menzies, made the panels widely accessible for the first time. The detail and size of the images allows the reader to appreciate the three-dimensionality of portraits in which the layers of pigment were applied with a spatula rather than a brush. Doxiadis's close observation and detailed knowledge are evident in her descriptions, such as this one of a male portrait dated around 140-60 CE: 'The sense of energy is intensified by the thick impasto of the painting in the areas of the flesh and hair; free confident brushstrokes on the white garments contrast with short, controlled marks made by both brushes and a hard tool on the portrait itself.' The book is organised according to archaeological site, making it easier to identify individual workshops and regional variations, and to make educated guesses about portraits of unknown origin. While the dating of some of the panel paintings was once controversial, a rigorous analysis by Barbara Borg, included in summary form at the end of the book, remains the standard interpretation. While some scholars had argued that poorer quality painted panels were of later origin, Borg established a secure chronology by comparing hairstyles, costumes and jewellery with dated examples from coins and sculpture.
The most significant event in the reception history of the portraits was an exhibition at the British Museum called Ancient Faces: Mummy Portraits from Roman Egypt, a collaboration between the Romanist Susan Walker and the Egyptologist Morris Bierbrier which opened to great acclaim in 1997. The reviewer for the New York Times wrote that 'such is the intensity of the gaze, the realism of expression, the details of clothes and jewellery and the sophistication of brush strokes that they look like stunning secular artworks of another era.'
The British Museum show went on to Rome and New York. Other exhibitions featuring many of the same or similar works were mounted in 1998 and 1999 in Greece (with Doxiadis editing the catalogue), France, Germany and Austria (the last of which included spectacular loans from the Egyptian Museum in Cairo). As a result of these exhibitions and the conservation needs of the panels, major advances have been made in identifying their materials and understanding the manner of their production. At the time of the British Museum exhibition, the archaeobotanist Caroline Cartwright found that most of the panels were made from southern European lime wood, showing that it wasn't only a preference for naturalistic portraiture that had been imported to Egypt from the Roman Empire but also some of the materials. This initiated a whole new phase of scientific inquiry.
Since 2013 the Getty-funded APPEAR project (Ancient Panel Paintings: Examination, Analysis and Research) has become a hub for knowledge exchange between sixty participating institutions. With the advent of digital technology Petrie's ambition has finally been realised: direct comparisons between panels from the various regional workshops. The systematic collection and publication of data has refined earlier results and generated new ones. While academics were once preoccupied with categorising the painting technique as tempera or encaustic (in which pigments are suspended in beeswax), chemical analysis has shown that most of the portraits employed a mixture. The development of multispectral imaging has enabled non-destructive analysis of the pigments, revealing the chemical composition of their exquisite colours (those pinks!), both imported and locally produced, natural and artificial. It would have been helpful if the new edition of Doxiadis's book had taken stock of these discoveries.
There are almost a thousand portraits on wooden panels or linen shrouds in international museum collections, a large number of them in Egypt. Most are mummy portraits, though some funerary portraits, usually found in eight-point frames (made from four intersecting pieces of wood), also survive. Doxiadis illustrates a third type of portrait: contemporary votive panels depicting deities. Like the mummy portraits, they render in two dimensions subjects better known from relief and sculpture. Some of the panels represent a pantheon that is shown in similar naturalistic style elsewhere (Isis, Serapis, Dionysus); others are more surprising, such as a panel showing the fertility god Min with an erect penis, although Min was usually portrayed in ancient Egyptian style. The identification of others has required systematic study: the god Heron, for example, was virtually unknown before the Egyptologist Vincent Rondot's comprehensive survey of the 53 votive portraits in international collections. The same group has been interpreted by the art historian Thomas Mathews as the origin of the Christian icon, a theory Doxiadis also developed.
While the panel paintings were what attracted her to the subject, Doxiadis's book also illustrates the plaster masks and linen shrouds that were part of the Egyptian funerary industry. The individual features of the dead are more convincingly portrayed in the panels and shrouds, but are discernible on some plaster masks too. In all three media, the apparent naturalism of the portraits clashes with the formalism of ancient Egyptian funerary scenes. The mummy case of a young man called Artemidorus, for instance, has a painted panel at the top showing an alert young man with dark eyes and pursed lips, while below him are a series of traditional Egyptian funerary scenes in gold leaf.
The contrast of Roman portraiture and Egyptian mummification gives rise to a trickier question: were the subjects and makers of funerary portraits Egyptians, Greeks or Romans? The Fayum was home to Egyptians and Greeks as well as increasing numbers of people from the wider Roman Empire. Doxiadis describes the portraits as 'Greek works' and traces their origins to Greek artisans who arrived after the Macedonian conquest. This is another place where the text should have been updated. Some of the phrases she uses are jarring, such as the references to a 'pure Greek community' and 'racial origins'. It is not so much that the broad interpretation has been challenged: these people were undeniably members of the elite, probably held metropolitan status (meaning that men paid a reduced poll tax) and would mostly have been descendants of non-Egyptians. But the nuances of language have changed, as have the research questions. Combinations of real or perceived descent, language, dress and appearance, religious and other cultural norms were presented differently by individuals and families according to context, as academics have increasingly recognised.
The permeability of the categories Egyptian, Greek and Roman, as well as Syrian, Libyan and Persian, has become clearer as a result of the papyrological evidence of the last thirty years (work advanced by Dorothy J. Thompson, who wrote the original preface). Before the Roman period, the term Greek could be used for various categories of people who were not Egyptian. It was primarily a tax status, so could be held by a man whose brother was categorised as Egyptian. Under the Roman legal system, Greek became a subcategory of Egyptian. People could have two names, one Greek and one Egyptian, to be used according to the audience and occasion. Small wooden mummy labels bearing the occupant's name in Greek on one side and Egyptian on the other form some of the best evidence for the practice of double names. The Greek side gives the father's name, while the Egyptian side sometimes also gives the mother's. When mummies with painted panels are inscribed, their names are usually given in their Greek form and in Greek script. There are exceptions: a panel from Tebtunis in the Fayum has the Egyptian name Thaubarion transliterated into Greek and a prayer for a woman with the Greek name Eirene is written in Egyptian.
A sketch portrait from Tebtunis gives us rare access to the language of the workshop. The instructions to the artist ('paint the eyes softer ... she wears a green necklace') are in Greek. Everyday documents surviving on papyrus reveal something of the people involved in the industry. A recently published archive of Greek documents records several generations of families of undertakers active in Egypt's Western Desert in the third and early fourth centuries ce. They have Egyptian names rendered in Greek, such as Petosiris ('he who was given by Osiris') and Petechonsis ('he who was given by Chonsu'). The families led middle-class lives despite being unable to read: they owned property and hired lawyers in the course of their business.
After a few hundred years the taste for painted panels seems to have faded. By the middle of the third century ce, a sleeved tunic with broad stripes, known as a dalmatic, had become the standard dress for women. These rarely appear on panel paintings, but can be found on painted linen shrouds from Antinoopolis, where the best evidence survives for the continuation of the funerary portrait tradition into late antiquity.
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Every Blink
John Lahr

2335 wordsWalter Murch 
, the film editor and sound designer Francis Ford Coppola has described as 'kind of like the film world's one intellectual', has what he terms standfleisch. He has spent most of his almost sixty years in the film industry standing his lanky frame in front of various editing consoles. 'Why do surgeons, orchestra conductors and cooks all stand to do their jobs?' he asks in Suddenly Something Clicked, a pinata of ideas and anecdotes about his life and work. It sheds light on his forensic craft, his distinctive way of thinking about editing and the making of many of the major films he's worked on, including Apocalypse Now (1979), the Godfather trilogy (1972-90), The Conversation (1974), American Graffiti (1973) and the 1998 recut of Orson Welles's Touch of Evil.
To Murch, who has won three Academy Awards and been nominated for six more, film editing is a sensual 'full-body' experience: 'a kind of dance, a choreography of images and sounds in the flow of time, forged in movement, eventually crystallising into permanence'. This embrace is a kind of erotic surrender to the unique metabolism of each story and its performers, a way of 'drenching yourself in the sensibility of the film to the point where you're alive to the smallest details'. 'To watch Murch at work,' Michael Ondaatje writes in The Conversations (2002), 'is to see him delve into almost invisible specifics, where he harnesses and moves the bones or arteries of a scene, relocating them so they will alter the look of the features above the skin.' The Conversations, a book of interviews with Murch, grew out of his work on the film version of Ondaatje's novel The English Patient. 'Most of the work he does is going to affect us subliminally,' Ondaatje writes. 'There is no showing off here.' In the filigree of image and sound there comes a moment when, Murch says, he disappears into the film: 'The shots, the emotions, the story seem to take over. Sometimes - the best times - this process reaches the point where I can look at the scene and say, "I didn't have anything to do with that - it just created itself."'
How heavy is this editorial heavy-lifting? Murch, of course, has done the maths. In the tale of the tape, Apocalypse Now is the undisputed champ. A single frame of 35 mm film weighs 'five-thousandths of an ounce'; a reel of film - eleven minutes of picture and sound - weighs eleven pounds, or a pound a minute. By that calculation, the 1,250,000 feet of film shot by Coppola weighed more than 14,000 pounds or, as Murch puts it, 'seven tons of film that had to be broken down, boxed, catalogued, put in accessible racks, moved around from editor to editor'. The average ratio of footage shot to footage used in a feature film is 20:1; the ratio for Apocalypse Now was 95:1. Over four years, Murch and his team got the film down from 236 hours to 2 hours and 27 minutes. This is as much bushwhacking as editing, finding the film's story as well as its grammar, a feat Murch also accomplished for Coppola in The Conversation, which he restructured and essentially rewrote by cutting a third of the scenes.
