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Pig Butchering
Alexander Clapp

3580 words'Hey it's Sandra from the bar how are you?' 'Pig butchering' begins with a text message like this; millions of them are sent every day. If you've ever received such a message, it's likely that, in common with most potential pigs, you didn't respond. But perhaps you did, and proceeded to get fattened up. 'You seem so polite and friendly,' one version of the conversation runs. 'Can we at least be texting friends?' Over the following days your new friend will probe your interests: 'I like tennis, do you like tennis?' You feel obliged to respond after getting a text saying 'I hope you can send me a message when you wake up tomorrow,' and before long a scene of future happiness is being dangled before you: 'Also the aurora in Iceland is also very beautiful. I want to see it with you too.'
When a pig butcher senses that they have won enough trust, they'll mention a recent cryptocurrency investment. The target will be invited to upload a token amount of money into a cryptocurrency application covertly controlled by the butcher. At first the investment spikes in value; the prey invests more cash, then even more. The genius of pig butchering is that, when the victim finally becomes suspicious, it's too late. The perpetrator blocks the conversation, vanishes, and converts all of the invested money into a 'stablecoin' such as Tether, which helps conceal any trace of the transaction. Victims have almost no legal recourse. An experienced butcher won't have revealed a single detail about who they really are or where they come from.
If it were a national economy, cybercrime would be the third largest in the world, behind only the United States and China and growing by 15 per cent a year. By 2027 scams are expected to cost the world $27 trillion a year; roughly a third of the planet - any English or Chinese speaker with a phone number or email address - is a potential victim. In the UK, a financial scam is committed every fifteen seconds. Cocaine cartels shift a product that must be painstakingly grown and chemically processed, then transported thousands of miles; they rely on relationships built up over years and put millions of dollars at stake with every shipment. But scammers don't need farmers or dockworkers or the crew of cargo ships. No physical objects have to be moved. Cash comes to them. In the case of pig butchering, much of the money is looted from ageing Western men with a hankering for human connection. Between 2020 and 2024, an estimated $75 billion - equivalent to the GDP of Belarus or Slovenia - was swindled through the ancient art of feigning romantic interest.
It isn't an effortless process. According to some studies, fewer than one person in five responds to unsolicited text messages from someone like 'Sandra'. Establishing credibility can take weeks, perhaps months: butchers can spend up to seventeen hours a day speaking to pigs and have dozens of conversations running at once. Any earnings are likely to be modest - male victims lose PS3500 on average and women lose about PS9000, though more men report having been scammed. For romance scams to be worth organising a crime syndicate around, they need to be conducted on an industrial scale, with thousands or even tens of thousands of desk workers proficient in English or Mandarin toiling round the clock. They need managers who can give advice on digital seduction, typing classes, tech support, cleaners, accountants. They need dormitories to house all of these employees, cafeterias to feed them. And - most important - they need security guards to stop workers from leaving and exposing the reality of what their work involves.
Scam centres have appeared across the borderlands of Myanmar, Cambodia, Thailand and Laos over the last decade. In Scam, Ivan Franceschini, Ling Li and Mark Bo show that the industry depends on a second layer of deception. Most scammers have themselves been scammed. The tens of thousands of Chinese, Ethiopians, Ugandans, Filipinos, Pakistanis and others who carry out the grunt work have been tricked, kidnapped and enslaved. It starts with an advert on TikTok, Douyin, LinkedIn or Jiandanwang: 'Fantastic opportunity with Amazon Web Services. Offers competitive compensation, remote work flexibility, and opportunities to attend industry events. Interested? Let's connect!' Those who respond are flown to Bokeo International Airport in Laos or Kang Keng Airport in Cambodia, where they are met by a group of men, pushed into a van, then taken to a compound somewhere along the Mekong River and told they can't leave. They are now pig butchers. Or fish butchers, tasked with luring internet shoppers into submitting prewritten reviews on spoof websites before entrapping them into pyramidal cryptocurrency investments. Or bird butchers, ordered to post fake ads - bird nets - on dating websites or shopping platforms and lure victims into sending them money.
According to USAID's Counter-Trafficking in Persons programme, 150,000 people are enslaved in scamming compounds across Cambodia. In Myanmar the figure may be as high as 120,000; there are tens of thousands more in Laos and Thailand. They have been brought from the villages of Xinjiang, the slums of Manila and Nairobi, the secondary schools of the Czech Republic. Scamming is no less grotesque an example of globalisation than the seafood slave industry operating out of Thailand or the cargo-ship dismantling business devastating the shores of Bangladesh. One particularly striking aspect of cyber-slavery, as the authors of Scam point out, is that its victims are trapped in remote compounds, isolated from their friends and family, even as they remain constantly connected to the outside world through the internet.
What little we understand about life inside scamming compounds comes from those who have escaped them, either by jumping out of windows or as a result of military operations to free them. Scam is based on interviews with several former inmates. Stories of sexual assault and torture are common. The authors speak to a young Taiwanese woman, 'Alice', who was lured to Cambodia on the promise of employment at a tech firm. Within hours of her arrival at a scamming compound in the port of Sihanoukville, her new bosses threatened her with a stun gun, locked her in a room, then raped her. Over the next month she was sold from one compound to another and sexually assaulted multiple times. Eventually she was saved after she smuggled pleas for help onto an Instagram page, but her problems had not ended: like many of those who have been enslaved in fraud compounds, Alice had to prove to the Cambodian authorities that she hadn't knowingly entered the scam industry.
Scam compounds are run according to a strict hierarchy. A department head oversees a dozen or so core managers, who are responsible for teaching butchering methods and acquiring targets. Team leaders impose discipline. On the lowest rung are the scammers, who typically number in the hundreds at any given compound, but are segregated by nationality and divided into groups of around seven to make them easier to control. Most pig butchers learn scripts from manuals. 'You need to make the customers feel happy and comfortable,' one manual instructs. The goal is to 'create dependency', 'show solicitude' and 'make him fall for you.' Scammers are told not to use too many emojis - they don't invite a response - and to locate problems in their interlocutors' lives and 'provide support'. Butchers who fail to memorise or stick to the scripts are ordered to copy out their contents by hand ten or twenty times, while those who reply too slowly are sometimes forced to stand in the sun for hours on end. In February, one of more than a hundred Ethiopians rescued from a compound on the border between Myanmar and Thailand told the Guardian that those who failed to meet their daily quotas were shocked with electric probes. In Cambodia's Kampot Province, the bodies of tortured scammers have been found stuffed into dumpsters, wrapped in blankets. The authors of Scam interviewed a Chinese man who was sold to three different scam factories in northern Myanmar. He claims that bounties are placed on the heads of recent escapees; they are captured by locals who carry out patrols and delivered back to their former masters. 'It is not possible to escape,' he says.
Despite the recent crackdowns in Thailand and Myanmar, scamming compounds make little effort to disguise themselves. Myawaddy, a town on Myanmar's border with Thailand, has at least forty of them. The compounds usually contain squat, red-roofed structures, with barred windows, barbed-wire fences and a watchtower occupied by armed guards in fatigues. In February, when the Thai military cut such compounds' power supply and internet access in a bid to drive them from the region, diesel generators were brought in and the scamming resumed via Starlink satellite.
Franceschini, Li and Bo trace the origins of the online scam industry to Taiwan in the 1990s. In 1996, much of the island's personal data - addresses, phone numbers, bank account passbooks - become more easily accessible. In Taiwan, as in most other places, scamming had long been a face-to-face activity; ruses included the sale of fake scratch cards that duped elderly citizens into believing they had won the lottery. But digitisation enabled more elaborate schemes to be conducted anonymously over the telephone. By the late 1990s, Taiwanese gangs specialised in cons such as stealing bank details by impersonating government officials. Over the next decade, however, following a crackdown by the Taiwanese police, many fraudsters made for the Chinese mainland, where they had access to a billion Mandarin speakers who were rapidly acquiring mobile phones and internet access. In the early 2000s, Taiwanese gangs turned former tea-growing areas such as Anxi county in Fujian into hotbeds of scamming; one victim was a retired professor in Beijing who, having been informed that he'd won a Samsung television, paid the equivalent of $17,700 in 'taxes' and 'service fees' to what turned out to be an 18-year-old woman.
By the mid-2010s, when Beijing began its own anti-scamming campaign, an important shift had taken place. The Taiwanese groups had been overtaken by thirty-odd gangs from the mainland. Some of these were offshoots of the Triads, who had until then specialised in gun-running and smuggling. But many were smaller organisations, run by entrepreneurs with connections to organised crime or the Chinese Communist Party, or both. Like the tech companies whose harvesting of our information made their existence possible, these groups were early to recognise the value of personal data. But unlike those companies, they weren't constrained by geography; they didn't seek out favourable tax zones or pools of highly educated labour. An internet connection - and perhaps some corruptible local partners - was all they needed.
One of these gangs was led by Wan Kuok-Koi, also known as Broken Tooth. Born in Macau in 1955, he dropped out of school, worked in a dim sum restaurant, then found his way into the underworld. By 1998 he was one of the leaders of the Triad group 14K. A year later he was sent to a high-security prison on Coloane Island, on charges ranging from money laundering to loan-sharking. After his release in 2012, he moved to Cambodia, then to Myanmar, where he pushed his way into the emerging industries of cryptocurrencies and romance scams. Wan is alleged to have financial links to KK Park in south-eastern Myanmar, where as many as ten thousand people live in a set of compounds covering more than five hundred acres. More than $100 million of cryptocurrency deposits were traced to KK Park between 2022 and 2024. The Myanmar military raided the compound last month, detaining more than two thousand people and seizing thirty Starlink satellite internet terminals. Despite being sanctioned by the US Department of the Treasury, Wan continues to operate with seeming impunity; last year he was filmed on the tarmac at an airport in Laos wearing a T-shirt emblazoned with the logo of the Wagner Group.
By the late 2010s, hundreds of gangsters had relocated from Taiwan and China to the river valleys and borderlands of South-East Asia. The region contains several devolved areas, such as Myanmar's Kayin State, run by the Karen National Army, and the Golden Triangle in western Laos, a special economic zone under the thumb of the Chinese casino magnate Zhao Wei, who has signed a 99-year lease for the area from the Laotian government. It was contested by methamphetamine kings, Buddhist warlords, insurgent groups and casino bosses. Scam gangsters took advantage of the decentralised power in border areas, infiltrating immigration units and funding private security forces such as the Golden Triangle 'public security bureau'. In Cambodia, where butchering profits exceed $12.8 billion a year (a quarter of the country's GDP), compound bosses are tipped off about police raids, have connections to prominent senators, and have been unexpected beneficiaries of the border dispute with Thailand: any Cambodian attempt to close down scam centres along the shared border risks being perceived as a military incursion. In the town of Shwe Kokko in Kayin State, the scammers have enlisted the support of Buddhist monks, who organise public ceremonies for compound owners.
The arrival of the scam gangs was made easier by the spread of scamming's semi-legalised sibling, online gambling, which had begun establishing 'spinach' cities across the region years earlier. (In Chinese, 'spinach', bocai, is a homophone for 'gambling'.) Historically, Macau was the gambling hub for Chinese mainlanders, but the Chinese government's crackdown on money laundering there in 2014 helped turn South-East Asia into the next frontier for Chinese illicit capital. By 2020, Sihanoukville in Cambodia had at least a hundred high-rise casinos catering to an ever richer Chinese middle class. The casinos' relationship with the scam compounds is symbiotic: the pig butchers bring in cash, while the casino infrastructure helps launder the proceeds of scamming and occasionally hides the compounds - since Covid-19, when the casinos emptied out, compounds have been built inside or under them. In Laos's Golden Triangle there are now at least four hundred compounds. At first most of the labour was brought in from western China, but by the early 2020s new groups of workers - from the Philippines, India, East Africa - were being tricked into travelling to South-East Asia.
While some observers have argued that the CCP deliberately fails to crack down on China's scam gangster diaspora, encouraging the theft of billions from Westerners every year, the authors of Scam point out that the greatest number of scam victims are Chinese citizens. The industry is hardly in need of support from Beijing. Even as crackdowns on compounds intensify in Thailand, Myanmar and Cambodia, as a result of increasing pressure from Western governments and international organisations, the scam industry remains uncontrollable, capable of quickly relocating, deeper in the mountains of Myawaddy, moving from Cambodia's border with Thailand to its border with Vietnam.
Despite  the remarkable growth of South-East Asian compounds, the international scam industry is still, for many people, synonymous with West Africa. According to the historian Stephen Ellis, the first recorded example of the 419 scam (also known as an advance-fee scam or Nigerian prince scam) dates to 1920, in what was then the British Gold Coast. The early targets tended to be members of the emerging local elites. In the mid-20th century, Nigerians began publishing adverts for pen pals in North American newspapers, promising ivory or ebony knives in exchange for cash advances - the requests were signed off with made-up royal titles. 'Generous, but possibly gullible, American citizens have allowed themselves to be taken in by African schoolboys,' the US consul general in Lagos complained in 1949. A couple of decades later, a Ghanaian called John Ackah Blay-Miezah spun stories of a fortune that had been stashed away from British colonists and could only be accessed if he raised enough money.* 'Nkrumah liberated his people politically,' Blay-Miezah claimed. 'I am going to liberate them economically.' He received hundreds of millions of dollars in wire transfers, fooling everyone from Korean business moguls to members of Richard Nixon's cabinet.
One night in January 2022, in an Accra slum known as Agbogbloshie, I climbed up to the second floor of a nightclub called the Wembley. In a bare room dank with sweat, several dozen teenagers tapped away on iPhones and laptops. These young men from the northern fringes of Ghana called themselves 'browser boys'. Their business was to upload photos of beautiful women to fake Facebook profiles and lure gullible Western men into sending them Victoria's Secret gift cards or Western Union transfers. One of the boys showed me a script on his iPhone:
I'm Unemployed. I use to be an accountant and lost my job as a result.the manager of the company i work for wanted to rape me,i run away and never returned.i reported him to the police they pay less attention cause he has money and power so lucky i applied for a nursing school ,am a final year student in the UNIVERSITY OF MARYLAND COLLEGE PARK here working on my RN degree to work as a nurse seen ..I have left with 1 month for me to start a final year exams to be come a RN..

The browser boys conceived of their work not as fattening up pigs but as fishing. The bigger the fish, they believed, the more effort was required to reel it in. Astonishingly, their messages sometimes work. In Ghana, as in Nigeria, young men such as Starflex and Kofi Boat have acquired an almost mythic reputation, building mansions on the outskirts of Accra allegedly paid for with fortunes swindled from bored American men. At the mudbrick shrines of the Ashanti hinterland, browser boys desperate for their next catch seek out juju priests who give spiritual assistance in the form of a crucified stray cat or a libation of gin - in exchange for a cut of any earnings.
The Ghanaians I met wanted to become rich like the Americans and Europeans they contacted online. Convincing people thousands of miles away to hand over their riches was just what it took to get ahead. Other scammers justified their work by describing it as a form of reparations for colonialism: Europeans had come to West Africa many years ago bringing knives and mirrors, a browser boy called Boss of Bosses told me, only to steal its people and gold. It was fair for the Africans to take back some of their stolen wealth.
Just as the original West African scams emerged not long after foreign businessmen started extracting gold from the region and selling it overseas, it's hard to imagine the scam compounds coming into existence without the thousands of sweatshops that opened across South-East Asia in the preceding decades. Phone footage recently smuggled out of a scamming facility - Gate 25 on the border between Myanmar and Thailand - shows ranks of zombified men and women hunched over wooden tables, motivational posters ('One team, one dream' written in English and Chinese) on the walls around them. Replace the laptops with sewing machines and it could be a Nike or H&M factory. But one of the more bewildering aspects of the South-East Asian scamming compounds - or 'internet investment parks', as they call themselves - is the funhouse mirror they put up to recent American corporate culture. It's a particularly bizarre form of slavery that electrocutes labourers while also establishing daycare centres for their children, that sells them from one compound to another while also providing brothels, that imposes HR departments and lessons in interpersonal skills. If the office perks of the American tech sector were introduced to collapse what few distinctions remained between the office and the home, the scamming compounds have used the idea of workplace amenities to make hundreds of thousands of aspiring digital nomads believe they haven't been enslaved.
Having looted billions of dollars from every corner of the planet, romance scamming compounds are now themselves popping up across the globe. Chinese-run facilities have recently been discovered in the Philippines and the desert outside Dubai. In 2022, Chinese scammers took over the shuttered Seaview Hotel on the Isle of Man and imported more than a hundred pig butchers from the Philippines; intermittent cheering could be heard from inside, presumably in celebration of successful slaughters. The following year, 43 Malaysians were broken out of a scam compound in Peru. The Chinese cyber-theft industry has even spread to the home of the 419 scam: in January, 177 Chinese nationals were arrested in Lagos and Abuja, where they had been caught training locals.
Why set up a scamming compound on the Isle of Man? The advantage of cyber-theft is that it can target a billion English speakers from a dormitory on the Mekong. But one pitfall of a model which - unlike cocaine trafficking or extortion - is tolerant of competition and requires little more than an internet connection is that copycats begin emerging where they shouldn't. The bigger question is how long the romance scamming industry can continue in its current guise. It's only a matter of time before AI renders hundreds of thousands of enslaved scammers as redundant as telemarketers or call centre workers. There are deepfake videos that imitate celebrities, AI models that mimic human speech patterns and response times, applications that can write bogus text messages at scale. Is there a sector better placed to profit from the automated generation of complex dialogue than one that steals billions of dollars a year through sloppily written messages?
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A Vote Too Far
  David Runciman is too generous in writing that, after his landslide election victory in 1997, Tony Blair was determined to prove his credentials as a moderniser and introduce electoral reform for  the 1999 European elections (LRB, 9 October). There was a commitment to PR for the European elections - but not yet. The plan at first was to keep the  Liberal Democrats dangling and leave it until 2004.
  But Blair had unfinished business with the European Parliamentary Labour Party. In 1995 Labour MEPs had signed an advert in the Guardian attacking his attempt to abandon Clause IV. In  1997, soon after the general election, the Parliamentary Labour Party was pushed into adopting tough new standing orders enjoining MPs to do nothing which brings the party 'into disrepute'. The  EPLP rejected an identical formulation at its AGM. The infuriated Labour leadership made the hasty decision to introduce PR immediately.
  As the EPLP spokesperson on home affairs at the time, I strongly urged four-member, maximum five-member, constituencies, but Jack Straw, pressed for time and wary of annoying Labour's regional  barons, settled for the easy option of using the grossly uneven Labour Party regions - meaning the North-East had three seats and the South-East ten. If Straw and Labour had adopted my proposal  neither Ukip nor the Greens would have won a single seat. The reel of history might have unrolled very differently.