'What you do as an editor is search for patterns at both the superficial and ever deeper levels,' Murch told Ondaatje. His process of excavation is 'very close', he says, to the aesthetic strategy of his father, Walter Tandy Murch, a successful still-life painter, whose pictures set realist studies of everyday objects on distressed canvases, giving them the dreamy immanence of abstraction. Before he began a painting, he would introduce an element of chance by stretching canvases for weeks at a time on the uncarpeted hallway of his New York apartment: 'People would be tramping back and forth ... accidents would happen, things would get spilled on them.' The most interesting sections became the backdrops to his paintings. He called the distress marks 'hooks'.
The film frame is both Murch's canvas and his found object. In his editing suite, whether mechanical or digital, he is painting with light and sound, looking for the emotional narrative 'hook' between scenes. From two-dimensional fragments he reconstructs a reality which is at once vivid and suggestive. 'I don't paint the object,' his father once told him. 'I paint the space between my eye and the object.' Murch uses a similar analogy: 'If I go out to record a door-slam, I don't think I'm recording a door-slam. I think I am recording the space in which the door-slam happens.'
His editing obsession began when he was around eleven in the mid-1950s. He convinced his parents to buy him a tape recorder, the expressive possibilities of which struck him with a particular wallop, a 'kind of delirious drunkenness': 'I began by recording random sounds in my local environment, at different speeds, then playing them backwards, upside down, back to front, and chopping the tape into bits and scotch-taping them back together in a different order.' His hobby, a primitive form of sampling, was given validation when he heard a recording of Pierre Schaeffer's musique concrete on the radio. 'There were adults in the world who took it seriously. I felt like Robinson Crusoe finding Friday's footprint in the sand.'
At Johns Hopkins University, where his major was art history, Murch collaborated on a few short films and discovered that editing images had the same intoxicating impact as editing sound. 'You're oddly at the centre of things but also you are not. You're the person doing it, yet the feeling is that you're not the origin of it, that somehow "it" is happening around you, that you are being used by this thing to help bring it into the world.'
After graduating from the University of Southern California film school in 1965, Murch joined renegade forces with his classmate George Lucas, who with Coppola had set up American Zoetrope in San Francisco. They were 'pretty much trying to reinvent film', Lucas said, and Murch's critical acumen was vital to the enterprise. One of the main tasks of the editor, he writes in Suddenly Something Clicked, 'is to discover/uncover the film's rhythmic structure'. His thrill is the pursuit of the unknown: 'In spite of the technical wizardry that surrounds us in the 21st century, working on a film is the closest many of us will ever come to signing on with the crew of a 16th-century galleon, sailing halfway around the world across unmapped seas.'
If Murch is full of wonder at film's storytelling possibilities, the inventors of the moving picture were not. 'The cinema is an invention without a future,' Louis Lumiere declared. The cinematograph, which he invented with his brother, Auguste, was a camera that recorded, developed and projected film onto a screen (one of the first being a bedsheet in a Russian brothel). Thomas Edison, though more interested in sound than image, developed the Kinetograph (an early motion-picture camera) and the Kinetoscope, which projected images that could be seen through peepholes. The breakthrough, which turned a 19th-century novelty into the 20th century's only new art form, was the arrival of montage in 1901. The transition from one shot to another transformed motion pictures from a literal medium into a psychological and poetic one. Movies could now jump back and forth in time and space, 'the cinematic equivalent to the discovery of flight', as Murch sees it. Out of its illusion of naturalistic flow - 24 frames a projected second - a new grammar of seeing and of storytelling evolved: close-ups, dissolves, long shots, fade-outs.
'"Filmic" juxtapositions are taking place in the real world not only when we dream but also when we are awake,' Murch wrote in his book from 1992, In the Blink of an Eye. This explains why audiences find edited film a surprisingly familiar experience. Every blink is a thought. Every thought is a cut. In support of this belief, Murch quotes John Huston: 'Look at that lamp across the room. Now look back at me. Look back at that lamp. Now look back at me again. Do you see what you did? You blinked. Those are cuts. Your mind cut the scene. First you behold the lamp. Cut. Then you behold me.' In cinema, Murch says, 'at the moment you decide to cut, what you are saying is, in effect, "I am going to bring this idea to an end and start something new."'
The rhythm and rate of cutting should be appropriate to the material the audience is watching. The job of the editor is to anticipate and partly control the thought process of the audience. 'Think of it as a ball being tossed around the field of the screen,' Murch writes. It is 'the job of the subsequent shot to "receive" energy from the previous one and do something creative with it: swing with it, hit it back, dissipate it, freeze it, etc.' Murch cites as a 'classic' example Anne Coates's direct cut in Lawrence of Arabia (originally intended as a dissolve) when the mise-en-scene jumps from Lawrence blowing out a match to a ravishing desert sunrise. This is the moment that marks Lawrence's transition from eccentric British officer to legendary figure among the Arabs.
Murch's sensitivity to rhythm has led him to investigate the anomalies of perception. Why do we see motion in a series of still images? The neurological key, Murch suggests, is the saccade - 'the jump of the eyeball from one focal point to another'. In each of these instances (three a second, 172,800 on an average day), you are temporarily blind. 'The moment our eyes start to move in a saccade, the degraded signals coming from the retina are blocked until our eyes come to rest again ... consequently, we do not see these blurred images, nor do we see any evidence of their removal.' Our experience of reality, according to Murch, is of something happening 'approximately 120 milliseconds (three film frames) after it has happened'.
Murch jostles between metaphysics and neurology in his discussion of film editing, but biology is his link to theorising about sound design. Hearing develops four and a half months after conception. 'We luxuriate in a continuous bath of sounds: the song of our mother's voice, the swash of her breathing, the piping of her intestines, the timpani of her heart,' he writes. 'The almost industrial intensity of this womb sound' is about 75 decibels, 'equivalent to ... the cabin of a cruising passenger jet'. After birth, however, sound is gradually demoted. 'Whatever virtues sound brings to film are largely perceived and appreciated by the audience in visual terms. The better the sound, the better the image.' This fusing of sound and image is a sleight of mind in which the brain projects dimensionality onto the screen and makes it seem as if it had come from the image in the first place. 'We do not see and hear a film, we hear/see/hear/see it.'
By his own admission, the phenomenal success of The Godfather triggered a revival of the metaphorical use of layered sound. Murch's masterstroke of sound design was the addition - not indicated in the original script - of a rising metallic screech, as if from an overhead train, as Michael Corleone prepares to assassinate Sollozzo and Captain McCluskey. 'The rumbling and piercing metallic scream,' he writes, 'is not linked directly to anything seen on screen, and so the audience is made to wonder at least momentarily, if perhaps only subconsciously, "What is this?"' Because it is detached from the image, the scream becomes a clue to Michael's state of mind; it comes and goes, then grows louder and louder until he finally pulls out his gun. After he shoots, the sound stops abruptly.
'Even for the most well-prepared of directors, there are limits to the imagination and memory,' Murch writes. 'It is the editor's job to propose alternative scenarios as bait.' In Apocalypse Now, the sampan massacre and, more important, the restoration of Captain Willard's narration to the final script are down to Murch. 'Willard is an observer - he is our eyes and ears in this diabolical landscape - and for most of the journey, until he gets to the Kurtz compound, he is a mostly silent passenger,' Murch explains. 'The audience judges character by comparing words spoken with actions taken, but if there are few words and fewer actions, the character has to emerge from somewhere else: out of an interior, quasi-novelistic voice.' Following this editorial impulse, Murch dug out Willard's voiceover from the original screenplay and recorded it himself, 'lacing it selectively over the first half-hour of film'. His pitch worked. Willard's voiceover was reinstated (as rewritten by Michael Herr), a crucial adjustment that spoke to the accuracy of Coppola's dictum that a film director is the 'ringmaster of a circus that's inventing itself'.
Suddenly Something Clicked was conceived by Murch as a 'three-braided rope - theory, practice and history', a sort of intellectual high-wire act of technical expertise and personal anecdote. Like Murch himself, the book is unique. It's designed for the reader to play with. Want to read Maxim Gorky's reaction to seeing his first motion picture? Or see Orson Welles's lost 58-page memo to the Universal Studios executives who took control of his production of Touch of Evil? Or hear the six pre-mixes and the final mix of the helicopters landing to 'Ride of the Valkyries' in Apocalypse Now? Or watch an animated restructuring of the scenes in The Conversation? QR codes beside the text provide detours into these subjects and more. Similarly, there are chyrons of adages from other filmmakers and artists - 'fortunes', Murch calls them - at the bottom of every even-numbered page, intended as a kind of dialectical chorus to counterpoint or contradict his opinions. His high-spirited advice to film editors holds true for his readers: 'Good luck! Make discoveries!'
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You must do something
Randall Kennedy

2544 wordsJohn Lewis  was at the heart of the protests in the early 1960s which transformed race relations in the United States. He participated in the sit-ins of 1960 in which black students (and a few white allies) occupied seats in shops, restaurants and entertainment venues from which African Americans were barred. In 1961 he joined the freedom rides, in which black and white activists travelled together on buses in the South to test whether local officials would follow new national rules prohibiting states from separating passengers on the basis of race. He was an early member of the Student Non-Violent Co-ordinating Committee (SNCC), which demanded the abolition of pigmentocracy through militant but non-violent direct action. He was the youngest speaker at the March on Washington in 1963, where Martin Luther King delivered his 'I Have a Dream' address.