Glyn Ford

				Dobcross, Greater Manchester
			


Constant v. Uninterrupted
  David Todd describes Jean-Luc Melenchon's 'defence of constant rebellion against the capitalist order' as being 'a throwback to the notion of permanent revolution' (LRB, 9 October). But the word 'permanent' has gained too much in translations of Trotsky. A clearer synonym would be 'uninterrupted'.
  The dominant view before 1917 had been that because Russia was a primitive absolutist monarchy, it had to go through a 'bourgeois democratic' revolution to sweep away feudalism and allow broader  capitalist development. Socialist parties should support this, but know their place and not try to lead it, instead digging in for a longer-term struggle.
  Trotsky's argument was that this did not account for the fact that economic and political development weren't only uneven but combined. The conditions for less developed countries were  significantly determined, and constrained, by the power of more developed ones; this prevented them from simply following in the footsteps of more developed countries to become comfortable,  well-off bourgeois democracies.
  Lenin, similarly, came to argue that the 'bourgeois democratic phase' had to be leapfrogged because the Russian capitalist class was not strong enough to consolidate a new social order as leaders  of the people against the old regime. Instead they were aligning with the military warlords to crush the terrifying underclasses that had erupted out of their place: fascism with Russian  characteristics. The revolution had to push beyond those limits and establish a socialist state: the revolution had to become 'permanent' in the sense that Trotsky had meant it.
  Thus in France today the centre does not lean towards the far right because it is frightened by Melenchon being too fierce, but because in extreme circumstances, when the centre can no longer hold,  the bourgeoisie will turn to the extreme right as the last-ditch defence of its power and wealth. So too in Britain. 'The template,' as Kemi Badenoch put it to the Financial Times, 'is  Javier Milei.'


Paul Atkin

				London NW9
			


Eyewitnesses
  As I read Patrick Cockburn's fascinating piece on Norman Ebbutt I became aware of a ghost hovering nearby: Ebbutt's contemporary G.E.R. Gedye (LRB, 9  October). Gedye was four years older, and while Ebbutt was the Times correspondent in Berlin, Gedye had that role in Vienna, where he was based from 1925. His dispatches on the rise of  fascism and proto-Nazism in Austria became 'too left-wing' for the Times and he switched to become Central European correspondent of the Daily Telegraph and bureau chief of the  New York Times. His reports on the relentless Nazification of Austria following the Reichstag fire in 1933 are copiously - often horrendously - detailed. So are his eyewitness descriptions  of the Viennese authorities' shelling of Red Vienna's workers' apartment blocks in the bitter February of 1934 and the hangings that followed. In 1938 Gedye was declared persona non grata and put  on a train to Prague, from where he launched excoriating attacks on Chamberlain's government for reneging on promises to come to Czechoslovakia's aid when menaced by Hitler (he mocked Chamberlain  as M. Neville J'aime Berlin). In the summer of 1938 Gedye noted with approval Claud Cockburn's posting to Czechoslovakia and welcomed him as 'the enfant terrible of British journalism'.
  Ebbutt had similarly earned expulsion from Germany in August 1937. He was exhausted, and as Cockburn writes, a subsequent stroke prevented him from finishing a book about the rise of Nazism from  his perspective in Berlin. Gedye published his own bestselling Austria-based account, Fallen Bastions, in 1939.


James Hamilton-Paterson

				Vocklabruck, Austria
			

  Patrick Cockburn writes that Norman Ebbutt 'was contemptuous but wary of Hitler, taking him seriously far sooner than other foreign correspondents and diplomats in Berlin'. Ebbutt had tried several  times (unsuccessfully) in 1930 to persuade the Times to accept an article on the rise of the Nazis. It is perhaps worth noting that D.A. Binchy, who (before embarking on an illustrious  career as a scholar of Early Irish 'Brehon' Law) served as Ireland's plenipotentiary extraordinary to Weimar Germany between 1929 and 1932, had a premonition of Hitler's rise almost a decade  earlier. In an article entitled simply 'Adolf Hitler', published in the Irish Jesuit journal Studies in March 1933, Binchy writes that he 'first saw Hitler on a murky November evening in  1921'. He was a PhD student in Munich at the time and the occasion was a meeting in the Burgerbraukeller of what his German companion described as 'a new freak party'. Asked by his companion after  the meeting what he had thought of the new party leader, Binchy said ('with all the arrogance of 21'): 'A harmless lunatic with a gift for oratory'. To which his companion replied: 'No lunatic with  the gift of oratory is harmless.'
  Binchy quit the Irish diplomatic service in 1932 (when de Valera came to power at home, not when the Nazis came to power in Germany), but that was not the end of his interest in the rise of  fascism. He published a lengthy book, Church and State in Fascist Italy (1941), on commission from the Royal Institute of International Affairs. In it, as well as his account of Hitler's  beerhall speech, he included other pen-portraits of some of the most prominent political figures in prewar Germany and Italy (Heinrich Bruning, Paul von Hindenburg and Pope Pius XI). When I joined  the Dublin Institute for Advanced Studies in 1979, one of the initiation rituals was to lunch with Binchy at his club, where he entertained with an endless series of fascinating anecdotes about his  diplomatic career. Sadly, his personal papers have not survived.


Daibhi O Croinin

				National University of Ireland, Galway
			


Infinite Wibble
Ian Penman makes a good case that Brian Eno's openness and 'infinite' explorations are sometimes too, well, open (LRB, 25 September). Infinite music goes, in the end, nowhere. When you've seen a couple of things through a kaleidoscope you rarely want to see more. Yet the Portsmouth Sinfonia, in which I played a tiny part and Eno a much larger one (both on clarinet), might have led him to a different model of stochastic endeavour. As the orchestra, most of whose members could barely play the instruments they held, started on a beloved overture or Richard Strauss's Also sprach Zarathustra, they held roughly together because everyone knew the tune. But under the baton of a conductor who followed rather than led the orchestra, and as less well-known bars hove into view, the music fragmented and slowed, describing the arcs of players' various incompetences as to pitch, time, articulation, musical notation etc, and registering their false musical memories rather than the composer's schema. The overall effect was to brilliantly and amusingly spread the piece out in space and time. Yet it invariably came back together as islands of familiarity were reached, often to massive relieved applause. Randomness and infinite-ish combinatorial juxtaposition need constraints, a rule or two and the odd anchor, to be adequate as art. Then you can have more fun and explore more emergent properties.


Brian Reffin Smith

				Berlin
			

It's not quite true that all future members of Roxy Music were, as Ian Penman puts it, 'born into working or lower-middle-class families'. After leaving Dulwich College, the group's guitarist Phil Manzanera took his stage name from his Colombian mother, his father Duncan Targett-Adams having worked for the British Council and BOAC in Latin America. Manzanera believed that his father might have been an inspiration for Graham Greene's MI6 anti-hero Wormold in Our Man in Havana.


Mat Snow

				Brighton
			


Good as New
Thomas Laqueur remarks that in 1963 the Trieste Piano Trio, unable to fly from Montevideo to Buenos Aires, 'foolishly decided to take a boat down the fog-enshrouded River Plate ... hit a submerged wreck, burst into flames and sank' (LRB, 9 October). The possibility cannot be dismissed that the boat struck the remains of the scuttled Admiral Graf Spee, Germany's first major naval loss of the Second World War. Until finally removed, the wreck of the battleship remained a navigational hazard into the early 21st century.


Pedro Archard

				London N16
			


Woolf on the Towpath
David Trotter suggests that the 'imbeciles' encountered by Virginia Woolf and her husband on the Thames towpath might have travelled by train from an asylum in Wandsworth (LRB, 23 October). In fact they would almost certainly have made the short walk down to the river from Normansfield Hospital in Teddington. The Normansfield Training Institute for Imbeciles was founded in 1868 by John Langdon Down, who was the first to identify the condition given his name. Perhaps Woolf would have been slightly reassured to discover that the establishment was founded as a private asylum for mentally handicapped children from upper-class families and 'those of good social position'.


Simon Evans

				London N10
			


Certainly Not
  I very much enjoyed Neal Ascherson's thoughts on Asa Briggs (LRB, 9 October). When Briggs became master of Worcester College in Oxford I was a lowly  Ruskin student living just down the road. I wrote him a letter asking whether I could be permitted to fish in Worcester College lake. I knew others did. I received a note by return: 'No you may not  fish in my lake. Yours, Briggs (Lord)'. So much for socialism.


Mark Gillard

				Phnom Penh
			


'The'
  Michael Wood comes off as quite the cricket fan in twice calling the home of the Bronx Bombers 'the' Yankee Stadium (LRB, 9 October). I will be calling  it 'the' Wembley Stadium from now on.


Lee Gillette

				Brussels
			






This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.lrb.co.uk/the-paper/v47/n20/letters



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



American Berserk
James Lasdun

3634 wordsIn recent years,  individuals in the grip of murderous impulses have tended to express themselves in a single, frenzied act - school shooting, church massacre, vehicular ramming - that inevitably culminates in their own arrest or death. But for a period beginning in the 1960s and ending around the turn of this century, the preferred form of the homicidally inclined was the drawn-out danse macabre of serial murder. This was especially true in America's Pacific Northwest, where an astonishingly large number of serial killers, from Ted Bundy to Israel Keyes, from the Green River Killer to the Shoe Fetish Slayer, from the Werewolf Butcher of Spokane to the Beast of British Columbia, grew up or operated. Most of them were notably vicious in their methods, even by the high standards of the fraternity.
 Why there? Why then? Caroline Fraser, who grew up both there (on Mercer Island, just outside Seattle) and then, and has been probing at her country's soft spots ever since (including in her Pulitzer-winning book about Laura Ingalls Wilder, Prairie Fires), is well placed to address these questions. She came of age around the time when Bundy was regularly driving his victims down the I-90 highway across Mercer Island, just a few hundred yards from her house, to his killing grounds in Issaquah. Everyone at her high school claimed to know someone who almost went out with him, and he wasn't the only violent misogynist at large on the island. There was her former classmate John Stickney, a bomb enthusiast who blew himself up while stalking his ex-girlfriend. There was her near neighbour, George Waterfield Russell Jr, aka the Eastside Killer, who was apprenticing as a prowler and peeping Tom during the same period, before killing and mutilating three young women in 1990. Fraser has a personal stake, in other words, in solving the conundrum.
 She has a solution, too: a remarkably simple one on the face of it, namely the spew of lead fumes and other toxic emissions that billowed unchecked across the region during those decades. It may sound reductive, but among the many wonders of this sometimes flawed book is how richly its single-mindedness illuminates its subject, and how forcefully it makes the case that the subject merits serious consideration. Though I'm partial to crime stories, I've never found serial killers especially interesting or even entirely believable. They do exist, I realise, with all their florid quirks and signatures, but they've become such a staple of schlocky TV that I can't quite separate them in my mind from the purely imaginary monsters dreamed up to fill the demand for embodied evil. I'm squeamish too, and I found parts of Murderland difficult to read. But the book's impressively varied perspectives, which shift between geology, history, politics, literature and neurology, give these poisoned, poisonous figures an unexpected breadth of implication.
 It starts out as psychogeography (pun unavoidable), invoking a hostile landscape of active volcanoes and treacherous crustal misalignments, and advancing the idea of some connection between the underlying seismic forces and the behaviour of its more unhinged inhabitants. 'Think of what the place has been through,' Fraser urges the reader in her slightly sonorous style. 'Burning, then freezing. Consider its proclivities: abusive and abused.' We learn about the OWL: the Olympic-Wallowa Lineament, a line of topographic anomalies that slants south-east through Seattle into southern Idaho, taking in Mercer Island and Issaquah along the way. 'See where it goes. It carves through America's killing fields, sites favoured by murder's most devout practitioners. It falls along the future route of Interstate 90, expressway to hell.'
 From the tectonic, Fraser turns to the human activities that have helped to unlock the landscape's latent malignity. Lead-mining by the Bunker Hill Company ('Uncle Bunker' to its employees) began in Idaho in the late 1880s. During the 1920s the product was marketed by General Motors as a fuel additive in the form of tetraethyl lead (TEL), to prevent knocking in engines (grain alcohol would have done the job just as well, but there was no profit in it), and began filling the lungs of the entire nation. Nastier still, at least locally, was the smelting industry, another malodorous flower of the late Gilded Age, when the Guggenheims joined Bunker Hill to turn the city of Tacoma, Washington into a centre for lead and copper smelting, processes that give off cadmium, arsenic, lead oxide and sulphuric acid in colossal quantities. The resulting stink came to be known as 'the aroma of Tacoma'.
 During the Second World War (a 'war of metals' in Fraser's words), government money flowed in and production was massively ramped up. The Axis powers were out-smelted, but at a cost: out of the effluent-saturated Northwest of the 1940s and 1950s, Fraser contends, arose 'the greatest generation of serial killers'. From the age of four, Bundy was breathing particulates from the Ruston smokestack across the bay from his home on Puget Sound. Gary Ridgway, the Green River Killer, spent his early years playing in the slag piles of an Idaho copper mine before moving west into the Tacoma smelter plume. Gerald Friend, perpetrator of ferocious assaults on young girls and boys, and a suspect in two murders, lived in the plume from the age of twelve (when he began fantasising about sexual torture). Warren Leslie Forrest, convicted of two brutal murders and suspected of at least five others, grew up a few miles east of the Alcoa smelter in Vancouver, Washington. Randall Woodfield, the I-5 Killer, lived as a child in Salem, Oregon, close to an industrial site that pumped out lead, sulphur dioxide, arsenic, barium and cyanide.
 The ill effects of ingested lead and other heavy metals had been known since the 1920s, when employees at TEL-refining plants began hallucinating butterflies and going into convulsions of violent insanity (at least ten died). 'Smelter nose', a finger-sized hole in the septum, was an occupational hazard at plants. Horses near the Bunker Hill stack dropped dead; children were hospitalised with kidney damage, forced to undergo excruciating chelation therapy. By the 1970s scientists were beginning to link lead emissions with surging delinquency and crime rates.
 The industry's response was to deny everything or, at best, occasionally raise the height of its smokestacks. Company quacks put out statements asserting that high levels of lead in human bodies were not only harmless but 'natural'. Thomas Midgley Jr, a General Motors engineer with the diabolic distinction of having invented both leaded gasoline and chlorofluorocarbons, washed his hands in a can of TEL at a press conference, claiming he was 'not taking any chance whatever'. He knew this to be a lie, having already succumbed to a bout of lead poisoning. (Years later, paralysed with what was said to be polio, he strangled himself in the ropes of a contraption designed to hoist him out of bed.) Regulations, when they finally arrived, were sidestepped or turned to the industry's advantage: when the Guggenheim family's smelter in Tacoma, Asarco, was ordered to stop dumping its six hundred daily tons of waste into the bay, executives instead began selling it for driveways and construction fill, where its metals leached into the groundwater. Even in the face of guaranteed lawsuits, ruthless calculations were made. Weighing up whether to close the Kellogg, Idaho plant while its filter was being repaired, a Bunker Hill vice president decided the extra liability for running it filterless would be worth it: '200 children', he noted, at '$5 to 10,000 [per] kid' was a small price compared to the money to be made from uninterrupted smelting.
 This flagrant, shameless spreading of poison for profit is a source of indignation throughout Fraser's book. There are acidic portrayals of Guggenheim heirs - Peggy, in her Venetian palazzo with her private gondoliers; Roger Straus of Farrar, Straus and Giroux, in his ascots and cashmere jackets ('one of several Guggenheims who've managed to slide off the slag pile') - which seem intended to do for the family's cultural legacy what Nan Goldin did for the Sacklers'. More tendentiously, Fraser posits a direct moral equivalence between her two sets of villains, quoting a Tacoma resident to drive home the point: 'As far as I'm concerned, Asarco is a corporate serial killer.'
 But Murderland is not just a retrospective j'accuse. Its ambitions are more far-reaching, if also more problematic. It has the authentic turbulence of a work struggling to find a form adequate to its incendiary materials, trying out different approaches at different moments: memoir, mystery, gleeful doomscroll, self-conscious epic of the American berserk ('Of arms and the murderer I sing'). The shifts in tone that accompany these experiments are the book's least successful feature. Sarcastic asides ('How about a little arsenic, Scarecrow?'), solemn injunctions ('Behold a lethal geography') and cackling denunciation ('This is what Uncle Bunker has wrought. What does he deserve? Something bad. Something like murder') become intrusive. There's also a good deal of DeLilloesque lyricising of the grim and gruesome, which would be fine in a novel but feels all wrong here, even if this is the story of a decades-long airborne toxic event. What (to give a tiny example) is gained by adding the phrase 'their hair rippling in the streamflow' to a statement about Gary Ridgway dumping his victims' bodies in rivers? Much of the autobiographical material seems too obviously pressed into service to supply the hoary crime-writing trope of reciprocity between investigator and perpetrator, as when Fraser resurrects her childhood fantasies of murdering her violent-tempered father: 'If I stab him right between the eyes, then he will be dead, and we can bury him in the vegetable garden.'
 But these annoying flourishes become less noticeable as the book settles into what feels like its natural form, a more or less straightforward chronology in which the deeds of its killers are intertwined with those of its industrial malefactors. Neither element is news in itself, exactly, but together they create something mysteriously compelling. Mysterious, because the connection between them is created by little more than juxtaposition. This can be blunt to the point of crude, as on the day in 1975 when Bundy captures Julie Cunningham, a ski instructor on her way to meet friends:
 He hits her again with the crowbar, rapes her, and strangles her with a cord, then drags her body under a bush. 
 Also on 15 March, news breaks that Asarco is asking the EPA for permission to fill with slag another fourteen acres of Commencement Bay. 

Even when the braiding is more subtle, there's little in the way of empirical evidence to support the implied connection. Correlation is not causation, and although Fraser does get to the science, it comes late in the book and is relatively perfunctory. We learn that lead causes volume loss in the frontal cortex, that the effects are much more pronounced in men than in women, that children exposed to it are prone to 'cruel, unreliable, impulsive behaviour' and will often 'become dangerous'. That's about it. What, then, gives Murderland its curious authority?
The answer 
, I think, reveals itself in Fraser's handling of another running motif, this one having to do with a series of floating bridges that were constructed across the stormy waterways of Puget Sound during the period. Built on the cheap, with lethally dangerous features (such as reversible lanes) in addition to fundamental engineering flaws, these monuments to human folly made their own contributions to the carnage of that dark time, causing staggering numbers of traffic fatalities. Unlike the smelting plants, they clearly had no causal relationship to the violence of Fraser's human subjects. Both may have been products of an attitude to nature founded on hubris and greed, but the link between them is purely one of analogy. The bridges, in other words, are a way of thinking about the killers. That they are also, like the smelters, a source of outrage in their own right, takes us to what seems to me the most interesting thing about Fraser's book: its unusually fluid way with subject and metaphor.
 To wade through the combined atrocities of Bundy, Ridgway and the rest is to encounter things that seem to defy explanation of any kind. These men weren't just unusually prolific killers and rapists. If they were, their acts would fit comfortably into patterns of behaviour that existed long before the smelters arose (a few pages of Bernard Bailyn's history of the early European settlers, The Barbarous Years, should be enough to convince anyone that an unspoiled Eden can host every conceivable kind of brutality just as lavishly as a wasteland can). What distinguishes them is precisely the inconceivable nature of their acts. Paraphilias such as the hoarding of body parts for trophies (eyeballs, whole heads), the torture of children, the repeated burying and digging up of victims for sexual and other purposes all abound, their deep strangeness matched only by the delirious energy with which they are pursued.
 Fraser's present-tense cascade of details captures this all too viscerally. Here (if you can stomach it) is Jack Owen Spillman III, the Werewolf Butcher of Spokane, who, after killing Rita Huffman and her daughter Mandy, 'strips and eviscerates both women. He rapes Mandy, jamming the baseball bat into her vaginal cavity; he places genital skin across her face. He cuts off Rita's breasts, distributing them near her daughter. He spends hours at the scene, drinking the victims' blood, having sex with the bodies and posing them provocatively.' Necrophilia, as Fraser observes, 'requires overriding the hard-wired instinct against coming into contact with odours and substances associated with death, decay and decomposition. Yet some serial killers, almost universally male, develop that taste, and an astonishing number of them have spent time in the Pacific Northwest.'
 Such are the extreme phenomena that Fraser sets out to understand. Her intuition, that there may be something beyond psychology involved, some extra-human element, with the region's plundered hoard of heavy metals being the likeliest candidate, may not be verifiable, but it's persuasive as far as it goes. (It's also supported by the fact that after environmental regulations were finally enforced and leaded gas phased out, crime in general plunged and the so-called 'golden age of serial killers' came to an abrupt end.)
 Provable or not, Fraser's thesis supplies her with a powerful framework for approaching her subjects. Statisticians may have little use for 'correlation', but literature thrives on it, especially in the form of the 'objective correlative', and Fraser adapts the device ingeniously to her non-fictional purposes. Her volcanoes, slag piles, belching smelters, buckling bridges, ruthless executives and ravening killers are all, in a sense, objective correlatives for one another; all a means of articulating the pent forces - social, economic, natural - each contains.
 Certain words and motifs resurface in unexpected ways across the book; images replicate, implications transpose themselves. The catastrophic collapse of the Tacoma Narrows Bridge was preceded, according to one study, by a form of 'self-excitation' resulting in a fatal 'aeroelastic flutter' - phrases that discharge unexpected energies as we learn of the killers' violently twisted erotic fantasies (Gary Ridgway, for instance, would dream simultaneously of having sex with his mother and of cutting her throat). In absolving Asarco of responsibility for a massive sulphur trioxide leak, the local environmental officer called it 'just something they could not control' - another statement given sinister meaning by its echo elsewhere, this time in the words of Dennis Rader, who styled himself BTK (Bind, Torture, Kill) and wrote, in his expressively primitive style: 'It hard to control myself.' In 1983 police examining a body near the Seattle-Tacoma airport thought they had found a clue when they discovered tiny pink particles embedded in the victim's scalp, but these turned out to be garnets from the eruption of the Mount St Helens volcano three years earlier. Rader, recalling his slaughter of the Otero family in 1974, described himself as 'a volcano'.
 There are also tight, recursive mirrorings in the behaviour of the killers themselves. Among their shared characteristics was a perverse gravitation towards the field of law and order. Rader attended Wichita State University, where he majored in administration of justice. He later worked for a security company, installing alarms for clients looking to protect themselves from his own crimes, which were currently terrorising the neighbourhood. Bundy took courses in abnormal psychology at the University of Washington and made serious efforts to become a lawyer. When he wasn't out raping and killing, he could be found at the Seattle Crime Prevention Advisory Commission, researching assaults against women, or at the Department of Emergency Services, which co-ordinated teams to look for missing persons, including his victims. Some principle of primal confusion seems to drive these men. The basic integers of reality come apart around them, reconnecting in grotesque parodies of order and symmetry. On a killing spree in Utah, Bundy abducted (and later killed) a 17-year-old girl from her high school in the middle of the performance of a school play about a serial killer. Mutual awareness and outright mimicry further dissolve the boundaries between these killers. Jack Owen Spillman began reading about Bundy when he moved to Tacoma as a boy, and later adopted him as a role model. With so many of them in business at the same time, it became hard for investigators to be sure which butcher was responsible for which newly discovered corpse, and in some instances the attribution is still being debated.
 The resemblances add further weight to Fraser's argument that her subjects comprise a distinct criminological phenomenon, and she widens her geographic scope accordingly, turning to killers from lead-rich zones well outside the Pacific Northwest. The Chicagoan John Wayne Gacy, who killed more than thirty boys and young men, joins the list on the basis of his address near O'Hare International Airport, 'swept by the purifying fumes of leaded jet fuel'. Likewise Richard Ramirez, the Night Stalker, who grew up in El Paso, downwind of not only a massive lead and copper smelter but also the Trinity nuclear test site, before terrorising the West Coast with his bestial attacks (it was Ramirez who cut out a pair of eyes for a memento and kept them in a jewellery box). From further afield, Fraser reels in Britain's Moors Murderers, along with Peter Sutcliffe and other denizens of the industrial North. And from another era altogether, Jack the Ripper, 'breathing the air in London Town in the winter of 1888, when millions are burning bituminous coal with a high volatile content' joins the ranks.
 This risks diluting Fraser's argument past the point of useful specificity. Jeffrey Dahmer makes an appearance for no apparent reason other than having been young during the age of leaded gas. When we learn that by 1977 more than half the children in the US were deemed to have 'very high blood lead levels', the obvious question, following Fraser's logic, would seem to be not 'Why were there so many serial killers?' but 'By what miracle were there so few?' Conversely one might also wonder, if industrial contaminants are to blame for the derangement of these figures, how a pre-industrial ghoul such as Gilles de Rais got along so well without them.
 Fraser does acknowledge the importance of factors besides heavy metals in the making of serial killers, including the extreme childhood abuse most of her subjects experienced. Her point is that mineral particulates, so inimical to organic life, have been overlooked in previous studies, and may play a critical role in the otherwise incomprehensible savagery of these men. Murderland doesn't pretend to be an inquiry into the origins of evil in general, but it does offer a theory of a particular kind of evil, more purely carnal than others, and for that reason perhaps more amenable to physical explanation. In that respect it made me think of the set of Greek myths and dramas that stem from Heracles' slaying of the Hydra at the entrance to the underworld, and his fateful use of the monster's venom on his arrows. This is the deadly corrosive that kills the centaur Nessus as he's assaulting Heracles' bride, only to consume Heracles himself, agonisingly, as he puts on the shirt soaked in Nessus' contaminated blood. Indestructible in itself, the poison lingers in Heracles' funeral ashes, which in turn (in one tradition) cause the suppurating wound in Philoctetes' foot, indirectly bringing about the destruction of Troy.
 The implied idea is that there is indeed some elemental substance that enters human history from the non-human realm, bringing with it cycles of infernal violence. Fraser isn't the first person to entertain the notion. Wernher von Braun, who supplies the epigraph to her chapter on the metallurgic underpinnings of the Second World War, seems to be getting at something similar in the line she quotes: 'Nature does not know extinction; all it knows is transformation' (Thomas Pynchon used the same line as the epigraph to the first section of Gravity's Rainbow). She also quotes Dr Jekyll, who thinks of Mr Hyde as 'something not only hellish but inorganic'.
 Then there's the testimony of the killers themselves, many of whom seem to have experienced their compulsions as something originating outside of themselves. Before shooting up a McDonald's in 1984, James Huberty told his boss at Union Metal, where he worked as a welder, that the cadmium fumes were 'making me crazy'. 'We do know that it's environmental,' Bundy informed an interviewer. 'It's specific to an environment.' Less suave, but perhaps more eloquent in his own way, was Dennis Rader: 'Where this monster enter my brain I will never know,' he wrote. 'But, it here to stay.'
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It's for dorks
Christian Lorentzen