On many occasions, Lewis courted beatings and arrest in order to bring attention to the racial mistreatment that was pervasive in the Jim Crow South. In Selma, Alabama, on 7 March 1965, he led marchers who were asserting their right to vote in the face of the racist measures that had effectively disenfranchised them. They were met by a phalanx of state troopers, wearing gas masks and brandishing truncheons, who ordered the marchers to disperse. Lewis and his followers stood their ground. The violent response of the troopers - Lewis was beaten unconscious - was captured on film, provoking widespread revulsion and helping to generate the support needed to enact the most consequential federal legislation of the era, the Voting Rights Act of 1965.
After Bloody Sunday, Lewis entered into a rivalry that would change his life significantly. Stokely Carmichael, born in Trinidad, raised in New York and educated at Howard University, was a smart, charismatic and fearless activist who arrived in the South in the early 1960s to challenge the totems of white supremacy. Arrested for entering a 'white' station waiting room, he spent his 20th birthday at Mississippi's notorious Parchman Penitentiary. Like Lewis, Carmichael venerated King, but by 1966 he was ready to abandon King's pacifistic integrationism in favour of militant black nationalist rhetoric.
In May 1966, Lewis was initially re-elected as chair of SNCC. But after some members expressed dissatisfaction, another vote was taken in which Carmichael prevailed. This wasn't altogether unexpected. Carmichael's faction believed that Lewis was insufficiently attuned to the desire for black solidarity and assertiveness, and that he was wrongly attached to racial integration, excessively committed to non-violence and too willing to compromise. Their intention was to marginalise, if not expel, SNCC's well-meaning white members, along with well-meaning 'Negroes' who were insufficiently 'black'.
SNCC had been founded amid the exhilaration of the sit-ins by black college students impatient with the tactics of their elders in the National Association for the Advancement of Coloured People (NAACP). Although lawsuits, lobbying and petitions had yielded some positive results, the gains were too slow and too meagre for young people who had grown up believing in the ideals trumpeted by American leaders in the postwar period. Lewis and his peers wanted 'Freedom Now!' - freedom from the limitations imposed on their parents and freedom to share fully in the possibilities unleashed by American prosperity. They welcomed into their ranks white people who had somehow freed themselves from the racist 'common sense' in which they had been steeped for much of their lives.
But now the organisation which had given Lewis a sense of belonging and which he had been willing to defend and advance at the risk of his life, had rejected him. He soon resigned altogether. After that, morale at SNCC deteriorated. The tact, discipline and good manners that had characterised the organisation's activism, winning it grudging admiration, degenerated into self-indulgence and sloganeering. Weeks after Lewis lost the vote, Carmichael electrified racial politics with a call and response routine in Greenwood, Mississippi in which he and his African American audience took turns in shouting 'Black Power'. He thereby raised to new prominence a key term in American politics, one that inspired many blacks but exposed deep rifts within the movement. Like King, Bayard Rustin, Roy Wilkins, A. Philip Randolph, Whitney Young and other figures in the civil rights establishment, Lewis disliked the Black Power slogan. He feared it would bring them enemies and repel potential allies. More fundamentally, he doubted whether the ideology of Black Power could deliver the broad public support that would be needed if the huge impediments faced by African Americans were to be overcome.
Separating from SNCC marked Lewis for life. 'It hurt to leave my family,' he wrote in his memoir, Walking with the Wind (1998). 'So many good brothers and sisters with whom I had shared so much ... I felt abandoned, cast out.' His exit was a harbinger of the organisation's collapse. Six months after Carmichael's coup, SNCC expelled its few remaining white members. The result, however, was not to increase black solidarity in the ranks. Instead, the racial cleansing intensified schisms among the remaining activists. Carmichael became a celebrity, derided by some as 'Starmichael' because of his vanity and hankering for publicity. He chaired the organisation for just a year before being succeeded by H. Rap Brown, a reckless provocateur. In 1968, Carmichael himself was expelled. By the early 1970s, SNCC had disappeared.
After Lewis left SNCC, he worked for various philanthropic and social justice organisations, and between 1970 and 1977 directed the Voter Education Project, which publicised itself with a poster proclaiming: 'Hands That Pick Cotton Now Can Pick Our Elected Officials.' Under Lewis's leadership, VEP registered four million new black voters in the South. It wasn't until 1981 that he entered electoral politics, winning a seat on the Atlanta City Council. Five years later, he ran against Julian Bond for the Democratic Party nomination for a seat in the US Congress representing a predominantly black district in and around Atlanta.
This was the second great political rivalry of Lewis's life. He and Bond had been close friends, but in various ways were strikingly different. Lewis's background was in the rural African American peasantry; Bond was from the black elite. Lewis's parents hadn't finished high school; Bond's father had graduate degrees from the University of Chicago, had written several books, was the president of two colleges and knew W.E.B. DuBois and Albert Einstein. Lewis attended segregated schools then the American Baptist Theological Seminary; Bond went to the George School, a virtually all-white Quaker prep school in Pennsylvania, before returning to the South to attend Morehouse College in Atlanta. Lewis, for all his accomplishments, was shy and devoid of glamour; his speeches were impassioned, but as a public speaker he was laboured and awkward. Bond was confident, witty, sophisticated, debonair and well spoken. Lewis was homely; Bond was handsome.
Like Lewis, Bond had been a leading member of SNCC during its most productive phase, before 1966. His record wasn't as conspicuously heroic as Lewis's, but it was admirable enough, and he had been successful in overcoming efforts to exclude him from office. Elected in June 1965 to the Georgia House of Representatives, he was denied his seat for having supported SNCC's denunciation of the Vietnam War: in the view of a majority of Georgia legislators, his anti-war stance meant he would be unable to swear in good faith that he would uphold the US constitution, a requirement of office. However, the Supreme Court, in Bond v. Floyd (1966), ruled unanimously to invalidate his exclusion, on the grounds that it unlawfully abridged his right to freedom of expression.
Going into the 1986 congressional election, Bond had twenty years' experience in the Georgia state legislature, while Lewis had served several terms on the Atlanta City Council. Both were eager to act on a larger stage. At first it looked as if Bond would prevail. He won the primary, but Lewis got enough votes to force a run-off. As the race tightened, the candidates' sparring turned ugly. There were rumours that Bond had been unfaithful to his wife, and that he had taken cocaine. The rumours were true, but hadn't gained widespread public attention. For a while, an unspoken agreement stopped Bond and Lewis from making personal attacks on each other. But as the campaign wore on, electoral desperation took over. Bond reminded audiences that Lewis had previously said that, if re-elected to the city council, he wouldn't run for Congress. Lewis publicly challenged Bond to take a drug test and derided him when he refused. Asked whether he was accusing Bond of using illegal drugs, Lewis responded: 'I do not suspect that he is on drugs. I just feel like he should take the test to clear his name and remove public doubt. People need to know.'
Lewis prevailed. After his defeat, Bond wrote a syndicated column, appeared as a pundit on radio and television, hosted an episode of Saturday Night Live, played himself in a movie and taught history at the University of Virginia. Finally, in 1998, he became chairman of the NAACP. The two men never fully reconciled. When Bond died in 2015, Lewis was not invited to the funeral.
Raymond Arsenault  and David Greenberg have written scholarly, capacious biographies of Lewis, both of which make significant contributions to the historiography of the civil rights movement and its legacies. Both synthesise the sizeable secondary literature and include recollections from Lewis's relatives, friends, colleagues and employees. Both focus on Lewis's public life; Greenberg occasionally glimpses behind the curtain, but neither book intrudes very far into Lewis's private life or thoughts. Both obviously admire him. These books are first-rate hagiographies.
There is a price to be paid for such discretion. Some important questions are not pursued aggressively enough while others are not even posed. According to Greenberg's account of the bitter 1986 election, Bond hinted that he had refrained from disclosing information about Lewis that would have been devastating for his campaign. What was that information? Due care should of course be taken, but a biographer must recognise that rumours are social facts whatever their accuracy and, if significant, are worthy of exploration.
Another aspect of the 1986 election glossed over by Greenberg and Arsenault is its racial demographics. Bond won the votes of about 6o per cent of the blacks who voted in the primary in this predominantly black district. He also had the support of the most prominent black Atlantans, including MLK's widow, Coretta Scott King, and Andrew Young, then Atlanta's mayor, who had been MLK's confidant. Lewis won a large number of black votes in the run-off, but what put him over the top was white support. Why did white voters prefer Lewis? Greenberg notes that while Lewis was almost always humble and courteous, Bond was sometimes haughty, even arrogant. (Anyone getting the answering machine on his home phone would hear the message: 'I'm sorry if there is no one here to answer your call, but that is the way it is ... Please don't leave a message on this phone. It does not like them and will not take them.') But something more is needed to account for Lewis winning the white vote by four to one, especially since the policies of the rivals were so similar. One hypothesis is that whites felt more comfortable with Lewis precisely because of the attributes that blacks, especially those in the elite, disdained: the lack of sophistication in his spoken manner, the absence of uppityness. Was Lewis perceived by white voters as a 'good Negro', or at least as a less threatening one than Bond?
Both Arsenault and Greenberg devote many pages to Lewis's work as a congressman. He sat in the House of Representatives for 34 years, winning re-election sixteen times, often unopposed. He was a committed liberal, a friend of organised labour and champion of a welfare system that would afford to all the minimal decencies of social life, including medical care. He opposed mass incarceration and the death penalty. When the occasion demanded, he recalled the activist instincts of his formative years: he staged a sit-in at the House of Representatives to protest against US immigration policy, and was arrested during protests outside the embassies of South Africa in the 1980s and Sudan in the 2000s. He supported gay rights, in contrast to many religiously inclined heroes of the civil rights movement (such as Reverend Fred Shuttlesworth) who resented gay activists' comparison of their struggle to that of African Americans. His staunch support of Israel was in alignment with the mainstream of the Democratic Party, but set him against the likes of Bond and Jesse Jackson, who felt able to challenge pro-Israel politics without pandering to antisemitism.
Lewis's response to the Million Man March in 1995 was in keeping with his characteristic posture. The march was organised by Louis Farrakhan of the Nation of Islam, a theocratic, black nationalist sect that exerted an influence out of all proportion to its numbers not least because of its famous recruits, who included Malcolm X and Muhammad Ali. Farrakhan invited African American men to Washington DC to commit themselves publicly to promoting black solidarity, undoing demeaning stereotypes and increasing political engagement within black communities. The pilgrimage would be addressed by speakers including Martin Luther King III, Jesse Jackson, Rosa Parks, Maya Angelou and Cornel West. Many black elected officials also participated, including the chair of the Congressional Black Caucus, Donald M. Payne; the mayor of Baltimore, Kurt Schmoke; and the mayor of Washington DC, Marion Barry. The name of the demonstration conveyed the organisers' expectations as to turnout; in the event, the best estimate is that more than 800,000 people assembled in the Mall. Among them were many who did not share Farrakhan's antisemitism and homophobia but felt compelled to attend (including a young Barack Obama). Pressure was put on Lewis to support or at least refrain from criticising the event, but in the end he declined to participate, saying that the rhetoric around the march cut against what he had worked for all his life: 'tolerance, inclusion, integration'. Though he was an implacable foe of white supremacy, Lewis was also an unbending adversary of African American bigotries.
Lewis died aged eighty, of pancreatic cancer, in July 2020. He lay in state at the Brown Chapel African Methodist Episcopal Church, from which he had led the protest on Bloody Sunday in 1965, then at the Alabama state capitol, the United States Capitol Rotunda in Washington DC and finally the Georgia state capitol. His funeral in Atlanta was attended by three former presidents, Bill Clinton, George W. Bush and Barack Obama. Jimmy Carter sent his apologies - he was too old to travel. Donald Trump, the legitimacy of whose election win in 2016 Lewis had challenged, did not attend. Writing shortly before and in the knowledge of his imminent death, at a moment when it was unclear whether Joe Biden would overcome Trump in the upcoming election, Lewis issued his political credo for the last time: 'When you see something that is not right, you must say something. You must do something. Democracy is not a state. It is an act, and each generation must do its part to help build what we called the Beloved Community, a nation and world society at peace with itself.'
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Kebabs are consequential
Adam Mars-Jones

5959 wordsAt one point  in Kiran Desai's new novel the heroine, Sonia Shah, sets out to write a journalistic sketch of the Indian kebab, 'massaged, marinated, oiled, spoiled, pampered, pompous, romantic', but finds the subject expanding relentlessly. She researches the tabak maaz of Kashmir, the Afghani reshmi, the pathar kebab, 'cooked on a hot stone to absorb the flavour of the minerals', the dorra kebab, steamed in silk over low coals that have been smoked with sandalwood, and the kakori, named after the village where it was devised to accommodate the toothlessness of the local nawab: 'It was ground anew with each addition of the fifty-two spices - actually, some said fifteen spices, some eight, but all vowed secrecy.' The Loneliness of Sonia and Sunny starts by providing family trees for its main characters, the Bhatias and the Shahs, but a full genealogy of the kebab, it turns out, would require an entire book, perhaps as large as this one. Since the action of the novel starts in 1996, Sonia's research is the old-fashioned sort, but even before the age of the internet she realises that any attempt to write 'a slender story' on the subject is doomed. This is India, where nothing stays simple. Everything proliferates.
The Loneliness of Sonia and Sunny is not and never could have been a slender story, but it has a relentlessness of its own, a refusal or inability to prune, even to homogenise, not just in terms of material but in the way it deploys point of view. Sometimes the author dissolves herself in her characters, then reappears arbitrarily mid-scene; sometimes she rises above them and looks down. Here's a passage that takes off from its supposed setting, a Delhi dinner party attended by Sonia's parents, to make a wry general statement that doesn't correspond to any of the guests' experiences:
 There were no children at the dinner party ... because there were no children in India any more in the homes of successful parents of a successful class. The children were in Geneva, Hong Kong, Sydney, London, New York and Vermont. They were at Harvard, Oxford, Siemens, the United Nations, Microsoft, Amnesty, Seagram, McKinsey, the World Bank, Sloan Kettering and Hewitt College. 

 The last term in both these lists applies to Sonia Shah herself, who lives in Vermont and studies at the fictional Hewitt College. She's in her fourth year. This is the start of the sentence that introduces her there: 'While Vermont is small and friendly in summer, with every sweet thing - farmer in the farmers' market, child in the pond, bee in the foxglove, fox in the chicken coop, bear in the beehive - in its own sweet place ...' It's a curious way to introduce a character and a setting, with the words between the dashes slashing the tyres of the sentence that contains them. Is the author setting a test or trap for her readers, to see if they can be bothered to read every word? It's hard to see the virtue of that, and it's odd to detect signs here of an unreliable narrator, when there isn't a narrator distinct from the author.
 Sonia is studying literature and creative writing at Hewitt, where with a certain amount of discomfort she turns episodes of family history, such as the romantic misadventures of her aunt, Mina Foi, into short stories. Mina Foi was in love with a man whose dying mother exacted a promise from him to break up with her. Her family then arranged a sort of consolation-prize marriage, but it ended six months later in divorce. Mina Foi was left on the shelf, the one marked Returned Goods.
 Was Sonia betraying her aunt, someone 'who couldn't withstand another betrayal'? She generalises the argument, concentrating on legitimate concerns about 'how India would be perceived in the larger world, the fear that stories ... decorative outside and hollow inside, would reduce the seriousness of the nation, demean its soul'. There's a hint of parody about such earnestness, which would be more effective if it didn't come after an almost absurdist account of the way Sonia revises her work to accord with her principles: 'Careful not to orientalise, Sonia wrote that Mina Foi ate pears, not pink guavas from the guava orchard beyond which the highway thundered.' This sentence would do a better job at the end of the chapter, where at least it wouldn't destabilise the tone and interrupt the argument. Placed where it is, it makes Sonia seem foolish, in a way that invalidates her literary aspirations. At the chapter's end the little kick of self-reference would land more effectively - unless you think it's coincidental that Desai's first novel was called Hullabaloo in the Guava Orchard. (Her second, The Inheritance of Loss, won the Booker Prize in 2006.)
 The college is closed over the winter break and almost all the students get internships. Foreign students can only work on campus, so Sonia gets a job in the library, where she is courted by a rich and exotic older man called Ilan de Toorjen Foss. On his first visit he defaces the library books with annotations, pleading forgetfulness when reprimanded; on the second he plays her, unprompted, recordings of owls. Their conversation is reliably preposterous: 'You're a painter?' 'Is there another way to live?' They become lovers. He talks endlessly about his process, though he doesn't show Sonia his work. If you're a good artist you exist as 'a magpie, an ant, an earthworm, a bee, collecting and gathering, moving one more crumb of your life into art, one crumb of ordinary life into dream life, one crumb of reality into unreality'.
 'Too much narcissism?' he asks her at one point. You bet. The problem is not that this relationship is so clearly abusive but that it's dull. Ilan is a goblin mysteriously able to enchant Sonia despite the thirty-year age gap but likely to leave the reader bored and resentful. Other people in the book have a touch of caricature, sometimes more than a touch, but Ilan's entire world and history are flimsy. It's as if Sonia has been punished for her academic interest in magical realism (her thesis explored its overlap with Orientalism) by being made to live for a time according to its conventions.
 When Sonia, distressed by Ilan's unresponsiveness, rings her parents in Delhi, she imagines them in their usual positions: on either side of the drawing-room sofa, her mother reading, her father looking at his wife 'with a lighthouse sweep every now and again' as if observing a woman he doesn't know. In fact, they're at a dinner party, the one where the nationwide shortage of young adults from the 'successful class' was mentioned. It's an eventful evening. The men at the party make disparaging comments about the physical characteristics of women from various countries. Don't be taken in by the elegant faces of women in the Middle East - 'when you see the bulbous quality of what comes below, you want to run for your life.' Sonia's mother, trying to change the subject, points to a painting on the wall and says: 'Terrible what the goons are doing to him.' This calls for some awkward authorial exposition: 'Recently, Hindu religious sensibilities had been offended by a delicate sketch by [the artist, Husain] of a bare-breasted goddess Saraswati ... He had sketched it out of love, but now it inspired hate.'
 The conversation shifts to the destruction of the Babri mosque in Ayodhya four years earlier. 'This country is going to get more intolerant,' Mama's best friend says. 'Anyone might be in the wrong place at the wrong moment.' Papa doesn't enjoy 'the tedious subject of fraying secularism': he has guilty memories of being too afraid to ignore the curfew during the Hindu-Sikh riots of 1984. 'There is nothing one man can do against a mob,' he says. Neil, the Sikh host of the dinner, escaped in 1984 only because he tore from his wrist the kara that would have identified him. If he had been wearing a turban he would have been burned alive. In the car on the way home from the party Papa says that some women are too bloody sensitive for their own good. Mama says that the familiar Indian darkness is revealing itself, stronger with every recurrence. When she gets out of the car to open the gate, he drives straight at her. She leaps aside just in time. 'She looked at him through the glow of the car headlights, and he looked steadily back at her. Mama learned that despite his mess and muddle, his inebriation, he was clear on one thing: he did wish to hurt his wife.'
 That's a lot to take in, given that this is the first scene in which Sonia's parents appear. It's the most dramatic event in the first half of the book, yet the next sentence, from the point of view of nobody in particular, is: 'Terrible things happen in the heat of an argument between a married couple.' Desai was under no obligation to describe a murder attempt in her novel, but having done so, she can hardly shrug her shoulders and move on. Mama decides to take a shower in order to calm down, and there follows a jaunty account of a malfunctioning Indian bathroom: 'The pipes gasped and whooped in a crisis of emptiness, and there was a fruitless borborygmus of water in the geyser.' Those ramshackle Indian bathrooms! Then the phone rings - it's Sonia - and neither the assault nor Papa's guilty conscience is ever referred to again.