2961 wordsThere's  a morbid aspect to Libertyville, the Chicago suburb where Pan, Michael Clune's first novel, is set: 'At night in the Midwest in winter,' we are told, 'the raw death of the endless future ... is sometimes bare inches above the roofs.' It's the kind of thought that could only occur to a sullen teenager with a flair for melodrama. Nicholas, the book's narrator, is that sort of kid. He goes on to talk about a four-year-old girl found dead of exposure in a Chicago housing project, whom he learned about through a friend's stepfather, a police officer also in possession of photographs of the interior of Jeffrey Dahmer's Milwaukee apartment ('pictures the newspapers never got'). It's the 1990s, the heyday of US serial killers, before they passed the mantle to mass shooters. When it comes to class, things are in flux: 'They shut that housing project down, farmed the residents out into town houses.' Nick lives in such a town house with his father, having been kicked out of his mother's place not long after the couple's divorce for being 'out of control'. Chariot Courts, where he now lives, is not 'the worst in terms of low-grade housing', but it's nonetheless a 'battleground between the idea of home and the armies of impermanence'. We aren't in the suburban idyll of the 1950s but a zone of displacement, scarcity and desolation during America's last boom decade.
It's not all so terrible. Nick has a friend called Ty, an African American classmate at the local Catholic high school, and the two of them exchange theories of coolness and the importance of being good at sport. We can tell that they're outsiders, though not rejects. Ty's father is a doctor and his mother is a 'feminist', as well as one of the few adults Nick knows who reads books. We learn little about Nick's parents. His father is a lonely divorced man who occasionally takes his son to movies, makes sure he gets to school and brings him to the doctor when necessary. What he does for a living is unclear but it involves early mornings, some travelling and frequent absences for which he apologises. Nick's mother is a Russian immigrant who runs a cleaning business. She's not very present in the novel either, but she looms like a spectre who would pay more attention than his father does to Nick's problems, flaws and transgressions were she around to notice them. Towards the end of the book, after a year and a half has passed, he moves back in with his mother and younger brother. Her house is grander, set on a hill with a large lawn, a long driveway and a brick walkway to the front door. 'To the casual observer, the place emanated spaciousness, privacy, rest, elegance,' but being on top of a hill exposes it to the brutal Chicago winds. When the wind subsides it's even worse. You hear the sound of a highway you can't see: 'Now - standing on mom's property that very first day and remembering how to listen, catching the knack, hearing the highway inside the wind, it's like riding a bike - I understood. I understood why for me the fear of almost falling asleep took the form of the fear of being hit by a speeding car.'
This realisation is a bit more sophisticated than 'the raw death of the endless future' we heard about in the novel's opening pages. It follows a long digression on the highway as 'the ultimate public place of American civilisation', and so when you can hear the highway from your bedroom, sleep itself 'is a highway' and therefore also 'a public place', but not necessarily a safe one. A lot has happened in the eighteen months between these epiphanies. Clune has traced three strands of Nick's development. There are the familiar episodes of a Bildungsroman: first love and sex; initiation into a new group of friends; youthful American rites such as trying to obtain a big bottle of vodka before the Fourth of July. Then there's the thing that sets Nick apart, his panic attacks, heightened states of consciousness and anxiety that give the novel its name and frame its action as well as his own evolving self-understanding. Intertwined with both is his transformation into a reader and a writer. The last is a slow process: reading is at first a way to protect his consciousness by giving it something to focus on. He realises it has this effect when he stays up all night reading Ivanhoe; on finishing the book he 'walked downstairs and told Dad that I was having a heart attack'.
This is the third of Nick's panic attacks. It lands him in hospital, where a diagnosis is offered beyond his own idiosyncratic and terrifying notions of what's happening to him. The first attack comes on in geometry class when he sees his hand on his desk next to his textbook - 'my hand, I realise slowly, it's a ... thing' - and forgets how to breathe. The second occurs at the cinema with his father snoring next to him, just before and during the scene in The Godfather Part III where Michael Corleone has an attack of his own and is diagnosed with diabetes: 'This time what I forgot was how to move blood through my body.' At the hospital, no remedy is forthcoming beyond instructions to exhale into a paper bag. He wants to know what's causing him to panic, a question that will structure the rest of the novel. The doctors tell him it 'could be anything'. Here, Nick reflects, 'philosophical questions about quasi-diseases give way to the urgency of actual, vivid, outside-the-body blood, in large amounts. Pulseless wrists, severed legs. Prestigious, respectable conditions with absolutely unfakeable symptoms.'
The defamiliarisation Clune employs when Nick describes his attacks is a variation on the blunt lyricism that won him acclaim for his memoir White Out: The Secret Life of Heroin (2013). Though the specifics of addiction memoirs are sometimes interesting, the cycle of getting hooked and getting clean has become a cliche: the first rush, the increasing compulsion, the desperate measures, the slumming to score, the pain of withdrawal, the climbing on and falling off the wagon until the demon has been tamed. It was Clune's language that distinguished his book, the way he turned compulsion into a colour (hence the title) or withdrawal into something kinetic: 'I shoved myself up against unconsciousness, trying desperately to get in. Sleep. Dreamless, motionless, senseless. It was like the cold plaster wall. I could feel the good absence of feeling on it. I pressed my burning limbs against it. But it was closed. A wall, not a door. I pressed up against it, awake at fourteen hours.'
Clune's drug addiction developed during his twenties when he was a graduate student at Johns Hopkins, picking up around Baltimore like an extra on The Wire. He's now a professor of English literature at Ohio State University and the author of three scholarly works, as well as a second memoir, Gamelife (2015), which recounts the obsession with computer games he developed after his family acquired a Commodore 64 in the 1980s. The two memoirs together with Pan - which is autobiographical, though there are some deviations from his life (Clune is the child of Irish immigrants, and his younger sibling is a sister) - form a trilogy about the derangements of youth. Heroin wrecks Clune's love life and pushes him into an underground world. He describes gaming as a way of 'growing away' from people. It's not as pernicious as drug addiction, but there's a social cost. At one point he suggests playing Dungeons & Dragons to a friend. 'It's for dorks,' the friend replies. 'Everyone at school would make fun of us. Everyone on the basketball team. Elizabeth would break up with me.' All three conditions - heroin addiction, compulsive gaming and debilitating panic attacks - are isolating, things one would rather keep secret.
When Nick arrives late to school and enters through the wrong door with his paper bags, a nun accuses him of coming to steal things: 'Those bags won't be empty when you leave.' But the bags give him a sense of security, reassurance that he'll have a way of calming himself down if he hears a word like 'diabetes' that suddenly sets him off. He begins to sense some compensations from his panic; for instance, he might have the power of prophecy. In an audacious moment he passes a note to a girl called Sarah in his class: 'SPRING HAS STARTED.' She passes it back: 'YES.' He plots this as a win on his 'VICTORY/ DEFEAT' axis (teenage boys have a way of reinventing simple ideas for themselves). Sarah invites him to the fancy house where she's lived all her life with undivorced parents. They have deep conversations about her favourite band, Boston, and poems she's written ('Beauty is a shape open to feeling'). Nick confides in her about his panic attacks and she reacts with gentle curiosity, suggesting that he go to the library to research the condition. The card catalogue leads him to medical volumes and books on financial panics, but he also stumbles across a copy of The Collected Plays of Oscar Wilde. He flips to Salome and finds an illustration of 'a thin woman holding a man's head on a plate'. The image takes him back to his conversation with Sarah and her question about whether he ever felt that he left his own head during a panic attack. Nick and Sarah undertake more research at school under the suspicious glares of the nuns. Wilde points them to ancient Greece and Pan. It seems significant to them that Pan was the god, among other things, of theatrical criticism, and Wilde was a playwright.
All this sleuthing, this naive grasping, suggests that these teenagers might be on the trail of some secret understanding of what's wrong (or all too right) with Nick. Sarah invites him and Ty into a circle of friends, most of them a little older and all of them richer and cooler than Nick and Ty, who gather at a disused barn on one of their families' properties. On 1 May the group celebrate 'Belt Day' with a ritual that consists of taking their shirts off, painting each other's torsos, dancing and spinning, drinking from a bottle said to contain a cocktail of ecstasy and 'herbsbane', and descending in turns to a crawl space where something will be revealed to them.
At this point, roughly halfway through the book, I suspected (and somewhat hoped) that after a slow build-up the novel might take a sinister turn and that from here the narrative might be given over to a pair of hard-boiled detectives who'd get to the bottom of what was rotten in the Chicago suburbs of the early 1990s. No such luck. Nick, who abstains from the drug potion (because he worries it might bring on a panic attack), goes down into the crawl space and sees a red light at the end of the tunnel - 'the panic grew stronger than I'd ever felt it before' - and then a pair of eyes staring at him. He emerges from the tunnel in tears and feeling 'fucking awesome', his panic 'absolutely gone', to be informed that what he encountered was a mouse.
The narrative  breaks off and picks up a year later (and becomes something more interesting than a suburban thriller). Sarah is now Nick's girlfriend. He has a summer job at a hardware store with an all-day soundtrack of easy listening that sets him on edge, particularly 'Everybody Plays the Fool' by the Neville Brothers: 'I'd heard it approximately 32 times per day, five days per week.' He's moved on from Wilde to the works of his great-uncle Charles Maturin (specifically the Gothic novel Melmoth the Wanderer), developed a taste for classical music and Italian Renaissance art, and begun to think of the management of his panic attacks in religious terms: grace (the mouse in the tunnel) and works (the paper bags).
In an amusing set piece, Nick and Tod, one of the boys from the barn, attempt to buy a bottle of vodka at a liquor store by sending Nick inside in a wheelchair, claiming to be forty. When the clerk refuses to serve him, he turns desperate: 'I cannot fucking believe ... that you're going to deny a crippled forty-year-old man alcohol so close to July Fourth.' The clerk kicks him out and threatens to call the police. 'I hope you end up in a chair like this one day.' So much for grace.
It's a tricky if not quite delicate balancing act for Clune, rendering Nick and his friends as both innocent knuckleheads with corny taste in music and blossoming neurotic intellectuals with homespun theories of the mind and a quickly expanding appreciation of the finer things. Are we in the presence of Socrates and Thrasymachus or Beavis and Butt-Head? On one page Tod is demonically killing a mouse with a shovel; a few pages later Ty is driving Nick home and relating a horrifying incident in which his father slashed his mother's back with a kitchen knife in a fit of jealousy while Ty played Nintendo in the next room; then, on the following page, the pair argue about bastardised versions of the myth of Sisyphus. It complicates matters that Tod and his brother, Ian, have become more and more menacing since Nick joined the group. Ian, who is older than the others and a junior in college, emerges as a sinister foil to Nick. He also suffers from panic attacks and is given to pontificating on their shared state of lacking 'solid mind', unlike the others, who are normal or 'Hollows'. He suggests that the two of them are hosts for Pan. Sarah allows Ian to sit in a dark room while she and Nick have sex to test his theory about whether Pan might enter a Hollow under certain circumstances. Nick is none too keen when he discovers Ian's presence.
By now, doctors have diagnosed Nick with generalised anxiety disorder and recommended therapy. Uncannily, a muzak version of 'Everybody Plays the Fool' accompanies a session of guided meditation at the doctor's office, and Nick's biofeedback read-out is the lowest the doctor has ever seen. Back at the barn, Ian is scathing:
The goal of the therapists is to turn you away from the thoughts of panic, away from the truth of panic, back to ordinary life. But this is impossible ... because panic is not an interruption of ordinary life, the way asthma or diabetes is an interruption of ordinary life. When ordinary life is at its fullest, when it is most truly itself - just then does panic arise. Just as the moon rises.

For a spell in the second half of the novel, Nick begins to sound like his strident guru, especially on the topic of sleep: 'Anyone who says they don't want to die ... and yet allows themselves to fall asleep each night is worse than a fool. They are traitors to consciousness.' The rant continues for almost three pages, but increasingly Nick is torn between wanting a clinical remedy for his strained, overloaded consciousness and a mystical understanding or amplification of it. 'Panic is absolute clarity,' Ian instructs. Finally, after a long night of Ian's ranting, his voyeurism and his instigation of the mouse killings, Nick has had enough. 'Ian's a maniac,' he tells Ty. When Ty suggests that Nick takes things too seriously, he responds: 'You would too if you had this fucking mental illness or whatever it is that no one seems to know how to fix.'
The logical place for a serious young man to go is deeper into art, music and literature. Nick ventures beyond Wilde and Ivanhoe to Bach, Giotto and Baudelaire. He and Sarah read from Les Fleurs du mal and discuss it 'without using Ian's language ... words we'd tacitly agreed to reject'. He explains what it makes possible for him:
Baudelaire taught me how to have new thoughts, to transform the panic thoughts - turn them into something else ... The fabrication of new shapes for my mind to move into ... Not escapism. Not like video games. Good writing, I came to believe, was the careful painstaking replacement of each part of this world with a part that looked the same, but was deeper, more mysterious, richer.

When Nick alights on Proust in the course of his daily writing practice, which involves the ritual of sitting cross-legged in meditation and breathing self-consciously with a notebook on the floor in front of him, he learns a mode of 'redescription' for the narrative of his life. Clune is also describing his own writing process and the book we are reading, one that has a didactic and therapeutic purpose beyond the story it tells, though of a sort so thoroughly idiosyncratic as to defy any comparison to self-help. In its final pages one strand of the narrative ends, as the group from the barn disbands. Some of the teenagers drift into trouble; others become ambitious; the rest settle into ordinary lives of barbecues and ball games. The two other strands of the novel come together, as Nick learns to tame the secret workings of his mind with the discipline of a writer: 'I will fall asleep tonight, I vowed, in my redescription of this very moment.'
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Gloomth
Jon Day

3112 wordsIn  1991 Jeffrey Stambovsky sued the previous owners of his house in the village of Nyack, New York for failing to disclose that it was haunted. Stambovsky, an out-of-towner, argued that locals had known for years about the ghosts living in 1 La Veta Place: a couple dressed in 18th-century clothing, a naval lieutenant from the Revolutionary era and a poltergeist who would rattle beds in the early morning. The house's owners were George and Helen Akley. Helen had written accounts of the hauntings for Reader's Digest and for a local newspaper (she reported that the family lived happily with the ghosts: the poltergeist didn't shake the beds at the weekend, so they could sleep in). Stambovsky argued that since the Akleys and their estate agent hadn't told him about the hauntings before the sale (they claimed otherwise), he should be allowed to break the contract without penalty. The New York Supreme Court agreed. 'As a matter of law,' its judgment concluded, 'the house is haunted.'
In Japan, jiko bukken - 'tainted homes' in which people have died in violent or unexplained ways - must be advertised as such. In a few American states, estate agents are required to list murders that have been committed in a property, but if you're a buyer worried about paranormal activity, you're generally out of luck (though there is a website, diedinhouse.com, on which buyers can check for recorded hauntings as well as whether a property has ever been used as a meth lab). In the UK, there is no strict requirement that sellers disclose a building's dark past, though legally things can get sticky if they don't. When the journalist Matt Blake bought a house in Walthamstow after a divorce, the listing said nothing about the previous inhabitants. But the people he bought the house from, and some of his new neighbours, were reticent when he asked them about its history. Soon after moving in, he began to experience strange phenomena: an invasion of slugs and rats; a radio turning on during the night; a doorbell ringing in the small hours with no one at the door. When he pulled up the carpet in one of the bedrooms, Blake found that the floorboards beneath were badly burned, as though someone had started a fire in the middle of the room. He submitted freedom of information requests to the fire brigade and police, but it was from a neighbour that he discovered the house had once belonged to Aman Vyas, the 'E17 Night Stalker', who fled to India in 2009 after being identified as a suspect in a series of violent rapes and a murder. Vyas was eventually extradited back to the UK, where in 2020 he was found guilty and sentenced to a minimum of 37 years in prison.
Blake's book is less about Vyas and his crimes (none of which took place in the house) than it is about what makes the home such a potent site for hauntings. He consults ghost hunters, a philosopher of science (might quantum phenomena provide an explanation for hauntings? Answer: probably not), psychologists and a slightly apologetic exorcist from the Church of England. He visits a couple who live in a flat where Dennis Nilsen murdered some of his victims. They have managed to banish the memory of what happened there to create a happy home. 'We can choose to live in fear, or we can choose to face our fears,' they tell Blake. 'The space is yours. Reclaim it with your own stories.' Call it the Live, Laugh, Love school of ghostbusting.
Real-life violence isn't essential to the creation of haunted houses, Caitlin Blackwell Baines argues in How to Build a Haunted House, but it does make ghostly visitations more likely (or perhaps just easier to sell to others). Ghost hunters and parapsychic investigators sometimes invoke the 'stone tape' theory of haunting, which holds that the 'residual energy' of violent historical events can be recorded by material structures and 'replayed under certain conditions', like a cassette. The technological metaphor might give us pause: how were ghosts supposed to have existed before the invention of magnetic tape, and have they now transitioned to MP3s or streaming? But the idea that buildings can retain some trace of the past remains a popular one: 34 per cent of the British population say they believe in ghosts (7 per cent more than believe in any god), and somehow even more people - nearly 40 per cent - believe in the existence of haunted houses.
Ghosts have always lingered in human habitations: one of the earliest recorded haunted house stories is Mostellaria, a play from the early second century bce by Plautus, in which an Athenian merchant's son tricks his father into believing a ghost is living in their house. As a specific idea, however, the haunted house - which Baines defines as 'a multi-room, multi-storeyed domestic structure, occupied by a nuclear family and haunted by the spirits of its past occupants' - is a relatively recent, Anglo-American phenomenon. In Japan, ghosts tend to haunt people rather than places. Indigenous Australian spirits favour natural rather than human structures and Mexican ghosts are usually 'free-floating entities'.
The modern haunted house was, Baines argues, invented almost single-handedly by Horace Walpole, who codified its architecture in Strawberry Hill, his kitschily Gothic Twickenham retreat, and established many of its essential narrative features in The Castle of Otranto, the first Gothic novel, which he wrote while living there. Walpole was a ghost sceptic, and there have never been any reported sightings at Strawberry Hill. Instead, with its papier-mache battlements and wood and plaster fireplaces, it was what Walpole called 'a plaything house': a stage set designed to cultivate a sense of 'gloomth', or gloomy warmth.
The Castle of Otranto, too, emphasises its confected artificiality. With a complicated plot involving a long-lost heir, star-crossed lovers and a mysterious death by falling helmet, Walpole promoted it as 'a new species of romance', which fused 'imagination and improbability' with a 'strict adherence to common life'. The novel established narrative tropes that have proved remarkably persistent in the haunted house genre ever since: gloomthy location, veiled prophecies and a narrative framing device involving the discovery of a manuscript. More significant than plot was the novel's setting. Before Walpole, ghosts in English literature tended to haunt people, or generic geographic locations: crossroads, bridges, graveyards. After him, they came inside, haunting domestic spaces.
Baines's central argument is that the rise of the haunted house in the popular imagination coincided with the emergence of the modern home as a physical and psychic reality: a building designed specifically as a dwelling, separate from farm or workplace, where a single nuclear family lived together in isolation from the rest of society. This led to a turning inward of domestic experience that is, as many historians have argued, reflected across culture more broadly. On this reading, haunted houses are ghostly analogues of the stream of consciousness novel, Impressionist painting or the rise of psychoanalysis. In the essay in which Freud first used the term unheimlich, he pointed out that one of the few successful English translations is '"haunted", in the sense of "a haunted house"'.
Most ghosts, in the UK and America at least, are still domestically coded. Gruesome ghosts and body horror are rare. Instead there are female spectres who walk the same paths night after night searching for lost loves, or dead children who peer unnervingly through windows. Poltergeists are a relatively recent addition to the haunted house pantheon, only really gaining ground in the second half of the 20th century (and exploding in popularity after The Exorcist was released in 1973). Unlike fully embodied ghosts, which tend to favour grander backdrops, they often attach themselves to 'dysfunctional, disenfranchised or otherwise unhappy families', Baines writes, so that parapsychic researchers and ghost historians sometimes call them 'council house ghosts'. This attachment might be exacerbated by the presence in the home of a 'young, emotionally volatile female family member' - as with the Enfield Poltergeist, the haunting of a family with two young daughters in London between 1977 and 1979 - to whom such ghosts might be attracted (or who might themselves be responsible for the reported hauntings). But as Baines sees it, lack of ownership is also a significant factor in 'purported haunted house cases, with people living in borrowed or rented houses tending not to properly "bond" with their place of residence, causing them to feel perpetually ill at ease'. If you're more likely to be haunted if you rent than if you own, has the housing crisis led to a rise in poltergeist activity?
Freud knew that the family was the ultimate ghost story, a tendency reflected in the narratives that have become attached to ghost sightings, which often concern disputed inheritances, dynastic continuity or betrayed love, like the plots of 19th-century novels. The Brown Lady of Raynham Hall is said to be the ghost of Dorothy Walpole, Horace's aunt, who after an affair was locked away by her jealous husband until her death (she probably died of smallpox). The 'grey lady' of Chillingham Castle is the restless spirit of Lady Berkeley, whose husband was said to have left her for her sister, Lady Henrietta, abandoning her with their baby. The cartoonist Charles Addams intended The Addams Family to be a satire of contemporary American family life, with an uxorious husband living with his beautiful and independent wife and their spirited children in a multi-generational idyll.
In architectural terms, the modern haunted house owes much to a particular place: Carson Mansion, a gloomy Queen Anne Revival villa built for a lumber magnate in Eureka, California in 1886. Its appearance - higgledy-piggledy towers, oversized decorative details and an asymmetric frontage - was soon appropriated by 'haunted house' fairground rides across America. Disneyland's first 'Haunted Mansion' attraction, which opened in 1969, was based on a number of real buildings, including the sprawling, neo-Gothic Llanada Villa - the 'Winchester Mystery House' - in San Jose, California, built over 36 years by Sarah Winchester, a recluse and heir to the Winchester Repeating Arms Company fortune. After the death of her daughter and later her husband, so the story goes (this kind of disclaimer recurs throughout books about ghosts: hearsay may not be a defence in libel law, but it is in the telling of ghost stories), a psychic warned Sarah that if she were ever to finish the building, the ghosts of all the people her family's rifles had killed would return to torment her. Baines points out that this was just propaganda against unmarried women: more than a decade separated the deaths of Winchester's daughter and husband, and there is no evidence at all of the psychic consultation or the curse. Winchester was just an architectural enthusiast with time and money on her hands.
The  crisis of faith that accompanied Darwinism and the march of science contributed to the rise of the haunted house from the late 19th century. While belief in God was challenged by evolutionary theory and deep-time geology, it was replaced in some quarters by the spiritualist movement, which by the end of the 1800s had around eight million adherents in the US and Europe. The two world wars made the prospect of direct communication with the dead attractive to many. One of the places Baines visits on her haunted house tour is Borley, a nondescript red-brick rectory in Essex that gained a reputation in the 1920s and 1930s as 'the most haunted house in Britain'. The ghosts of Borley Rectory were first reported in 1900 by the Bull sisters, daughters of Rev. Harry Bull. They claimed to have often seen a woman wearing a nun's habit walking in the garden; others said they had seen a headless coachman and a figure wearing a monk's habit.
After learning about the hauntings, an enterprising ghost hunter called Harry Price was dispatched by the Daily Mirror to investigate. Price had begun life as a fraudster, talking his way into a job as curator of numismatics at Ripon Museum despite having no real knowledge of coins. He later became a paper bag salesman and joined the Magic Circle before rebranding himself as a paranormal investigator with a loose affiliation to the University of London (his archive forms the basis of the Harry Price Library of Magical Literature at Senate House). By the time Price became involved, a story had become attached to the Borley ghosts: a nun and a monk had fallen in love and arranged to elope from the monastery that once stood on the site of the rectory. A friendly coachman arranged for a carriage to be waiting for them in the woods one night. In some versions of the story, the nun and her lover quarrel before he strangles her in the woods. In others, all three are caught by the other monks, who behead the monk and coachman, and bury the nun alive in the walls of the monastery.
All of this, as Baines points out, is typical haunted house fare, and historically impossible. There is no evidence that a monastery ever stood on the grounds of Borley Rectory. The underground passageways that Price thought he had discovered, which would have allowed for secret meetings between the nun and her lover, were in fact Victorian flood drains. The detail of the nun being entombed in the monastery's walls was probably taken from Walter Scott's Marmion: there is no record that immurement was ever used as a punishment in England, though it was often deployed as anti-Catholic propaganda. Even the presence of the coach and coachman was anachronistic. The dissolution of the monasteries was completed by 1541, and horse-drawn coaches remained rare and expensive until the early 19th century.
None of these inconsistencies deterred Price, who put an advert in the Times to recruit 'intelligent, intrepid, critical, unbiased' participants to act as 'official observers' of the paranormal phenomena reported at Borley. At first the observers didn't notice much: a matchbox moved a millimetre or two; some reported a smell of lavender. So Price organised a series of seances. During one, contact was made with Rev. Bull (he had died in 1927, joining the other Borley ghosts), who told him that the restless nun's bones could be found buried beneath a tree in the garden. Price began excavations, eventually finding a jawbone under an old septic tank, which most people dismissed as the mandible of a pig.
These days, even among ghost hunters, the story of Borley Rectory is widely considered a hoax, though this doesn't stop visits to the site (the building was demolished in the 1940s), much to the chagrin of local residents. Why might this be? Baines is good on people's motivations for believing in haunted houses: comfort, intrigue, but most of all money. The rise of what she calls 'Gothic tourism' in the UK during the 20th century made ghosts a profitable proposition. Stories of historic hauntings were often dusted off by the heirs of crumbling stately homes that had become too expensive to run: it was an easy way to drum up interest and visitors, or even buyers. In the years between 1870 and the outbreak of the First World War, Baines notes, 430 American women married into the English aristocracy. A ghost in the attic was particularly sought after. 'A really well-authenticated ghost,' the antiquarian Allan Fea wrote in Old English Houses in 1910, 'fetches a big price.'
One of the most enterprising Americans was Leonora Bennet, the daughter of a wealthy dentist from Spokane, Washington. She married the 7th Earl of Tankerville in 1895 and moved to the crumbling Chillingham Castle in Northumberland soon afterwards. There had been stories of ghosts at Chillingham - 'a forlorn countess; a little boy dressed in blue; a pallid woman desperate for a drink of water' - long before Leonora arrived, but she did much to document and promote the Chillingham ghosts, asking the housekeeper for stories about sightings, organising seances and eventually describing her own experiences in The Ghosts of Chillingham Castle, including the 'grinning skeletons' she saw in her writing room and the 'grey lady', who escaped from a portrait and wandered the castle, looking for her lost love.
Lady Tankerville was as much entrepreneur as lady of the manor, and Chillingham still advertises itself as 'Britain's Most Haunted Historic Castle', with 'some of the highest levels of paranormal activity in the country'. For many stately homes and historically significant buildings, ghosts continue to be marketable commodities, even if this sometimes makes things awkward for historians and curators. Many National Trust properties run 'ghost tours' in October, even in buildings that don't have much of a documented history of hauntings. Baines interviews a guide at Hampton Court who began offering ghost tours in 2002, at first just for staff as a bit of fun. He now regrets their popularity, particularly the bit where people dressed as ghosts jump out at visitors to frighten them.
More troubling are those haunted houses that use stories of ghosts not just to increase visitor numbers but to obscure or downplay real, uncomfortable histories. The Myrtles Plantation is a historic plantation house in Louisiana now run as a private museum. One of the stories visitors are told is of 'Chloe, the green-turbaned slave', the purported ghost of an enslaved woman who had plotted to poison the children of the house before being lynched. Tour guides are still happy to tell her story, despite there being no evidence that Chloe ever lived. Her real function, Baines suggests, is to domesticate the horrors of slavery, making its history more palatable for visiting white tourists.
Haunted house stories tend to end in one of two ways: either the family flees, or the ghosts are soothed, and everyone - living and dead alike - is allowed to move on. Freud called this process, at least as it obtains in psychoanalysis, 'abreaction': the overcoming of past trauma by bringing it into the light. Baines preserves a degree of credulousness in the face of all the historical evidence she assembles, effectively inviting us to make up our own minds. Not quite a sceptic, Blake also keeps open the possibility that what he was experiencing was paranormal. His book ends on a slightly different note. Having consulted various people in an attempt to understand his experiences, he performs - slightly self-consciously - a cleansing ceremony with his ex-wife, wafting burning sage around the house. With his new girlfriend he also gives the house a lick of paint and replaces window frames and floorboards. This seems to stop the slugs and rats getting in. And it also stops the haunting.
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At the National Gallery
View from a Prison Window
John-Paul Stonard