 A more palatable memory of Papa's, of throwing out the sweets that were distributed at his workplace to celebrate the destruction of the Babri mosque, does return, though after hundreds of pages. He also shouted out to his colleagues, 'The British have won!', meaning that the imperial strategy of pitting religions against one another had survived the departure of the coloniser. And yes, India has become a less tolerant country over the last three decades, though a backdated prediction isn't the most compelling literary device.
 The difference between levels of accomplishment in the novel, sometimes on the same page, is striking. Most of the missteps are concentrated in the first two hundred pages, which may not be much of a consolation to readers hoping to reach cruising speed sooner rather than later. Technical flaws interfere with the mechanisms that allow a book to realise its ambitions. The title of The Loneliness of Sonia and Sunny is itself such a mistake, not because it's soupy but because it pre-empts the plot. It establishes that Sonia and Sunny will form a couple, though they only meet on page 253 - meaning that any previous relationship has an expiry date. At the beginning of the book Sunny is living in Brooklyn with Ulla, who's from Kansas. She invites him home to meet her parents, mainly out of pique when she realises he hasn't told his widowed mother, Babita, about her existence. The visit is both a success and a disaster - a success because Sunny enjoys himself, a disaster because the people he meets, with controversial subjects taken off the table in advance and personal habits edited out, bear no resemblance to Ulla's actual parents.
 The exploration of cultural dissonances as they affect international romances is acute: Sunny thinks that someone like Ulla, coming from a background where relationships need not last, is always eyeing the door. He also realises that those who see themselves as playing for keeps can be lulled into behaving badly, since they discount the possibility of being left. But this analysis has no particular emotional impact, with the relationship's future foreclosed. Ulla's life with Sunny is like Tinker Bell - it exists only if people believe in it, and we've been told not to. Its enemy wasn't cultural friction or personal incompatibility, but the words on the cover of the book that announce she will be superseded, long before the caricaturally neat break-up, in which Ulla takes the Kansas City barbecue sauce and leaves the Darjeeling behind.
The connection  between Sonia and Sunny, which develops with extreme slowness, is neither arranged nor romantically sparked, though elements of both are present. Their grandfathers, who live in Allahabad, have an old if troubled friendship (they play chess every week), and it was Sonia's Dadaji who made the suggestion that the young people might be a good match, not in an old-fashioned prescriptive way, but on the basis of being 'two America-educated individuals, two equals, two people who naturally belonged together because of where they came from and where they were going'. He isn't wrong about their compatibility: Sonia is a writer of stories who is trying to make her name with non-fiction. Sunny has a master's in journalism, and works for the Associated Press in New York, but his real love is fiction because only fiction can 'dwell on quirkiness'. When they eventually spend time together, each of them carries a notebook. But in the short term the benighted business of being set up as a couple by their families turns each of them into an unthinkable prospect for the other.
 Ilan secures a job for Sonia in New York as an assistant in an art gallery. He continues to exert a baleful influence, on the novel as much as on her. The high life has no texture. 'The department store had a cafe on the top floor with a view from so high above Central Park that it became an illustration of the city, not the city. They drank champagne looking down upon the lambent foliage.' This on a day when the economy has taken a beating, though Ilan is too rich, and Sonia too poor, to care about that.
 At pavement level Sonia, walking to work from her apartment, misses nothing.
 She took the route by the Good Fortune Trading Company and the mysterious, deserted Buddhist monastery slung with barbed wire. The Farragut Projects were to the left; a low buzz from the Con Ed station emitted from the right. Rats competed with pigeons over stale discarded pitta in the dumpster outside the pitta factory, and a smell of bilge water rose from the Navy Yard, which was overrun by a band of feral cats that suffered from feline leukaemia. She passed by the empty lot where trucks were hosed down, the place that made industrial metal sinks, past Los Papi's, past the oversize parking lot drenched with chemical waste owned by Jehovah's Witnesses. She walked down towards the river away from a luxury high-rise, a middle finger to the poor. 

Readers are unlikely to be troubled by the presence here of elements that aren't visible from the street (ownership of a parking lot, diagnoses of cat illnesses). There's a hum and whiff of the real about these observations.
 Later in the book, Sunny's surroundings, as he rides in a taxi towards a rendezvous in Goa with Sonia, are sketched with comparable deftness: 'a white church perched on a hillock like an egret receiving the sun, a pink temple by a small offshoot of river lined with coconut palms, a shuttered Mushroom Cafe Dance Hall, and a giant half-built mouldering Disney-style castle hotel'. But Sunny's eyes 'didn't register these sights'. So who is to take the credit for the scrupulous notations? Divorce the character from the sensations that surround him, as this passage does, and the narrative conventions start to unravel. Replace 'didn't register' with 'hardly registered' and they remain intact. Sunny is a journalist, after all, someone whose professional reflexes might be trusted not to shut down even when he's preoccupied.
 If Sonia in her creative writing assignments at Hewitt is writing for a non-Indian audience (successfully enough that her professor 'fell in love with Mina Foi'), then so to some extent is Desai. Sunny privately decides that Indians will never be engaged consumers of novels, lacking the understanding of individual rights that would break down the artificial divisions required to make their world go round. As he sees it, to read fiction with an open mind is to be free of the ideology of caste. Even so, he's not sure whether he's convinced by his own argument or just brainstorming a possible think piece.
 Sonia located this as a deep-seated problem, just before the silly sentence about pears and guavas. An element in a story might be 'true because it happened. False because it was feeding the West what it wanted to consume about the East. The audience made it false.' If it's as simple as that - an ideological lens distorting the material when no longer embedded in its cultural context - misrepresentation is inevitable. Even so, there are a number of headings under which India and its people can be served up all too neatly on a plate to a Western audience. One is pathos, particularly the pathos of poverty - and though this isn't a major currency of the book there is the occasional lapse. Sonia visits Mama in the Himalayan cottage where she lives after leaving Papa (the murder attempt seems to have played no part in the estrangement). There is a servant called Moolchand. 'He possessed two shirts. One was his ragged gardening kurta, one a bright red shirt he wore to go to the market. When he put on his special shirt, your heart broke.' But whose heart is under siege here? It can only be the reader's, since Sonia and Mama are well able to provide Moolchand with a third shirt, if so minded.
 Another way of flattering the West is by catering to a hypocritical dismay at indifference to suffering. Deprivation and misery are public in India, while in the West they tend to be tidied away. One remarkable episode in the novel tackles this head on, with the description of the pillaging of a house after the patriarch has died. The furniture has already gone, and then come
 the ironing man, the washerman, the electrician, the plumber, the padre, and Dari the secretary, who had put on his only suit, which came from the death of his uncle, who had received it from the death of his employer ... They took the medicine bottles in case they might suffer similar illnesses in the future and the last of the Old Spice shaving cream. The padre's eyes filled with tears at the modesty of the comb with a few teeth missing, the elemental razor, the worn toothbrush. All of us, even the domineering, are human beings. 

Again, the strange impulse to slip a toothless sentence among implacable ones.
 The shaving brush with its bristles still in the direction of its last lathering seemed to be making a humble plea ... In a crescendo of leave-taking ... the mourners removed the rusted cooler, pocketed the screwdriver and tweezers, and rushed the beds through the trees. 'I've never slept in a bed,' said the cook's wife. She had forgotten to look sad. 

Finally come the ragpickers, mysteriously alerted and 'smelling like ripe potatoes', who haul away rusted pipes and broken panes of glass. One bed is all that is left, and that only because the patriarch had died in it, and his wife before him. Their daughter and granddaughter lay themselves down to sleep as best they can, one in the 'shallow grave' made by the patriarch in the mattress over the years, the other in his wife's 'bird indentation'.
 The family trees on its first pages lend the book a 19th-century air, but they are unusual in including staff and pets (Pasha the Bhatia dog, Babayaga the Shah cat). This suggests that the basic organising unit of Indian life is the household rather than the family, and this stripping of a carcass by scavengers is the death of a household. In another sense, it is no more than an accelerated house clearance. The dead man was only able to maintain his position thanks to a frozen rent of 250 rupees and 50 paise per month, which was voided in the instant of his death. The landlady points out that she has never threatened the family with 'goons'. She has behaved well and continues to do so, saying they can take their time packing.
 The details of the looted treasures (the dolls in a glass case, the binoculars, the slide projector) add to the power of the scene, but sometimes the book is clogged with particulars, and the reader feels like Mr Creosote in the Monty Python sketch being tempted with the tweezer-borne 'wafer-thin mint' that finally makes him explode. Ah, but this is India, and the effect of overload is the whole point - except that it's not, since it carries over into the American scenes. Does it add anything to the novel to know that the previous tenant of Sunny's Jackson Heights apartment was a mafioso in the meat business who had a big bed in the middle of the room 'where he cavorted with a woman from Kyrgyzstan named Varvara'? Even in an Indian setting, self-indulgent detail can provoke mixed feelings: the dog 'found a piece of last night's mackerel cutlet under the table, which she ate. Then she licked the essence of the cutlet, then she licked the hope of the cutlet, then, losing hope, she became slightly desperate and licked the memory.' This is both splendid and entirely out of place. That's not dogs in Goa - that's dogs in general.
It's  a welcome surprise that the book is often bitterly funny. Sunny's mother, Babita, for instance, greatly enjoys herself on a trip to Sweden, a country so small that you can establish friendly relations with anyone at all. Her real dream is to be in an entirely white country - when she learned that Sunny had a white girlfriend she was delighted rather than dismayed (while he was ashamed to be proud of Ulla being white). In Sweden she focuses her dislike on the Middle Eastern family staying at the same hotel, five daughters in headscarves, mother swathed in fabric with a flap over her mouth that she has to lift to eat, though she competes with them to make unreasonable demands on the staff at breakfast (little spoons for the tea! A small plate on which to rest the little spoons! Hot water! Hotter water! Toast, fresher toast, fluffier eggs!), knowing that no escalation of fussiness will be called out, for fear of being characterised as racist. There seems to be no limit, either, to the resourcefulness of internalised racism. Raising the hand that holds her teacup, Babita sees her own skin tone as repellent. It's like a monkey's paw.
 Comedy can mean either the active incitement of laughter or a set of literary conventions. If a fair proportion of The Loneliness of Sonia and Sunny is comedy in the first sense, all of it is comedy as a literary category. Part of this is an extension of a general rule of writing: the greater the distance from the centre, the simpler the clockwork that is required to propel a character. Sunny's grandparents, the Colonel and his wife, very minor presences in the novel, fall out over the marriage suggestion made by Sonia's grandfather Dadaji, accompanied as it was by delicious food delivered on a scalloped silver salver. She thinks they are being tricked into 'exchanging Sunny for kebabs', which is motivation enough for such minor characters. Dadaji's motivation is more complex: he was hoping subtly to play on the guilt the old boy ought to feel for having induced him to take part in a business venture that failed.
 Sonia and Sunny occupy a heroic and romantic zone of the comedy, more or less secure in their dignity. Further from the hub things are different. For instance, Sunny accompanies his old friend Satya, a medical student working in upstate New York, on a trip back to India to find a wife. When Satya goes to an astrologer for help in choosing a bride, that's essentially a comic situation, with comic consequences. The astrologer tells him that the daughter of a family that consulted him the day before would be an auspicious match and he should seek them out at the agricultural research institute in Karnal. The only other information given is that the family is travelling with a red suitcase. Satya asks around in Karnal, fruitlessly, for a family with a marriageable daughter and a red suitcase. Then he has a refreshment break at a modest home on the outskirts, and who should be there but a girl whose lips made a perfect heart? She is the one for him, and when her family come to Delhi to discuss the marriage with Satya's parents they have a red suitcase!
 Satya's superstition is played for laughs, in what seems fairly close to serving the West what it wants to believe about the East. But when Sonia becomes obsessed with an amulet containing a protective spirit, Badal Baba, left behind in New York with Ilan, this is presented without mockery, simply because of her higher ranking in the world of the book: 'Bad things were happening because she had lost their protective deity. If she did not recover Badal Baba, how would Sonia ever reconcile her internal darkness with the light? There was no rational path.' Satya, having only the status of Sunny's friend, occupies a realm closer to the comic, while the book's title vouches for Sonia.
 The ideal distance from the hub, in terms of being compatible with both comedy and sympathy, is represented by Sunny's mother, Babita, and Sonia's aunt, Mina Foi, a rich widow and a poor divorcee. Babita wants her son to succeed in the States while also being aware that she is likely to be left behind if he does. She is chic and up-t0-date, while dowdy Mina Foi is drawn to Christianity because its followers open doors for ladies, pull out chairs for ladies to sit on, and serve ladies with food first, while Hindu and Muslim men push past and help themselves to the best bits. She is aware of the long line of trucks parked at all hours at the back of the house, but not the reason they're there. After hearing raised voices, Papa learns that a lorry driver has fallen in love with the daughter of one of the servants, so that his lovestruck cries are spoiling her business.
 'What business?' 
 'Sex business.' 
 'Sex business?' 
 'Ayah's daughter's husband left her, so she entertains the lorry drivers to make a living. They stay here to rest under the fan. They bring the McDowell's whisky, but we make kebabs for them.' 
 'You make kebabs for the lorry drivers?' 

The question, 'Isn't she quite old, Ayah's daughter?' gets a disconcerting reply. 'Some of the younger men prefer to have sex with aunties. It comforts them.'
 Comedy among servants is always much broader than comedy in the world of their masters, where Mina Foi's unawareness is the meat of the joke. If you're stuck in the more flatly comic part of the book then even being murdered - the fate of a couple of minor characters - is not enough to make you tragic. Tragicomedy is the most you can hope for, and perhaps not even that. When, very late in the novel, Babita tells Sunny about what her father, the Colonel, experienced during Partition, when all the women in his family disappeared, it gives her character some extra texture, but it can't make the Colonel into a victim of history.
 There's a strange moment when Sonia's Papa treats Sunny's dead father, Ratan, as something of a joke. That's fine in itself - the Shahs and the Bhatias aren't close - but the formal framing of the disparagement seems glaringly wrong, the author mis-writing rather than the character mis-speaking. Sunny's father, generally regarded as a bit of a failure, was according to Babita a hero who refused to be party to corruption despite direct instructions from his employer. As she explains it to Sunny, 'Mr Khanna was, in fact, gentlemanly about it. He told your father that if he didn't want to perform a corruption, he was welcome to leave, and so long as he was quiet, he'd face no retribution.' Again, there is the quietly upsetting suggestion that not resorting to goons is a special concession. Nevertheless, the tension shortened Ratan's life. What he wanted Sunny to know was that 'his father, among all the men of his class, is not corrupt. I want him to be free from this family history. I want him to be free to be honourable.' That was the value of his sacrifice.
 Sonia's Papa isn't impressed. 'He once turned in his own wife for stealing cheese at the French embassy. He telephoned the ambassador's residence and said: "I am honour-bound to tell you that at the reception for the French-Iranian string quartet last Saturday, my wife, Babita Bhatia, filched a round of Camembert. She wrapped it in a napkin and put it in her evening bag."' This isn't a character viewed from more than one angle, but the same scruples presented in irreconcilable registers. In any case there are no repercussions to Papa's remark, and Sunny doesn't get to hear of it. There's no structural or dramatic reason for it to be in the book.
 Parallel with the ranking that assigns tragic, romantic, heroic or comic potential to characters of different levels of importance is a structured access to the point of view. First-person narration - not used by Desai - digs a moat, shallow or deep, around the central character. In third-person writing, when it is as multifocal as it is in this book, the terrain can shift, allowing for the possibility of landslides and sinkholes. The authorial voice claims the freedom both to stand apart and to occupy multiple consciousnesses in a single scene. There is jostling, with many hands reaching for the microphone, which might be seen as a supremely appropriate way of representing the multiplicity of India, but it's hierarchical jostling. Not everyone gets to have an inner life.
 Khansama, the cook at 10 Cadell Road, the Allahabad home of Sonia's grandparents and of Mina Foi, plays a substantial role in the book. It is his kakori kebabs that are sent to Sunny's grandparents alongside the matchmaking letter. It makes a persuasive offering - the Colonel peeks covetously under the starched napkin - though perhaps not enough to buy Sunny outright. Dadaji recognises Khansama's virtuosity: 'The galawati is a damn tricky kebab. It must be as smooth as silk.' Sonia's grandmother Ba chips in, noting that 'Khansama uses no egg or any kind of binding agent, and then it is an exceedingly delicate task to turn the kebab.' She is described as 'supervising' this operation, though her main concern is making sure that Khansama doesn't line his own stomach. She is possessive of his expertise, refusing requests for recipes even from the Colonel's wife. Of course no one ever gives out a recipe in full - you subtract an ingredient, jiggle a quantity - but she won't give the Colonel's wife even partial satisfaction.
 Babita esteems Khansama's skills enough to want to 'steal' him - the distinction between employment and ownership seems notional. Later Babita blames Sunny for refusing to allow 'superlative kebab Khansama' to be stolen. It's true that Khansama has a creative slump at one point because Mina Foi is now giving the orders and he's not sufficiently afraid of her ('A cook needs a strong master'). Though one-toothed and ill-treated, 'he was still their priceless possession, a walking treasure trove of recipes from the lineage of the Kayasths and from the Lucknow begums.'
 Kebabs are consequential, their makers less so. What is his history? How did he acquire those recipes? No clue is offered. Does he have a family somewhere? Yes - we know this from an early exchange when Mina Foi notices that the date on the Seven Seas capsules has expired. '"You take them then," Dadaji ordered Khansama. "Don't waste them. Give them to your children - perfectly fine for another year or two."' The Cadell Road household as a whole is played for laughs early in the book. But though Dadaji, Ba and Mina Foi gain in substance, Khansama isn't allowed to develop beyond cartoon. His single tooth is virtually the only characteristic he is allotted, as when Babita is trying to snare him: 'Through the crack, Mina Foi could see that the cook's single brown tooth protruded. Then a flicker of wariness crossed his expression and the tooth retreated, but then the flicker passed, he and his tooth again succumbing to the glisten of being courted.' Even in retirement, Khansama can be 'roused' by one of his ex-employers to make a murgh musallam, cooked whole in a clay pot to give to a sick person.
 Khansama's exclusion from the guest list would be less obvious if so many others weren't allowed to crash the party. A woman Sunny sees with her husband while they're queuing in New York for Italian visas broadcasts her thoughts, including secrets she has never mentioned to anyone, though she's only in the book for a single paragraph: 'Her skin was pale, of this she was proud, although her husband was dark. This was because as a paler woman, you could marry a man far wealthier if he was far darker than yourself.' A 'cheerful chef of pre-Hispanic foods' who crosses Sunny's path in Mexico offers his thoughts, showing that food preparation in itself is no bar to interiority.