1317 wordsAView of the Sky from a Prison Window, painted in 1823 by the German artist Carl Gustav Carus, now hangs in the National Gallery. It is one of a handful of recent acquisitions, which include an intricately painted Banquet Still Life by the 17th-century Dutch painter Floris van Dijck, and the spectacularly eccentric (and currently anonymous) 16th-century Virgin and Child with Saints Louis and Margaret, with its grotesque dragon at the bottom of the frame. A View of the Sky from a Prison Window, both in its modest dimensions - no larger than a sheet of A4 paper - and plain subject matter, might seem rather underwhelming by comparison.
[image: ] 'A View of the Sky from a Prison Window' (1823)




The subject is a barred stone window looking onto a patch of blue sky and wispy clouds. Fine strands of cobweb criss-cross the window bars, and a few stalks of straw lie on the cracked window ledge. Carus's signature appears next to the top three links of an iron chain set in the wall. There is something Magrittean about the emptiness and puzzlement of the small scene. There may be a clue to its meaning in the strange perspective of the window bars, their connecting joints angled outwards to suggest a point of view closer to the window than the point from which it has been painted, as though the viewer were a single eyeball, drifting slowly towards freedom.
Carl Gustav Carus was born in Leipzig in 1789 and was studying medicine at the university when Napoleon's army marched into the city seventeen years later. His specialism was anatomy and his work on the morphology of bones led to the discovery of a homologous form common to all vertebrates - an idea that was important to Darwin. He also studied painting at the Leipzig Art Academy and showed his work at the Kunstakademie in Dresden (where he became friends with Caspar David Friedrich), though his paintings are strangely devoid of the scientific observation that underpinned his anatomical studies.
On completing two doctorates, in philosophy and medicine, and in the middle of the Napoleonic Wars, he took a position as an obstetrician at a maternity hospital in Dresden (his Lehrbuch der Gynakologie of 1820 was the first systematic work on the 'science of women'). He continued his work in zoology, and his painting, and he also branched out into psychology. Jung claimed that it was Carus, not Freud, who discovered the unconscious, as schematised in his book of 1846 Psyche: Zur Entwicklungsgeschichte der Seele ('Psyche: On the Development of the Soul').
At the age of 38, he was appointed Hofmedicus und Medicinalrath, or court physician, to the king of Saxony, and began writing accounts of his travels around Europe as part of the Saxon court, along with four long volumes of memoirs. He was awarded a prize by the Institut de France for his work on the circulatory system of insects. He seemed to excel at all subjects. But he published quickly, often at great length and with varying degrees of precision. His books are 'islands of visionary insight', the historian of science Franz Alexander remarked, 'surrounded by an ocean of vague and confused generalisation'.
Not even Goethe could help him with his writing. Carus met his idol in Weimar in 1821, en route to Italy, and the two corresponded for a decade. Goethe wrote about Carus's 'geognostic' paintings of rock formations, and in return Carus read Howards Ehrengedachtnis, Goethe's poem in honour of Luke Howard and his paper of 1803 on the naming of the clouds. In his Nine Letters on Landscape Painting, Carus referred to Goethe's poem as the perfect expression of a work of art based on the 'higher understanding' of scientific investigation.
None of this has any obvious relevance to A View of the Sky from a Prison Window, which might have been painted by any half-competent naturalist painter with an eye for the picturesque. The exact location is unknown - perhaps the corner of a ruined church Carus sketched on one of his walks with Friedrich. It was probably painted in his studio in Dresden, which was situated in the same building as the maternity hospital of which he was by this time the director. Around the same time as A View of the Sky, he recorded the studio in a strange and spartan painting, Studio Window. It depicts another divided window, again from a wonky perspective. The bottom half of the window is obscured by a canvas which has been propped on the ledge; another, smaller painting (perhaps the one now hanging in the National Gallery) sits on an easel to the side, its face turned away from the viewer. Carus was still under the influence of Friedrich, who had offered him practical advice on painting, such as the best way to achieve the effect of moonlight (a dark glaze on everything except the moon itself). Carus made copies of paintings by Friedrich, or sought out the locations he had painted, producing works that are so close to the originals that they were often mistaken for them. When Friedrich fell out of favour, so did Carus, but he remained obscure while Friedrich's star rose again in the early years of the 20th century.
Carus's Nine Letters on Landscape Painting shows him shaking off Friedrich's influence, with all its moonlight and mountain mists, in favour of a more scientific, Goethean concept of art. Perhaps this is the escape that he is staging in his painting of the prison window - a transition from gothic moodiness into the clear scientific light of day. The term 'landscape painting' (Landschaftsmalerei) became a bugbear for Carus: 'There is something artisan-like about it that revolts my whole being.' In Nine Letters on Landscape Painting, he suggested replacing it with the more noble-sounding Erdlebenbildkunst ('Earth-life painting'). It was a fusing of science and art that would have satisfied Goethe, or Alexander von Humboldt, a regular visitor to the Dresden studio. For Carus, Erdlebenbildkunst was a matter of representing the interconnected whole of nature, which might be indicated in the smallest detail: 'The quietest forest nook, with its diverse, thrusting vegetation, or the simplest grassy knoll, with its delicate plants, viewed against a blue haze of distance and overarched by a fragrant blue sky, will afford the most beautiful picture of earth-life.'
Carus published his study of Erdlebenbildkunst in the mid-1820s. It was followed by Zwolf Briefe uber das Erdleben ('Twelve Letters on Earth-life'), an exhaustive elaboration of his theory. Nobody took the slightest notice. The only response at the time, as Oskar Batschmann points out, was a satirical drawing in the Munich journal Fliegende Blatter of tree roots coming to life and walking about, with the caption 'Organic life in nature'. Similar ideas were flourishing elsewhere, however. Constable's oil sketches of clouds, painted on Hampstead Heath, were indebted to Howard's theory of cloud formation. Monet's records of changing light conditions and Seurat's scientific approach to colour mixing were both, in their own way, 'Earth-life painting' - even Cezanne might be understood in those terms.
Carus was a pioneer, but also a dilettante and an idealist who couldn't renounce Romanticism. Towards the end of his life, he gave a lecture titled Weiteres uber den Gorilla und gegen die Hypothese Darwin's ('Further Remarks on the Gorilla and in Opposition to Darwin's Hypothesis'), arguing on aesthetic grounds that humans couldn't be related to gorillas, with their 'gawking, narrow eyes'. And when it came to Howard's naming of the clouds, it wasn't so much the observable forms of cirrus and stratus that he cared about, which are hardly clear in A View of the Sky from a Prison Window, but rather painting as a metaphor for an unceasingly curious, observing mind, dividing the sky in four with thick brushmarks and saying this cloud is called this, that cloud is called that.
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Hoodoo Man
Francis Gooding

3717 wordsMost  people in most places, past and present, have seen magic as a part of life: potentially dangerous but certainly efficacious, an essential, everyday means of getting things done. A good-luck charm, a visit to the shaman, a love spell, a holy talisman, a lock of hair, a photograph of someone you love: who truly believes such things are without meaning? But does any of it really work?
A sceptic could, of course, try to find out, through scientific experiment or by studying the deceptions of magicians, healers and witches. You might even try stepping into the sorcerer's shoes, pantomiming their arts and seeing what happens. But there is a risk: what if, by play-acting as a magician, you become the real thing? The American anthropologist Franz Boas records the story of a powerful Kwakwaka'wakw shaman, Qa'sElid, who had embarked on his apprenticeship because he wanted to know whether the magic of shamans was real or if they were just pretending. So he learned the tricks of the trade, becoming especially proficient at a procedure in which a feather, concealed in the mouth and bloodied by biting one's tongue, is 'sucked out' of a sick person during a ritual then proclaimed the cause of their illness. Having used this trick to cure a patient who had asked for him after seeing him in a dream, Qa'sElid's renown spread, and soon neighbouring shamans started to beg for his secrets. He began to wonder whether the tricks he had learned were actually potent; they certainly seemed to effect more impressive cures than the charlatanry around him (some of his peers didn't even bother with the bloody feather, merely sucking and blowing at their patients). Qa'sElid ends his narrative far less certain about magic than when he set out. What seemed false had become true.
Qa'sElid had inadvertently become what Malcolm John Rebennack Jr, in his first work as Dr John, billed as the 'last of the best':
They call me the gris-gris man
Got many clients, come from miles around,
Running down my prescription
I got medicine to cure all y'alls ills,
I got remedies of every description

Rebennack cooked up his gris-gris under the musical supervision of another New Orleans musician, Harold Battiste, during time carved out of Sonny & Cher's recording schedule at the Gold Star studio in Los Angeles in the summer of 1967. The results were released the following year as a notably short long-player, Gris-Gris, credited to Dr John, the Night Tripper, despite the doubts of the head of Atlantic Records, Ahmet Ertegun ('What radio station is gonna play this crap?').
The album ended up in the hands of a young David Toop. Unspooling its peculiarly effective mixture of sideshow fraudulence, oneiric hokum and deeply coded, deadly serious New Orleans folklore on a mono Dansette in a friend's bedroom - a device that was hardly up to deciphering 'the eccentricities of the stereo mix' - Toop was spellbound. 'The record has haunted me ever since,' he writes. More than five decades later, during which time he became a fixture on the British experimental music scene, a prolific music writer and a professor at the London College of Communication, Toop has returned to Gris-Gris to see what spooked him; Two-Headed Doctor is a shapeshifting tumble into the New Orleans night to see if he can find out what it was that put the motion in the potion.
Gris-Gris is a very strange record. The cover sets the tone: tinted darkroom-red and wreathed in smoke, a double-exposure photo gives Rebennack the two heads of Toop's title, and his appalled grimace makes it look as if he has 'just witnessed the slow death of a baby unicorn in a graveyard'. The music lives up to this image with a reverberant, richly layered stew of sounds without any obvious musical precedent, except perhaps some of the more wasted hippie jams of the era. Gris-Gris is funky but not funk, bluesy but not blues, soulful but not soul, and not a rock record either, though it certainly rocks in places. Starting out with the echoing, bass-heavy 'Gris-Gris Gumbo Ya Ya', then moving through a series of frenzied percussion jams and lurching rhythm and blues numbers before concluding with the eerie, maledictory creep of 'I Walk on Guilded Splinters', it really doesn't sound like anything else. The instrumentation is unorthodox: the mandolin features heavily, alongside banjo and slide guitar, flute and organ, harpsichord and woodwind; electronic effects mask the voices of some of the instruments, while the rhythms draw equally from the tradition of the New Orleans street parade and the drums of Congo Square. The songs, where they are songs at all, feature an obscure cast of characters - Zozo La Brique, Mama Roux, the King of the Zulus, Coco Robichaux - who play bit-parts in an abstruse drama narrated in the grizzled croak of 'Dr John', a ringmaster who speaks in code and issues occult threats ('Walk through the fire, fly through the smoke/See my enemy at the end of their rope ... Put gris-gris on your doorstep, soon you'll be in the gutter/Melt your heart like butter'). Cryptic and inimitable, Gris-Gris stomps and skulks its way through a mesmerising half-hour of sonic theurgy.
Yet beyond or beneath the theatrics there is a disconcerting sense that something much more serious is going on, that all the hokum and stage magic might be misdirection of the sort that enables something secret to enter the room. Could this unknown white session musician in fancy dress actually be an authentic Louisiana hoodoo man, a root doctor, a gris-gris man? Is the whole thing so fake it's real? The answers Toop comes up with are fittingly strange. Gris-Gris turns out to be a rich mix of Mardi Gras songs, breathless exoticist pulp, minstrel shows, Cajun lore and New Orleans street-seller cries, zombies and grimoires, Caribbean stick-fighting chants, Creole cooking, real voodoo and its down-home cousin hoodoo, the traditions of the 'Mardi Gras Indians', Professor Longhair and James Booker and Sam Cooke and Jelly Roll Morton and a hundred other croaking, squeaking, grunting voices of the bayou, levee and gulf. Animal voices and fish voices and spirit voices: a graveyard full of ghosts, old and young, all trying to make themselves heard, if you know how to listen.
Born  in New Orleans in 1941, Rebennack had been immersed in the social and musical worlds of his hometown since he was a child. His early life was spent in the 3rd Ward of the city, the district where Louis Armstrong was raised and which has produced many other musicians. His father, also named Malcolm John Rebennack, had a store repairing and selling electrical appliances. When it went under, he began selling records from a hole-in-the-wall on Gentilly Road, in the east end of the city. When this business too went bust, Rebennack Jr took advantage of the remaining stock: 'I had nutin' to do a lot but sit at home and listen to those records.' Starting out as a fan of country and western ('Hank Williams, Roy Rogers, Gene Autry, I was a real hillbilly freak when I was a kid'), he became captivated by jazz and blues, at first through Dinah Washington and Jimmy Scott. There were many musicians in the extended Rebennack family, and the streets of the 3rd Ward resounded to the cries and songs of street sellers and hawkers. An encounter with the legendary New Orleans pianist Professor Longhair turned him towards making music his profession, and by his late teens Rebennack was playing piano and guitar in Black R'n'B bands. By the beginning of the 1960s he was regularly writing songs for both white New Orleans rock'n'rollers such as Jerry Byrne and Jimmy Clanton, and Black recording artists such as Art Neville and Ben E. King. He also issued a handful of instrumental sides as Mac Rebennack and His Orchestra, or Mac Rebennack and the Soul Orchestra - one of these, 'The Point', appeared in 1962 on AFO Records, a local, Black-owned imprint started up by the pianist Harold Battiste.
The abundantly talented Battiste came from a venerable New Orleans musical family, and was a half-hearted convert to Elijah Muhammad's Nation of Islam. After a period as a talent scout for Specialty Records, and with his eye on the Nation's message of Black economic independence and social uplift (he had less time for its dismissal of whites as lab-grown devils), Battiste had started AFO - 'All for One' - as a way of advancing Black collective ownership and control of music in New Orleans. A stint as a session player and arranger in Los Angeles in the mid-1950s had given him a first-hand impression of the ruthlessness of the music industry - Battiste had helped Sam Cooke write the eternal 'You Send Me', but he didn't get a credit, and therefore didn't get any money either. AFO was his attempt to set up an alternative model. The artists and musicians he gathered there included Cooke (who was backed by Battiste's house band, the AFO Executives, until his death in 1964) and a number of experienced New Orleans artists, including eccentrics such as the turbaned Prince La-La, and old running mates from his time in LA. Among them was Rebennack, whom Battiste had first used as a songwriter for Specialty back in 1958.
Some great music was recorded by Battiste at AFO, but no hits; in 1963 it folded, and Battiste went back to LA. During his previous stint there he had worked with Sonny Bono at Specialty. On his return, Bono introduced him to Phil Spector, and Battiste became a backing musician in the 'wall of sound', playing on recordings by Ike and Tina Turner and the Ronettes, and on 'You've Lost That Loving Feeling' by the Righteous Brothers. Rebennack, who decamped to LA around 1965 to join Battiste's tight-knit group of New Orleans transplants, was also eventually absorbed into the impenetrable gleam of Spector's soundworld.
At the same time, Battiste was working as producer and arranger for the pop duo Bono had started with his girlfriend Cheryl Sarkisian; they billed themselves as Sonny & Cher. It was Battiste who took a single afternoon to transform Bono's idea for a three-chord 'oom-pah-pah' waltz into the million-selling 'I Got You Babe'. Battiste's work that day in effect underwrote everything that would subsequently happen to Sonny & Cher. But it was at that time a great rarity for a Black producer to be working in the world of white pop and rock - Tom Wilson, who produced Bob Dylan, Simon and Garfunkel, Nico and the Velvet Underground, is the most overlooked figure here - and it was Sonny Bono who took the writing and production credits; on the back cover of Look at Us, the couple's debut LP, Battiste is listed merely as the pianist. Nevertheless, Battiste had now witnessed the 'almost occult power of pop music to transform ordinary individuals into beings apart'. Toop suggests that the experience informed his role in the transmogrification of the pasty, heroin-hooked Rebennack from a talented New Orleans expat working the LA studio circuit into a smoke-shrouded avatar of the bayou folkways.
Not that Rebennack didn't know those folkways already. He was as deep in them as a white boy could be. By all accounts he lived the life ('always late, always high'), drinking in the sonic heritages of New Orleans and the South as he went. 'We were out with the real people,' he recollected: touring the South with mixed groups before desegregation, where band members had to play behind a curtain or hide on the tour bus ('nightly negotiations with the pathology of racism and its dangerously contradictory rule book', Toop writes); trying to hold down a spot in a band with a succession of names - the Spades, the Skyliners, the Night Trains, the Loafers. It wasn't all sweet: as a white musician trying to get in on a Black musical world, Rebennack was regarded with suspicion and sometimes hostility. But he was a good musician, and he impressed Battiste enough to get on the roster. He was paying his dues.
Touring Florida in 1961, Rebennack had the ring finger on his left hand almost shot off during an altercation with a motel owner. It was sewn back on and he would eventually get it to move again, but his first instrument, the guitar, was now a problem, so he switched to piano and keyboards under the tutelage of the great James Booker. The following year, a crackdown on bars and clubs led by the district attorney for Orleans parish severely restricted work for musicians, making an already precarious way of life even less secure; not long afterwards, Rebennack was arrested with a quantity of heroin and jailed. Released three years later in 1965, he left New Orleans without going home, following the path marked by Battiste out to LA.
From here, the twin stories of Battiste and Rebennack start to converge. After his success with 'I Got You Babe', Battiste had access to studio time and the ear of a major record label. He was producing and arranging for artists of all sorts, and had earned himself space to experiment. Rebennack, arriving in LA, linked up with the AFO crowd, and Battiste began to throw him session work: pop (Phil Spector, the Monkees, Sonny & Cher), soul (Johnnie Morrisette, the O'Jays, the Sims Twins) and rock (Buffalo Springfield, Iron Butterfly, Frank Zappa). And he had some ideas of his own. 'A project had been forming in his mind for some time,' Toop writes, 'almost an opera, a folklore opera like the old medicine shows.' At its centre would be a musical hoodoo man, a mysterious figure, almost a myth. Rebennack had a character in mind already, drawn from New Orleans folklore. Dr John Montanee, or Jean Montanet or Montane or Montanee, or John Bayou, or even Devil John, was a Black free man of New Orleans who owned several properties and kept slaves around the middle of the 19th century. Reportedly of Bambara origins, this Dr John was reputedly a powerful hoodoo man, keenly aware of the ceaselessly shifting line between what was real and what was not: 'It is said,' according to one source, 'that he confessed to intimates that he believed in none of the black magic he practised.'
Toop's narrative is far from straightforward. No opportunity for pareidolic digression, oblique observation or canny aside is wasted: every character's strange history comes to light, every thread is teased out until it thins to invisibility. Toop's own past, his own history of ideas and connections and sonic epiphanies, is also always in the mix. Two-Headed Doctor is in some ways an experiment in just how much close examination a single object - in this case, an album - will bear. It takes a similar approach to the idea of history, and the writing of it: any object or fact or event is just one node in a vast web of connections; the historian chooses a route through it, picks up some characters and leaves others behind, and produces a new story. A complex object like Gris-Gris is the precipitate of multiple pasts, all of which hold a space within it. Toop has invited all the ghosts to speak, and at this point in the story, as Rebennack and Battiste decide to make a record together, they all begin to clamour at once.
Rebennack  had his half-formed idea; Battiste had a crack team of New Orleans musicians, and seems to have seen a chance to score a hit with music he cared about. Rebennack didn't want to be the frontman, but Battiste persuaded him otherwise: more or less everyone else involved was Black, and both men knew all too well the workings of American racism. As Toop puts it, 'an album aimed at the white rock market was only likely to succeed if the singer was white.' So Rebennack was (literally) dressed up for the role, taking on the persona of the historical gris-gris man Dr John. The masquerade had begun, and for Rebennack it would never end - he was Dr John for the rest of his career. For Battiste, it seems that fitting a white, faux-psychedelic mask over his Black experimentalism gave him a rare freedom. 'The studio was like a Mardi Gras reunion,' he would later say. 'Everybody laughing, telling stories all at the same time ... I felt better than I had felt in the studio for a long time. I was comfortable, connected spiritually to the people and the music we were making. I became more involved than I had expected, and it became more than a production to me.' This time he kept his credit.
Toop does not shy away from the racial complexities in all this, including his own tricky identifications as a young, white British music fan who was heavily invested in Black American music. Such racial entanglements - flagrant theft included - in rock'n'roll and all that followed are constitutive of postwar popular music. Rebennack and Battiste understood exactly what they were doing, but still, they were doing it. Gris-Gris is a record made by a white man wearing a black mask, and Rebennack's feathered, faux-hoodoo theatrics would become his professional calling card. His follow-ups Babylon (1969) and Remedies (1970) burnished his reputation among more mainstream peers. Eric Clapton and Mick Jagger, artists whose shameless donning of Black sonic masks rested on far shakier foundations than Rebennack's, both feature on The Sun, Moon and Herbs (1971); Rebennack in turn contributed backing vocals to 'Let It Loose' on the Rolling Stones album Exile on Main Street (1972).
It wasn't until In the Right Place (1973) that Dr John became more widely known. Backed by New Orleans royalty the Meters, and produced by Allen Toussaint, the album yielded the top-ten hit 'Right Place, Wrong Time' as well as 'Such a Night', which Rebennack played at the Band's final concert in 1976, as recorded in Martin Scorsese's documentary The Last Waltz (1978). Rebennack never really hit these heights again, but he had secured his place in the American blues-crossover mainstream. He picked up a string of Grammy Awards from the late 1980s through to the early 2000s; by the time of his death in 2019 he had released well over fifty albums. So it is that perhaps the best-known and internationally most successful embodiment of New Orleans's musical mysteries was a white man dressed up as a Black magus.
In the course of his research, Toop gained access to the tapes and scores from the original sessions. Listening to them, he hears the record coming into shape, assembling itself out of fragments and myths, a musical loup-garou, shapeshifting into its final form: the changes of lyrics, the changes of speed (after the recordings were finished, Battiste slowed down the whole recording slightly, resulting in a disorientating, fractional detuning across the board), the play and alteration of song and rhythm, the mysterious splices and overdubs, the extreme use of stereo panning, the ghostly interventions - mutters and breaths, indeterminate sounds, lost drums - that layer and thicken the sound. The second half of the book is a track-by-track walkthrough: every moment, every lyric, every instrument and effect, every distant sonic cousin or ancient connection or new link is unspooled and examined. The record is revealed as a musico-magical palimpsest of New Orleans history: through the mask, the spirits speak.
Rebennack understood the masquerade, that he was letting others speak through him. He had barely any experience of recording his own voice; now he made a new voice for the character he was inhabiting, or which, inhabiting him, seems to have pulled him into pieces: 'I pitch it painting a picture not only of voodoo but of myself as a dismembered thing ... Instead of using my regular, natural voice, I whispered - hhe-be-be-be - used that thing, not only to make it mysterious and eerie but to make it so that I could come back and be myself at some other point.' Toop makes the point here that ritual dismemberment is a feature of shamanic practices, where the breaking apart of the shaman in a dream or a vision is often part of the initiation process. And masks, as the vessels or embodiments of spirits, always have their own voices: where masquerade is practised, in many parts of West Africa but elsewhere in the world too, each mask, representing or embodying a particular entity, has its own voice, its habitual way of speaking. Sometimes the spirits don't use human speech (they are not human, after all): they may speak in whistles, buzzing sounds, rhythms, growls and yelps. The same is true of spirit possession: in Haitian vodou, every lwa that enters the possessed speaks in a different voice and has a different character. The possessed person exhibits the personality of the lwa; their voice changes and their movements are taken over by the spirit. Which spirits were called into the studio by Battiste and Rebennack? Were they still somehow at their strange work in 1998 when Battiste's other creation, Cher, masked her voice with autotune for the megahit 'Believe' and became a star once more?
'All of the hoodoo doctors have non-conjure cases,' Zora Neale Hurston wrote in her account of New Orleans, Mules and Men (1935). 'They prescribe folk medicine, "roots", and are for this reason called "two-headed doctors".' Magic and non-magic, the power to heal or do harm, ordinary herbal cures and gris-gris on your doorstep. Always both things at once: medicine and magic, black and white, fake and real, true and false. The mask is a made thing, a piece of carved and embellished wood, but it calls the spirit into the person. All the art and artifice of Gris-Gris was pure invention, made from whole cloth: Rebennack was no hoodoo man, the character was a fiction, the garb was straight out of the prop cupboard. But when you play-act at real magic, and you know how to do it, who is to say what is real and what is not? You might really end up as the last of the best.
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An Anchor and a Cross
Em Hogan

2571 wordsIdidn't  plan my first tattoo. A few weeks after my mother died, I was in Mexico City in a bar owned by a female mezcal maker with whom I was having an ill-advised fling. There were only a few people there, including the tattoo artist from the studio upstairs. He had his kit with him, and as the evening wore on, and the mezcal continued to flow, people began inking 'Oaxaca' on one another. I paused for a moment when it came to my turn. The only thing I could imagine tattooed on my arm was the Spanish phrase my mother - once a Spanish teacher - had used the last time I spoke to her in the hospice. When I woke the next morning with the words lo mejor inscribed on my left forearm, I knew she would have hated it.
It was long believed that tattooing originated in ancient Egypt. In 1891, several tattooed mummies of women, dating from around 2000 BCE, were found at Deir el-Bahari near Luxor. Scholars assumed they were 'dancing girls' and the description stuck: as late as 1948 the Egyptologist Louis Keimer described them as 'prostitutes of dubious morality'. It was only in the 1980s that researchers established that the lattice-work designs on the women's stomachs were probably religious fertility symbols, designed to ensure protection in childbirth. Other examples of early tattooing had by this time been found across Eurasia. In 1991, the ice-preserved remains of a man who died around 3250 bce surfaced in the Otztal Alps on the border between Italy and Austria. There were sixty tattoos - mostly dots and small crosses - on his lower spine, right knee and ankle joints, as though they had been intended to alleviate pain. In the permafrost of the Altai Mountains in Siberia, the remains of Scythian nomadic warriors were found bearing elaborate tattoos of animals and mythical creatures.
Matt Lodder's Tattoos: The Untold History of a Modern Art focuses on the history of tattooing in the West. His story begins in the 18th century, by which time tattooing had become an established commercial activity in the Middle East. Images of the crucified Christ or the skull of Adam were popular souvenirs among European pilgrims returning from the Holy Land. In 1658, the French pilgrim Jean de Thevenot described Christian tattooists in Jerusalem using wooden blocks to stamp religious symbols - often crosses - onto the skin of visitors before pricking in the ink:
They have several wooden moulds, of which you may choose that which pleases you best, then they fill it with coal dust, and apply it to your arm, so that they leave upon the same the mark of what is cut in the mould; after that, with the left hand they take hold of your arm and stretch the skin of it, and in the right hand they have a little cane with two needles fastened in it, which from time to time they dip into ink, mingled with ox's gall, and prick your arm all along the lines that are marked by the wooden mould.

In the late 1760s and early 1770s, the Pacific voyages of James Cook and Louis-Antoine de Bougainville, among others, introduced Europeans to the tattooing traditions of the Polynesian islands; the word 'tattoo' itself derives from the Tahitian tatau - to mark or strike the skin. Sydney Parkinson, Cook's draughtsman, and the botanist Joseph Banks, who served as Cook's scientific officer, were both tattooed during their travels, as were members of the mutinous crew of William Bligh's HMS Bounty, who spent five months in Tahiti in 1789.
In 1813, after visiting the Marquesas Islands in the southern Pacific Ocean, the German naturalist Georg Heinrich von Langsdorff wrote:
It is undoubtedly very striking that nations perfectly remote from each other, who have no means of intercourse whatsoever ... should yet all be agreed in this practice. Among Europeans, that is to say pilgrims to the Holy Sepulchre, and the sailors of almost all the nations of Europe ... among the nations of both the northern and southern hemispheres, both of the east and the west, in the old and the new world, are to be found traces of this custom; in some places more, in some places less, but among all and in a certain degree.