 What would India be without servants? Free, Sunny claims: 'Gandhi had managed to eject the British from India but had failed in his exhortations to get Indians to scour their own toilets and thereby fathom the basic meaning of human rights.' There's an entertaining passage in which Sonia lists all the things you have to learn to do for yourself if you live in America, including renting a car at an airport, driving yourself cross-country to a job in a place you've never heard of, defeating your enemies, trapping a rat and making money to pay bills to look after yourself even when you are dying.
 It's not that The Loneliness of Sonia and Sunny actively operates a caste system, unless the same can be said of A Midsummer Night's Dream. Certain social divisions are regarded as natural in the world inside and outside these texts. Khansama the cook is not invited to the book's feast any more than the rude mechanicals will be taking tea at the palace with Theseus and Hippolyta. It's not their place. The internal realms of literary forms only have so much flexibility. Good luck with turning Khansama into a symbolic figure like Firs in The Cherry Orchard, the old retainer forgotten by his employers and left inside their boarded-up house to die. It's not easy to argue that Desai is highlighting the plight of the servant classes by neglecting it herself. Though her book has egalitarian aspirations, its genre does not.
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Story
Mango
Diane Williams

697 wordsHe was holding up his shoe, inspecting the sole of it, and barely balancing on one leg, when I first saw him.
 I had asked him about the shoes - and he said any sort would do - that it was like a walk in the park, but there was an area where it was rocky.
 So, it was a perfect day for a climb with Crispin and Ivy - a couple of people I had gotten to know, and I had time to kill on Table Mountain, where I saw a lot of sea - the rhythmically repeating waves, from a plunging perspective.
 In CAR - that's south of Chad and north of Congo - Crispin struck Ivy, and in CAR, Ivy did not speak to me.
 In the lee of a tree, I overheard her say to him, But you are! and Crispin answered, Tell me the truth! and she said, Stop already!
 But I was the one who could not stop already - acting erotically. He said: Nobody has ever done that!
 My behaviour - what I thought of as my strokes of genius - interested Crispin.
 The heat was so bad. We were handed cold mangoes by a missionary and I put my face into it - the sweet dripping mango.
 Under other mango trees, children were throwing sticks at the fruit and when ripe fruits fell the children would eat them and then gnaw on the pits like I still always do now when I have one.
 We made friends with missionaries when we arrived in CAR and were invited by them to bathe.
 Please don't use too much water! they said - and Watch out for snakes! They only bite below the knees, we were told, so we wore our high rubber boots.
 Snakes! I don't want to suppose that I am a snake - a serpent I hate - but it is true that I never had much concern for Ivy.
 Could she have cared deeply for a man who hit her? - is what I might have thought but did not.
 But take a look at Ivy - how her upper lip protrudes a bit over the lower - which is suggestive of what?
 She loved to wear a red turban, and when seated her hands customarily crossed over her breast - which habit must be obvious evidence to the very knowing of what?
*
At home with Crispin, who is mine now, in our own country, I have ended up wrapped up in myself. One might see the signs.
 I even pin my hair into braids that wrap around my head. My arms are often around my waist, holding on ... as if I, myself, can serve as my own ill-gotten gain.
 But this is what Crispin is!
 Recently I watched him climb the stairs - night-time and to bed, where I worry, these days, he will be unsympathetic.
 I did not follow right away, but I need to make him more friendly.
 The problem I guess is my own meanness, which begins as mild censure - when I say to him, Can't you see? Or, Can I show you something? What I really intend is, Obey me!
 I found him in what I'd call an insolent posture, when I did enter our room - unbent, slung low in a chair, legs stretched out, and he was passing his hand through his hair - pulling on strands, rolling a long piece of it between his fingers.
 He had the right to rule his hair, until finally I said, Don't do that! which led to what we did - what I have seen a couple of dogs hard at many times - combat - muscular and painful.
 But it was as if we were getting encouragement from the sidelines.
 I was reminded of this thought this afternoon, when a nursemaid on the village green called out, Go! Go! Go! Go! Go! I am watching! - to a tot on a tiny scooter.
 I see a lot of nursemaids in the park with their charges, and more often the tiniest appear drunken, dumb or bored - drunken, dumb or bored - nearly asleep or furious.
 But what I delight to see is an expression that is curious and attentive - serious, but not passionless.
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Diary
Siege of El Fasher
Jerome Tubiana

3129 wordsIn  2019, Omar al-Bashir, who had been president of Sudan for thirty years, was ousted in a coup. The new transitional government was a power-sharing arrangement between civilian political parties, the regular army and the Rapid Support Forces (RSF), the latest incarnation of the Janjaweed militias - predominantly recruited from Arabs in Darfur - that Bashir had used to crush rebellion in the province. In 2023, tensions rose between the two military components of the government. Talk of the formal integration of the RSF into the army served as a spark: the RSF, which had gradually acquired autonomy, refused to accept a subsidiary role, and the two sides were suddenly at war. The results have been catastrophic, especially in Darfur.
 The main road west from El Fasher, the capital of North Darfur, was abandoned by travellers during the war in the region twenty years ago. The needle-like jebels - volcanic hills - were redoubts for bandits. The road is now nicknamed sharia al-hawa, or the route of the air. The new road between El Fasher and the town of Tawila is barely any safer. It's known as tariq al-mawt - the road of death. When I first took it, in October last year, it was being patrolled by the Sudan Liberation Army, one of the few rebel factions that remained neutral in the stand-off between the RSF and the army. Its forces had come down from their strongholds in the Marra mountains to enable the safe passage of civilians every Friday.
 El Fasher is the army's last foothold in Darfur, and a prime target for the RSF, which controls the other main towns in the region and has held the city under siege since April last year. At first the RSF reluctantly consented to the neutral faction protecting the forty-mile stretch of road from Tawila, but in November it changed its mind, arguing that the rebel corridor was provisioning the army garrison.
 When I returned in May, the rebel patrols had been replaced by checkpoints manned by RSF soldiers. Near one of them, the roadside was strewn with open suitcases, clothes and schoolbooks. Witnesses said that all civilians leaving El Fasher had their possessions searched by the RSF and allied Arab militias, who took what they wanted and abandoned the rest. Empty donkey carts stood beside the road: the donkeys had been requisitioned, obliging their owners to proceed on foot. Looters also siphoned water from the jerrycans carried by those leaving the city, contributing to the deaths from thirst and exhaustion that were attested by the fresh graves by the side of the road. Perhaps two hundred people had died here in the space of a month.
 There were still bodies in the bush, I was told by members of another rebel faction, now allied with the RSF and deployed a few hundred yards from its checkpoint. I learned that they belonged to the same non-Arab ethnic group as most of the victims of the RSF violence. They were hoping to salvage their reputation by burying the dead and offering help to civilians who were trying to reach Tawila. A nurse in a white coat was providing water mixed with flour to dehydrated children, while men in uniform were helping dozens of survivors onto a trailer so that they could complete their journey.
 This was not just a PR exercise. Like all the factions involved in Darfur's armed opposition to a remote and ruthless central government, these fighters and their parents had struggled for twenty years only to discover that their communities were becoming the victims of a new war between two elements in the Sudanese military that had once been their joint oppressors. The Janjaweed and the army had collaborated in the razing of Darfur between 2003 and 2005, a conflict that the International Criminal Court is still investigating as a genocide.
 That war was looming became clear not long after Bashir's departure. In Darfur there was resentment that the so-called 'transition' in Khartoum was nominal. In the capital, the regular army and the RSF continued to work together until in October 2021 they succeeded in toppling the transitional government and its civilian prime minister. The usual analysis of the conflict that began in April 2023 depicts a 'war between two generals', with civilians caught in the middle. Such a power struggle might have been confined to Khartoum and easier to resolve.
 However, the RSF was recruiting heavily among Arab tribes in Darfur, which already provided the bulk of the group's leadership and personnel. The war quickly took an ethnic turn when the worsening of long-standing tensions between Arab and non-Arab communities in West Darfur culminated in the massacre of thousands of members of the majority Masalit tribe by the RSF and allied militias in El Geneina in June 2023, and the flight of survivors across the border to Chad. A large proportion of the nearly 900,000 new Sudanese refugees in Chad are Masalit who arrived there in the second half of 2023. By the end of that year, the RSF had taken control of El Geneina, West Darfur's capital, as well as the capitals of three of Darfur's other four states. Only El Fasher remained beyond their grasp.
 The RSF began negotiations with non-Arab rebel groups, which had deployed in El Fasher thanks to an agreement signed in 2020 with the transitional government. Abderrahim, the brother and deputy of the RSF's top commander, Hemedti, tried to buy their support, agreeing that they could run El Fasher if they convinced the army to leave. Some rebel leaders responded that they would put up a fight if the RSF entered the city, fearing a repeat of the massacres in El Geneina. Hardliners in the RSF argued that the rebels had deceived Abderrahim with their professions of neutrality. In fact, the rebels had long been divided between pro and anti-RSF camps. RSF supporters called on civilians to evacuate El Fasher; opponents told inhabitants to arm themselves and defend their city. At first, the RSF avoided fighting the rebels in order to focus on Khartoum. But after the majority of Darfuri rebels renounced neutrality in late 2023, sending fighters to support the army in the centre of the country, and the RSF suffered setbacks in Khartoum, El Fasher rapidly rose in importance, becoming perhaps the main theatre in the war.
 In April 2024, the RSF surrounded the city and its million inhabitants and began shelling. In the space of a year, it attempted at least two hundred ground assaults; in response, the army conducted aerial bombings, sometimes hitting civilian areas that the RSF had penetrated. Fighters died on both sides, including senior RSF officers. The civilians who took up arms to defend their city were more effective than the regular armed forces. Memories of the RSF's crimes in El Geneina - as well as of the atrocities committed under Bashir - increased their resolve. El Fasher was nicknamed the 'lion's whiskers', meaning that anyone who touches it is a fool.