Others did not share his sense of wonder. In 1835, the American sailor William Torrey was shipwrecked in the Marquesas, where he claimed to have been captured by 'cannibals' and forcibly tattooed. He published an account of his experience in Torrey's Narrative: or, The Life and Adventures of William Torrey (1848). In 19th-century captivity narratives such as Torrey's, Lodder writes, tattoos 'serve as indications of "savagery"'.
As the practice became more widespread, tattooing became a marker of class and character. Many references to tattoos survive in administrative and disciplinary records - dockworker registers, criminal reports and newspaper notices seeking runaway servants in the colonies. In 1766, the Pennsylvania Gazette offered a reward for a 21-year-old Irishman, Francis Power, who had escaped from his employers. The men to whom he was indentured, Thomas Barnsley and Herman Vansant, described him as 'a great lover of strong drink ... marked with Indian ink or gunpowder on both arms' and 'under his shirt with the figure of our Saviour crucified'. 'The upper part of his right thumb,' they noted, 'has the date of the year 1761 on it.' In 1797, a man called Thomas Maley was convicted in London of high treason and piracy; his criminal record listed several tattoos, including a pierced heart, a crucifix and a mermaid. Lodder also cites the case of Miles Confrey, a tailor who was found guilty of theft in 1854, and escaped from a prison ship in London before it set sail for Australia. A large sketch of Confrey appeared in Punch magazine, with his tattoos - a crucifix, ship motifs and what may have been a scene of armed robbery - prominently displayed.
The first person in the West who can be described as a professional tattoo artist was Martin Hildebrandt, a German emigre who settled in 19th-century Manhattan. The New York Directory for 1859 lists Hildebrandt's tattoo studio alongside the city's grocers, carpenters and labourers. He had learned his craft from another sailor while serving in the US navy in the 1840s, before opening his own shop in what Lodder describes as 'a notoriously insalubrious boarding and drinking house in a violent, pier-side neighbourhood known as Slaughterhouse Point'.
The expansion of New York Harbour provided Hildebrandt with plenty of custom, but it was the influence of Japan that enabled his tattoo business to thrive. Hildebrandt claimed to have been aboard one of the American ships that, in 1853, forced Japan to open its ports to the outside world. An obsession with Japanese culture soon followed and, Lodder suggests, 'the extensive, elaborate tattoos worn by actors, mailmen, firemen and others' were particularly striking to Western eyes, being 'far removed from the familiar European tattoos in both scope and aesthetic execution'. The fascination worked both ways. A colour woodblock print by Utagawa Yoshimori from 1860 depicts two (rather gormless-looking) Westerners encountering two Japanese men, one of whom displays a vivid canvas of blue and red ink on his back.
By the late 19th century, it was clear that tattoos were no longer confined to the lower classes. Hildebrandt boasted of having 'many highly respectable gentlemen' among his clientele. His main rival throughout the 1880s was Edwin Thomas, who ran a studio on the Lower East Side and advertised a refined tattooing service for 'elderly and well-to-do merchants and ladies in silk attire'. Lodder relates the case of the Tichborne claimant, which was avidly followed on both sides of the Atlantic. Roger Tichborne, a young British aristocrat, was shipwrecked off the coast of Brazil in 1854. His mother, convinced that her son was still alive, launched a campaign to find him. Some years later, an imposter - in reality a butcher's son from Wapping - came forward claiming to be the missing man. When he took the Tichborne family to court, it emerged that the real Roger had been 'marked like a common sailor', with his initials, a heart, an anchor and a cross tattooed on his arms while he was at public school. The imposter, who had no such identifying marks, was charged with perjury. A decade later, in 1881, Prince George (the future King George V) and his brother Prince Albert Victor were tattooed during a visit to Japan: George chose a dragon, Albert Victor a stork.
Lodder identifies Sutherland Macdonald, born in Leeds in 1860, as the first professional tattoo artist in Britain. By 1894, Macdonald was working from a studio in the basement of the Turkish Baths on Jermyn Street. The space, Lodder writes, was 'sumptuously outfitted, much as a Japanese studio might have been, with luxurious cushions and a divan, with cigarettes and drinks made available for clients'. His customers included educated and wealthy men such as the barrister Reginald Loyd, later land tax commissioner for Berkshire, whose arms and torso Macdonald covered with birds, snakes, dragons and other mythical creatures. Another client was the Hon. George Edwardes, the son of an MP. In a photograph reproduced in the book, Edwardes poses with a cigarette in his mouth, his arms crossed defiantly over his chest. His tattoos include a catfish copied directly from a Hokusai print, together with a snake, lobster and crab. An image of an Indigenous American on horseback adorns his sternum.
Most of these tattoos were easily concealed from public view. In 1926, Vanity Fair reported that 'tattooing has passed from the savage to the sailor, from the sailor to the landsman, and is now to be found beneath many a tailored shirt.' But fashions change. The vogue for shorter skirts in the 1930s had the unintended consequence of revealing tattoos on older women, some of which had been acquired decades earlier and were never intended to be seen. In 1938, Lady Edith Vane-Tempest-Stewart, marchioness of Londonderry, caused a stir when she appeared at a fashion show with a dragon tattoo, which she'd had done in Japan in 1904, visible through her sheer stockings.
By this time, the tattoo artist's job had been made considerably easier thanks to the invention of the electric tattoo machine, a device patented in 1891 by Samuel O'Reilly, who had learned his craft in New York, possibly under Hildebrandt. He had the ingenious idea of attaching a needle to one of Thomas Edison's electric pens. The machine used in modern tattoo parlours may be more precise and a great deal quieter, but the essential operation hasn't changed: a needle driven rapidly up and down by electric power.
Lodder points out that commercial tattooists have mostly been, and still tend to be, heterosexual men. Throughout his book, he is careful to note practitioners who defied the norm. Among them was Mildred Hull, the most prominent female tattoo artist of the 1940s, who had a studio on the Bowery in New York. She had taken up tattooing at the suggestion of a boyfriend (he had noticed her skill with an embroidery needle) and managed to distinguish herself from her older male competitors, whom she dismissed as 'has-beens' unable to expand their repertoire of images. She also maintained strict professional standards, refusing to tattoo minors and admonishing clients not to be 'wise guys'. Lodder also discusses Jessie Knight, born in South London, who took over her father's tattooing business in 1927. In 1955, she was runner-up in the Champion Tattooer of All England competition for a full backpiece depicting a Highland fling.
The notion of the tattoo as something concealed - waiting to be uncovered - lends it an erotic quality. The association with secrecy helps to explain why tattooing became linked with queer communities - people accustomed to leading double lives and seeking out signs from fellow travellers. Hans Rudolf ('Rudi') Inhelder, a Swiss physicist who spent time in London and Bristol in the early 1950s, became involved in a network of British tattoo clubs before taking his expertise to New York. He was much in demand within the Cold War defence industry. Although tattooing was banned in New York in 1961 following an outbreak of hepatitis, Inhelder went on to found the Tattoo Club of America in 1963. He missed, as Lodder writes, 'the camaraderie ... of tattooers and tattooed people he had found in London'. It was also a way to meet people at a time when coming out could ruin one's career (queer men were said to be more susceptible to communism).
One member of Inhelder's club was Phil Sparrow, born Samuel Steward. A professor of literature at Washington State, he had lost his academic post in 1936 after publishing Angels on the Bough, a novel deemed too sexually explicit - though it earned him the admiration of Gertrude Stein and Alice B. Toklas. He assisted Alfred Kinsey with research for the follow-up to Sexual Behaviour in the Human Male and wrote a column - with 'barely coded allusions to homosexual promiscuity' - in the Illinois Dental Journal. After his dismissal from academia, Steward reinvented himself as a tattoo artist and changed his name, motivated in part, it seems, by what Lodder describes as his 'grand sexual appetite':
Over the course of his life, he extensively documented his thousands of sexual encounters in a self-declared Stud File ... He even tattooed a handy series of measurement marks on his forearm in order to accurately record the particular prowess of each of his partners for posterity ... 'I wanted freedom,' he described later. '[Tattooing] was a grand new way to feast the eyes on male beauty ... one could now touch the skin which you could only look at in the classroom - the arms, the legs, the chest - and there would be no one to raise an eyebrow, and you could in the right instances take a young man to the cot in the back room.'

Sparrow went on to become the main tattoo artist for the Hells Angels in California. On one occasion, he was reportedly forced to black-out a Hells Angels tattoo acquired by a non-member, while a group of Angels held the man down.
In Britain in the 1970s, a former art teacher called Alan Oversby began working as a tattooist under the pseudonym 'Mr Sebastian'. His 'flashes' - repeatable designs displayed on studio walls - included images of circus strongmen and of sadomasochistic gay sex. Mr Sebastian also did body piercing, and in the late 1980s he was caught up in Operation Spanner, a police crackdown on gay BDSM communities that led to the arrest of sixteen men. He received a suspended prison sentence for what Lodder describes as 'having carried out consensual genital piercing on a boyfriend'.
Lodder documents the lives of these gay men but doesn't examine what drew them to tattooing. Altering the body can be a means of reclaiming it, of asserting ownership over something society seeks to regulate. A tattoo can function in many ways: as a message for all to see or as a discreet code recognisable only to those who know its meaning. It can be an act of defiance as well as solidarity. I remember as a young child walking in a London park with my mother when an androgynous person with a shaved head and tattooed arms jogged past us. 'Why do they need to make it so obvious?' my mother said. I didn't understand what she meant at the time, but I do now.
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At the Movies
'L'Histoire de Souleymane'
Michael Wood

1089 wordsThe  title seems a little tame if you haven't seen the movie. L'Histoire de Souleymane: Souleymane's Story (or History). For once the problem or the fun has nothing to do with the double meaning of the French word histoire. It just feels as if the director of the film, Boris Lojkine, and his co-writer, Delphine Agut, could have worked a bit harder. Or worked less. There's a reason Mrs Dalloway isn't called 'Mrs Dalloway's Story'.
We learn how wrong we are quite early in the narrative. In this film, a story is the answer you give to questions about where you come from or how you got here. 'Here' means Paris: its streets, by day and by night, and the offices of OFPRA, the French Office for the Protection of Refugees and Stateless Persons. The film opens with a queue outside this office, then moves inside to the waiting room. We hear names being called and follow a young man named Souleymane Sangare (superbly played, in his first acting role, by Abou Sangare) down a series of corridors behind his interviewer, who remains unnamed but is wonderfully portrayed by Nina Meurisse.
The film's story in another sense - its narrative and pictorial line - shows Souleymane riding his bike, picking up and delivering food orders, meeting friendly customers and quarrelling with the other kind. He comes from Guinea and has been in Paris for some time. After long days, he sleeps in a crowded hostel for emigres on the outskirts of the city, beyond the Jaures Metro - a bus and a train ride away from where he works. The narrative suspense centres on (and returns us to) our first sense of 'story': Souleymane's interview at OFPRA, where we have already seen him arrive, is scheduled for the day after tomorrow. The outcome will determine whether he can stay in France.
Souleymane repeatedly runs into money troubles - not just his own, but also those of the people meant to pay him. When he is not delivering pizzas and other devourables, he is racing through the Paris suburbs in search of cash and the fake documents he needs for his interview. He tracks a friend down to his apartment, and they have a row in the doorway which ends with the friend flinging Souleymane down a flight of stairs. The fall leaves a wound on his face and causes his hand to bleed.
Over the course of the film, he talks to his mother on the phone and has two conversations with his girlfriend, Kadiatou (Keita Diallo). Speaking to Kadiatou, he attempts some jokes but can't hide his melancholy. He is trying to say goodbye for ever without making it a big deal and is totally unpersuasive in encouraging her to marry a man who has just proposed to her. She has given him the news of this development in the hope of a quite different response from him. Of his mother he just wants to know she is 'all right', but we learn in another context that she has been ostracised by her community and her husband because of mental illness. This makes sad sense of her response to Souleymane on the phone: 'There's a lot of yelling in my head.'
Another kind of suspense - more like a suspension - arises from the fact that in this world telling or believing in the truth is a terrible tactical error. Souleymane gets tired on the job and is hit by a car because he fails to pay attention to a traffic light. But he wouldn't be able to do any of this if he wasn't using a friend's work permit. One of his deliveries is to a group of policemen in a car. They pick up on a fault in his modes of identification and seem about to arrest him. It turns out they are just joking around.
The most unsettling example of suspended disbelief occurs when we encounter Barry (Alpha Oumar Sow), who not only supplies the documents that allow immigrants to request an interview, but also coaches them for it. A significant part of the film shows Souleymane rehearsing his story as he rides his bike. It needs a lot of rehearsing because he is supposed to be remembering the 'good' history - the one Barry has supplied for him - rather than his real one. When we first see Barry's 'school', a young woman is recounting the harrowing story of her rape. She is subdued, hesitant and entirely convincing. This may be because she is telling the truth, but everything in the context suggests that her acting - unlike Souleymane's - is perfect. The implication is that the truth needs to be formed, just as much as untruths do.
Souleymane is next in line for a practice run. When Barry rebukes him for not knowing his story, he asks for a new one. He struggles with the political details in the script. Barry will not oblige. His usual tactic for Guinean applicants is to claim ties to the UFDG (the Union of Democratic Forces of Guinea). But telling the same story as others can have bad consequences. Souleymane's friend at the hostel has recently been turned down by OFPRA. The questioners informed him that too many applicants had told the same story, and that he failed the test when he couldn't describe in detail the interior of a prison where he claimed to have been held.
The end of the movie takes us back to the beginning, actually repeating a few frames. Souleymane's name is called in the waiting room; he follows the OFPRA interviewer to her office, and they have a long conversation. He is nervous, uncertain, embarrassed, but gets his story out. The interviewer is serious and sympathetic, typing up responses to what he says, making his answers easier for him. She has none of the impatience or weariness we often associate with bureaucrats.
I run into a curious spoiler concern at this point. Curious because the concern is not really about a spoiler. The film offers no resolution to any of the questions it raises about Souleymane's future, the efficacy of truth or anything else. But Lojkine's delicate play with our expectations is so finely handled that it's best experienced directly rather than described. I will say that when Souleymane finishes telling his tale to the interviewer, she responds with a question: 'Who wrote this story for you?'
 




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.lrb.co.uk/the-paper/v47/n20/michael-wood/at-the-movies



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Saturdays at the Sewage Works
Rosemary Hill

3495 wordsThe initials  are hard to decipher, but whoever he was, the French master at Surbiton County Grammar School in 1966 is probably dead by now. Even if he is alive, he is unlikely to recall his exasperated verdict on the shortcomings of the 14-year-old Martin Parr: 'utterly lazy and inattentive'. For Parr, the consequences were more far-reaching, and in the short term disastrous: his mother tore up the report in front of him. 'Perhaps she was so disappointed by my school reports because her father, my grandfather, had been a headmaster,' he suggests. He has waited more than half a century to serve up his revenge, but it has not gone cold. The French master's verdict has given him the title for this autobiographical collection of 150 numbered images with accompanying texts, taken down by Wendy Jones as she and Parr 'talked through his past'. The report itself, carefully taped back together, is number 11. 'I've become very proud of "utterly lazy and inattentive",' he explains, somewhat redundantly, adding that his headmaster had written: 'I wish I could understand his temperamental difficulties.' 'If only Mr Earnest Waller could see me now!'
[image: ] From 'The Last Resort' (1983-85)