 Since April 2023, Yasir, a 32-year-old fighter from El Fasher, told me, 'the RSF entered people's houses, kidnapped women and raped them, looted vehicles, killed and humiliated people. They wanted to kill us. That was when we formed the self-defence forces.' He had limited fighting experience. He had worked for the UN and African Union peacekeeping mission to Darfur before it was wound up during the transition and had then turned to smuggling cars from Libya to Darfur. Since the desert was full of highwaymen and RSF soldiers, Yasir and his comrades bought guns in Libya to protect their convoys. Traders played a crucial role in arming the self-defence units. These units gave themselves exotic names: Ered-Ered ('Crisscross'), Khashin ('Rough'). This civilian mobilisation served as a justification for the RSF's insistence, which was systematically repeated by its officers, that 'there are no civilians in El Fasher.' Anyone remaining in the city is now seen as a legitimate target.
 In response to army counterattacks and resistance from local populations across Sudan, the RSF has acted with increasing violence and has been blocking deliveries of goods and aid. For a few months, supplies to El Fasher depended on the Friday corridor from Tawila. After that route was shut down last November, traders and volunteer fighters like Yasir would travel at night by camel to Tawila to buy food. Some were killed or wounded by the RSF en route. Food prices in El Fasher skyrocketed, with the price of a single onion peaking at 1000 Sudanese pounds, which would have bought ten before the war. The poorest people began eating animal fodder such as ambaz - leftovers from peanut oil mills - but ambaz and water aren't free either.
 According to the definition set out by the Integrated Food Security Phase Classification system, the siege of El Fasher has now led to famine. Data are not easy to collect in wartime, but a mass screening in March 2024 of 46,000 children in Zamzam, a camp for internally displaced persons ten miles south of El Fasher which had a total population of around half a million, found a malnutrition rate of 29 per cent. The following month, the RSF besieged the El Fasher area. In August, the IPC declared a famine in Zamzam; in December, that classification was extended to two other camps near El Fasher. In March this year, local authorities and NGOs reported a 38 per cent malnutrition rate among children under five in the city itself.
 When I first visited Tawila, a year ago, it was harvest season. Thousands of hungry IDPs had left El Fasher to work on farms, taking the Friday corridor to reach the fertile land irrigated by the run-off from the Jebel Marra. The area was relatively safe, thanks to the Sudan Liberation Army manning the corridor. But many IDPs moved into Zamzam, thinking the camp was safer still, well protected by the self-defence units, or perhaps believing that the RSF wouldn't dare attack an IDP camp. This spring, however, the RSF pulled its troops out of Khartoum after being defeated by the army, with the support of Darfuri rebels and other auxiliaries; many of the RSF troops went back to Darfur in the mood for revenge. The full-scale assault on Zamzam began on 11 April. Intense artillery and drone shelling was followed by attacks from ground units in constant rotation. The three hundred or so defenders in Zamzam were quickly overwhelmed. The army didn't send in ground forces or air support: the RSF had new anti-aircraft batteries in the area.
 'Zamzam would have been impossible for the RSF to take if the army was supporting us,' Yasir told me, 'but there was no support at all.' On the night of the assault, he recalled, a rebel commander who had come for support with a few dozen cars, gave each self-defence fighter twenty bullets and ordered them to retreat to El Fasher. The following day, the unit assisted in the evacuation to the city of thousands of IDPs, probably saving many lives. A third of Yasir's comrades are believed to have died in the RSF assault. The attackers hunted them down, he told me, asking for names, looking for faces they had seen on social media.
 Nada, a 25-year-old mother of two, had been displaced five times by the time I met her in Tawila in May. Like thousands of others, she had been forced to move from area to area in El Fasher by the RSF bombardment, before fleeing to Zamzam with her children, husband and uncle. With more than two hundred other families, they sheltered in a Quranic school, in a tent she made from her own clothes. When the shooting began, they hid behind a metal fence and watched an RSF vehicle plough through the gate of a clinic run by Sudanese workers for Relief International, the last NGO still in the camp. The aid workers were dragged out of the foxholes they had dug weeks earlier, as many Zamzam residents had, in anticipation of an attack. On RSF social media the foxholes were displayed as evidence that Zamzam was a military base. Nine workers for Relief International were executed.
 When the RSF discovered Nada's family, they killed her husband, her uncle and her five-year-old son. Nada was shot in the leg and the hand. 'Your men,' they told her, 'are falangayat' - a term used in precolonial Darfur for slaves tasked with menial jobs, and now used by the RSF to denigrate non-Arabs accused of supporting the army. In the chaos, Nada was separated from her three-year-old. In the school where the family had been sheltering, the RSF executed at least a dozen men and boys, both IDPs and religious students. According to witnesses, the RSF soldiers believed that Quranic scholars were casting spells against them. Nada covered her dead family with the clothes she had used as a tent. Shelling made the journey to the graveyard risky and so they were buried in a foxhole at the school, alongside the aid workers. Then she joined the crowds fleeing Zamzam for Tawila.
 In Zamzam and on the road, the RSF and the militias that Nada encountered kept asking her what tribe she belonged to. They were looking for members of the Zaghawa, a large non-Arab community whose members constitute the core of the self-defence and rebel groups: Yasir is one of the many Zaghawa who mobilised against the RSF. Many Zaghawa were known to have taken refuge in Zamzam - a large part of the reason for the RSF attack. Soldiers tried to catch people out by speaking to them in Zaghawa, asking 'Lakuri?' ('How are you?'). They checked for anti-RSF messages on phone apps before stealing mobiles. They were also on the lookout for marks on men's fingers and shoulders indicating that they had used firearms, and for dreadlocks, a common rebel hairstyle. They carried out body searches for the hidden charms popular among rebel fighters - mostly leather pouches containing Quranic verses believed to shield them from bullets.
 Those who ran away were assaulted by armed men riding motorbikes, camels or horses. Some men were killed or abducted; women were raped. Trying to distance themselves from the violence, the RSF claimed that the perpetrators were the same old shafshafa - plunderers - who had preyed on the roads around El Fasher for decades. But witnesses claimed they were RSF members or auxiliaries. They mainly targeted men and boys, but there were exceptions. Before the attack on the camp, Hanadi, a 22-year-old Zaghawa who had joined the self-defence forces in Zamzam, was filmed insulting the RSF and holding a knife alongside male combatants. The post went viral on social media. Nada and other women told me that soldiers kept asking them: 'Are you Hanadi?' They told Nada that the bullet wound in her hand was proof she had been holding a knife. The real Hanadi was shot while fighting.
 According to local estimates, at least two thousand Zamzam residents, most of them civilians, were dead or missing after the attack. Within two months, more than 200,000 IDPs had moved to Tawila; the number has now risen to nearly 600,000. When they arrived, their two priorities were water and shade: some lay under trees or donkey carts, but most, accustomed to multiple displacements, were quick to build shelters with straw and clothing. Then they began to look for their relatives. It took Nada more than two weeks to find her three-year-old son.
 For food, newcomers in Tawila had to rely on earlier arrivals and long-term residents. Volunteers did the rounds with buckets of cooked rice, beans and onions and went beyond the distribution sites to feed people who were too exhausted to come to them. Since the war began, young activists across Sudan have been organising takiyas - communal kitchens. The practice dates back to the late 19th century, when Mahdist fighters ran kitchens during the anticolonial struggle against Anglo-Egyptian rule. In the wake of Bashir's fall, hundreds of Emergency Response Rooms were set up around the country. The ERRs collect money from traders and the Sudanese diaspora, but the key to their success has been support from international NGOs, which find money transfers more efficient and easier than actual aid deliveries. Since Trump's cuts to USAID and a rise in food prices in Darfur, many ERRs and takiyas have closed down.
 Many of those displaced to Tawila believe their only option is to leave Sudan: the RSF has boasted that Tawila will be their next target. 'Wherever you go, we'll find you,' they told Nada. In the small town of Korma, just to the north of Tawila, I saw thousands of IDPs camping under the stars, preparing to board a line of pickup trucks heading for Chad, three hundred miles west. Some of the trucks belonged to the RSF or allied militias: the same men who had attacked the IDPs in Zamzam and fleeced them on the road to Tawila were now extorting money from them as they tried to leave the country. Not everyone can afford the steep fee - between PS100 and PS200 - to reach the border; many have already paid a similar sum to get as far as Tawila. Yasir had decided to stay put: 'If El Fasher falls to the RSF, we [non-Arabs] will have no more land in this country,' he told me. He asked me on WhatsApp if Macron and Starmer would airdrop food to El Fasher 'like in Gaza'. The RSF has dug trenches and constructed a sand barrier 57 kilometres long to encircle the city and prevent supplies from entering. The war is increasingly fought with drones: last month, in the once well-off Daraja Uwla - 'First Class' - neighbourhood, one struck a mosque during dawn prayer, killing seventy people.
 It has been nearly a year and a half since the UN Security Council adopted Resolution 2736, which demands that the RSF halt its siege of El Fasher. After decades of ineffectual Western meddling, there is consensus among international players that only the Sudanese can rescue their country. The doctrine is neither new nor confined to the West: the Bashir regime used it to mobilise nationalist sentiment against perceived Western conspiracies; so did the African Union, in the name of Pan-Africanism. Western policymakers now think Sudan's woes can be cured by its 'civilians' and 'civil society' (ill-defined categories, given their fragmentation and helplessness), especially the ERRs. This is a sign that they have abdicated all responsibility for providing aid and ending the violence. The ERRs were nominated last year and this year for the Nobel Peace Prize. Never mind the Nobel, one of the founders of the ERR in Zamzam told me, the priority is to stop the war. He is now in a refugee camp in Chad, dependent on unreliable aid supplies from the West.
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