To the reader it may seem that Mr Waller was doing his best but somewhere in Parr the aggrieved teenager lives on. He is so obviously not lazy or inattentive that it is surprising he still minds. His success comes from exactly the opposite qualities. Precise attention, often to the apparently unremarkable, and an energetic, bordering on relentless, commitment to his work, have given him the career whose brilliance he is keen to emphasise. Some slights, it seems, go too deep for time, success and celebrity to heal. The unfortunate French report is not the only grievance to which Parr returns in the course of this agreeably discursive tour of his life and times, which is also at its best an excursion through postwar Britain taking in some of Abroad, as seen from the British point of view. Woven through it is an essay on the history of photography, from his paternal grandfather's amateur portraits of the 1950s to the mobile phone and the selfie stick. Not all the images are Parr's and there are heroes as well as villains.
He was born in 1952 and brought up in suburban Surrey in a neatly nuclear family. His father was a civil servant in the Department of the Environment and had met his mother, a part-time typist, there. Donald Parr was a Yorkshireman, the son of a Methodist preacher. His wife, Joyce, whom Parr describes as 'very bright', was brought up an only child in Gloucestershire, the daughter of 'a real Cheltenham lady'. 'They were very different people, my parents.' On holiday in the Pyrenees in 1962 the differences are not on show, except perhaps in his mother's sideways glance away from the camera. His father, a keen birdwatcher, has his field glasses round his neck. Martin's younger sister, Vivien, sits in her brother's lap. Everyone is squinting; the sun must be in their eyes as his father tenses and leans forward slightly, ready to press the remote shutter release. As with every ordinary family there were on close examination things about them that might seem peculiar to outsiders: the regular Saturday outings to the Hersham Sewage Works - good for birdwatching - or Martin's own museum in the cellar with its star exhibit, the dead mole his father had found and stuffed with cotton wool ('You know, why not?'). The mole remained a treasured possession until his girlfriend Susie made it clear that it was her or the mole. He and Susie have been married for 45 years.
It is on the border between the ordinary and the peculiar that Parr likes to work. He points out, more than once, that what is commonplace now will one day be remarkable. Too often the texture of the past is lost because people don't bother to describe what is obvious to them and to everyone around them. When he gives talks, Parr notices that his audience engages most keenly when they recognise something from their own lives - the moment that comes to us all one day, in a museum or an exhibition, of 'we had one like that' as you see yourself in the rear-view mirror becoming history. Yet what is striking about the first third of the book is how slowly certain things changed. I grew up some years after Parr in much the same places and circumstances, through the turbulence of the 1960s and 1970s, which passed me and him and our families by, largely unchanged. In the suburbs it was still a postwar world for people of our parents' generation. Rationing was a recent memory, avocado pears a new phenomenon. Parr's father looks as if he is wearing his demob suit as he emerges from the cellar, picnic rug in hand. When Parr went through his teenage trainspotting phase, the Surrey commuters were still going to work on steam trains. The new suburbia of hostess trollies and mixer taps, with which Parr later made play, was advancing only slowly.
The pace speeds up through Parr's recollections. By the final third of the book it is going so fast that two of his more recent images, the annual St George's Day celebrations in West Bromwich, a carnival of England flags and red and white face painting in 2018, and a Tesla showroom in New York in 2023, have taken on new resonance since the beginning of this year. Observation turns to nostalgia while he works. Chew Stoke: A Year in the Life of an English Village was published in 1992, a project for the Telegraph Magazine. The image he has chosen from it has a vicar at a local function, leaning over a table of wine bottles towards a pink-cheeked woman in a red, white and blue striped frock, who clasps her hands as she beams up at him. The idea was conceived as a revisiting of a book by one of Parr's photographic heroes, John Hinde. Hinde's Exmoor Village, published in 1947, was a study of Luccombe, but that had already, in a sense, gone. It now belongs to the National Trust and so, Parr concludes, is 'completely stuck in the past'. He went to Chew Stoke instead. It had 'a church, a shop, a post office and a vicar - everything you'd expect in an English village'. Thirty-three years later you'd be lucky to find the last three.
Parr's suburban childhood was interspersed with summer holidays in Calverley, where he went on his own to stay with his grandfather. 'It was a lot more fun in Yorkshire than in Surrey.' The book is dedicated to his 'very nice, very attentive, very gentle, soothing' grandfather George, who had taken up photography seriously after retiring from his job as a printer. A fellow of the Royal Photographic Society, he lent Martin a camera and they would go out together to take pictures and then process them in George's darkroom. He even went so far as to stage photographs. The image entitled 'Grandfather' is illustrated by a picture of Martin aged ten with 'Uncle Wilf', in fact a cousin of George's, who has been posed 'as the grandfather-type figure' showing the boy how the camera they are both holding works. It looks like a Boyhood of Raleigh moment, the course of a lifetime set as the inspiration is passed from one generation to another, but Parr makes clear that his choice of career was not so straightforward. The decision came in two parts. The first, from 1966, is 'No. 9: Humour', embodied in the cover of The Tom Lehrer Song Book. It was the first book that Parr bought, and he loved the 'brilliant, cutting songs'. Lehrer's death in July is another moment that has overtaken Parr's book, but he had stopped writing and performing in the 1970s, giving various reasons for the decision including the fact that 'political satire became obsolete when Henry Kissinger was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize.' Lehrer's work is sometimes Swiftian in its darkness and Parr emphasises that it was this that inspired him. Humour not photography was his first passion. 'I studied humour very carefully from a very early age.' At ten, he was asking to stay up late to watch That Was the Week That Was and listening to Hancock's Half Hour. This was where he found his point of view on the world. It is with the next image, Albuquerque, New Mexico (1957) by Garry Winogrand, that the moment comes when, aged fourteen, Parr decides to be a photographer, saying to himself: 'It's what I will do for the rest of my life, until I drop dead ... Don't ask me why. I just knew it was the right thing.'
He had come across the work of Winogrand through his craft teacher, Phil Reed, the one kindred spirit at Surbiton Grammar, who brought in photographic magazines. The image, in black and white, of a small child and an overturned tricycle on a concrete driveway with a vast backdrop of sky and mountains, is indeed 'strange and compelling'. Parr finds it both 'perfect' and yet 'still a mystery'. It isn't funny - the mood borders on menace - but it suggests a narrative and in that combination of observation and implicit storytelling it resembles Parr's work. If he had good circumstantial reasons to choose photography, it seems he chose it only as his medium. His message is what he saw in the satirists. Tony Hancock 'was good at pricking the pomposity of the English. That's something which, in a sense, I do, too.' It is an interesting admission, a concession to those of his critics who accuse him of making fun of his subjects, exploiting them for comic purpose. Parr denies this, but the question has echoed round his work since his breakthrough show and book, The Last Resort, in 1986, of pictures taken at New Brighton over a period of three years.
The Parrs had moved to the Wirral in 1982, not far from New Brighton, which Parr already knew had 'great potential'. It was 'a tradition' for Merseysiders to go to the beach there, 'if you could call it a beach. It was shabby, but ... it had an ice-cream parlour, an amusement arcade and funfair rides.' There is an excellent black and white image - one of his best - among the New Brighton shots, a classic landscape composition of foreground, middle ground and horizon. In front to the left, a pair of women sit sidesaddle on a breakwater, headscarves and cardigans against the wind. To the right and behind them, two men in jackets and heavy shoes pace purposefully across the beach, and at the water's edge a man facing out to sea holds the hand of a toddler in shorts. Along the horizon, like sailing ships, are the cranes of Liverpool docks. The picture is the heart, or the hinge, of the book. Over the page, the next New Brighton image, taken only four years later, in colour, seems to come from a different age. Time and Parr's career pick up speed together.
The use of colour was one reason The Last Resort was controversial. It was not the medium for serious photography. 'In the 1940s and 1950s colour was almost heresy ... regarded as commercial and trivial.' Parr attributes this purely to snobbery, though there was also the question of processing, which was easier for a solo photographer to do in black and white than colour, and the fact that although anyone could have a cheap colour camera by the 1960s, the colours were neither true nor stable. Fine art and architectural photography continued to be monochrome well into the 1980s. But there is no doubt that snobbery came into it. The enhanced and cheerful colours of John Hinde's postcard views, which Parr admires, and the tinted studio portraits of debutantes posing as Roman goddesses by Madame Yevonde, which he doesn't mention, were good enough reasons for a genre still sensitive about its status as an art form to seek to distance itself.
By the late 1970s, however, Parr noticed serious American photographers were moving into colour and in 1982 he got his 6 x 7 Plaubel Makina. This let him take pictures faster. 'Then I had the idea to use flash in daylight.' The first of the Last Resort pictures here, 'No. 51: Colour and Flash', is a composition of red, white and blue, showing a family eating chips in a seafront shelter. The white is mostly chip paper from the overflowing litter bin. In 'No. 52: The Burger Bar in the Lido', from the same series, a crowd of holidaymakers, mostly women and children, are queuing up or putting relish on their food. Parr is behind the counter where the pump-action bottles of mustard, ketchup and brown sauce stand surrounded by crumbs. Nobody is looking at the camera.
The Last Resort was shown in Liverpool, where the images came as 'no particular shock' to local people. When it went to the Serpentine, it was a different story: 'All hell broke loose.' Parr was accused of patronising his subjects. His explanation for the controversy is that 'middle-class people down South didn't know what the North of England was like,' which can at most be only partly true and sits oddly with his claim to be a satirist. If Parr is celebrating his subject matter, he is doing it from a distance. 'No. 57: Opening Night' shows him and Susie ready to go to the Liverpool show, got up in colourful beach gear - Parr in a straw sombrero and Susie with a brightly patterned lilo and matching beach bag. 'I always made a big effort to dress appropriately for openings.' It's hard not to see something patronising in the 'effort' he has made to resemble his subjects.
Parr's form of observational satire is sometimes compared with Alan Bennett's, but he is closer to Hogarth. Bennett can be sharp, sharper at times than some of his admirers perhaps notice, but his characters have depth. They are drawn with empathy, a quality that Parr's images lack. And of course Bennett, like Parr's comic heroes and unlike Parr himself, creates his characters. Bennett's monologuing Talking Heads and Hancock's suburban everyman stuck in East Cheam on a Sunday afternoon are fictions and lovable, if not always likeable, because they are understood. Even Lehrer, the beaming harbinger of apocalypse, is alongside his audience, assuring us that 'we will all go together when we go.' Hogarth invented his characters but cast an unrelentingly cold eye on them. His point of view, like Parr's, is located well outside the picture plane. If, as Parr points out, you find yourself in one of his photographs and you don't like it, there is nothing you can do. Some of his subjects might feel justifiably aggrieved about his interpretations of them. Is the woman in the background of 'No.75: An English Village' really 'looking daggers'? She is slightly out of focus, and her expression is hard to read. She may be furious, or she may be startled by the photographer, or she may have just remembered she left the oven on. Two men holding glasses of wine at a Tory party event with no discernible expression look 'very smug' to Parr. 'Smug' is a word he uses a lot. 'Posh' is another.
At times his detachment is bewildering. His commentary on a picture taken in Tiananmen Square in 1985 during a trip to China with Jane Bown and Heather Angel as guests of the Chinese Photographers' Association dwells on the food, the number of Chinese photographers who came to his talk (two thousand), the 'hints of regeneration' he noticed in the streets and the fact that these pictures were his last sequence in black and white. There is no mention of the way this particular ordinary moment, pedestrians passing by and a child looking at the camera, was made historic four years later by a massacre.
The next  pivotal point, 'The Light Switch Moment', comes in 1991. It features one of the stills Parr took for Signs of the Times, a series of documentary films made for the BBC by Nicholas Barker. These five sets of interviews with individuals and couples talking about their homes and their taste was 'very deadpan' and 'very provocative and controversial'. Still available to view, it is compelling and painful to watch as the subjects, often sitting in pairs on sofas, talk confidingly in response to questions we mostly don't hear about their homes, their aspirations and their lives. Sometimes one of the pair smiles fondly at the other's remarks; sometimes, especially in the programme about mothers and daughters, an expression of hurt or bewilderment passes over their face. Parr's contribution was to take the interviewees' portraits, standing and unsmiling, as he prefers his subjects, and some still lifes of their favourite possessions. The light switch he has picked is from the home of a Birmingham couple who love their house and have taken trouble to decorate it in the sort of neo-Tudor taste that has been exasperating the cognoscenti since the 1920s. The double switch has a white plastic frame round it in a pattern of swags and garlands. The remark that goes with it is the wife's comment that 'we wanted a cottagey, stately home kind of feel.' Parr likes the image because 'the thing around the switch is so naff' and 'the idea of trying to make a cottagey stately home is ridiculous.'
The next image from Signs of the Times is a gold ruched bathroom blind that featured in the mothers and daughters episode and gives the mother 'such pleasure ... every day when I sit in the bath'. Her daughter likes it too. Parr finds it 'wonderfully silly'. Because of the TV programmes and the billboard posters promoting them, Signs of the Times was 'the highest-profile exhibition' Parr has had, 'seen by millions'. The people whose curtains, ornaments and spare bedrooms, not to mention their personal relationships, were displayed on 'posters all over the Tube' were not so happy, or only 'to a certain degree', as Parr admits. 'I guess we pushed them into that situation.' As images become historic they reflect the creator as much as the subject. Signs of the Times leaves a nasty taste.
Although he doesn't often talk in aesthetic terms, some of Parr's pictures are simply beautiful. Like John Atkinson Grimshaw, who also found his subjects in the streets of Liverpool, Parr favours the 'magic hour', the moment when natural light is fading and artificial light beginning to come on, especially effective when reflected from rainy pavements. 'The only non-swimmer who had ever bought an underwater camera' according to the shop where he got it, Parr makes use of one to catch a rainy twilight in Halifax, where a man in a flat cap, hands in pockets, is making his way home. In Rothesay he captures James Carrick's Modernist Pavilion as the moon rises and the red and orange electric light from the interior sings out against the blue of the water and the white of a streetlight.
He continues to be enthusiastic about the latest technology, especially the iPhone 15, which can see more than the human eye at the magic hour or when the light is low in an interior. Gary Williams Performing at Ronnie Scott's, taken last year, looks at first like a photo collage with Williams and the other foreground figures blank cut-outs against the crowd. In 2019, Parr published Death by Selfie, a book in the shape of a smartphone. Selfies 'are what tourists do at tourist locations' according to Parr, who explains that all his travels are 'trips', not holidays, and so he is never a tourist. He sees the selfie as an opportunity to photograph people in front of famous buildings. 'Previously people were facing the monument or whatever it was, and I only got their backs. Now people have turned around. That's helped me enormously.' He sounds almost regretful that selfie-sticks seem to be going out of fashion and wonders why, though in his description of people falling off cliffs and stepping in front of trains, he may have answered his own question. The suburban rebel who swore he'd never do commercial work has put some of his prejudice aside now that he is on the inside. Fashion shoots for Gucci in Cannes, a CBE and a royal garden party all take their place in his memoir, albeit with a tendency still to want it both ways. He thinks his fashion images are in some way 'a subversion of the whole idea of fashion', though it is hard to see how, or for that matter why fashion, which loves anything 'meta', would mind.
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Holed below the Waterline
Florence Sutcliffe-Braithwaite

4243 wordsIn late  2004, Boris Johnson cowered in a 'cold, damp three-star hotel' in Liverpool, worried that if he went outside he'd be attacked. He had embarked on what he called 'Operation Scouse-grovel', after the magazine he edited, the Spectator, published an (unsigned) editorial describing Liverpudlians as having 'a peculiar, and deeply unattractive, psyche': 'They see themselves whenever possible as victims, and resent their victim status; yet at the same time they wallow in it.' The editorial repeated malicious lies about the victims of the Hillsborough disaster, which Johnson - admitting to 'mistakes of facts and taste' - now acknowledged as untrue. He was in the city to apologise, but he couldn't find anyone willing to accept his apology.
After the disturbances in the Toxteth neighbourhood in 1981, Michael Heseltine, then a member of Thatcher's cabinet, argued that 'tactical retreat, a combination of economic erosion and encouraged evacuation', had been going on in Liverpool for decades, and was at least partly the result of government policy. He thought he could turn the city around, and was gunning for the job of 'minister for Merseyside'. By contrast, the chancellor of the exchequer, Geoffrey Howe, suggested to Thatcher that the 'option of managed decline' shouldn't be discounted: Liverpool's problems were the most intractable of any urban area in Britain, and it might be better simply to write it off. Heseltine carried the day and the Tories committed considerable resources to the city. Sam Wetherell agrees with Heseltine that postwar governments presided over 'tactical retreat', but thinks that what Thatcher and her successors did was little more than a continuation: 'Liverpool's continued purpose was never fully resolved.'
In his first book, Foundations: How the Built Environment Made 20th-Century Britain, Wetherell suggested that 'the built environment can be seen as a giant museum, exhibiting the decrepit and shabby remains of prior means of capital accumulation along with obsolete visions of society.' In his second, he makes Liverpool a test case for this claim. The city's explosive growth followed the construction of a deep-water port in 1715. Soon it was a centre of the British imperial maritime economy. It became the largest slave-trading port in Europe, yet survived Britain's abolition of the slave trade in 1807, and by the mid-19th century its docks handled 40 per cent of global trade. But decline set in after the First World War. By the 1970s and 1980s, the churning forces of capitalism and imperialism had receded, leaving the city stranded and struggling. As Wetherell writes, the 'mystifying tendency for the spaces of everyday life to be dissolved and remade by capital had stalled ... Jobs and money had melted into air, but jetties, warehouses and uninhabitable terraced houses remained stubbornly solid.' Liverpudlians lived in and alongside these storehouses of obsolescence.
Unlike many recent histories which have represented 1945 as the moment 'social democracy' triumphed in Britain, Wetherell is sceptical of the Attlee government's achievements. In Foundations, he characterised the political settlement of the mid-20th century as 'developmental social politics', aimed at boosting production and productivity (especially of male, industrial workers), catering rationally to the needs of consumers (generally supposed to be women) and constructing a homogeneous national community (which meant disciplining people of colour). It was racist, sexist, heteronormative and not particularly democratic. A similar pessimism pervades Liverpool and the Unmaking of Britain. The end of total war brought celebrations in the streets but also a state-led campaign to expel Chinese migrants. The Chinese population of Liverpool had grown significantly during the war, but after its end, government officials and police agreed that Chinese seamen who refused to work on one-way voyages back to China should be rounded up and deported. Many of these seamen had married local women and started families, but the officials agreed it shouldn't make any difference - 'Many of the wives were of the prostitute class.' Nearly two thousand Chinese men complied with the demand that they work their way back, and eight hundred were forcibly deported. Many wives and children believed they had simply been abandoned.
Meanwhile, the growth of massive new suburban council estates, replacing inner-city slums, broke up communities and isolated women and children in nuclear family homes with indoor bathrooms but few shops or amenities nearby. One of those who moved said it was like 'Outer Mongolia'. People of colour were unlikely to be allocated one of these new homes: when they did get social housing, it was generally in older buildings and less attractive locations. The only area from which reports of racist abuse didn't flood into the Merseyside Community Relations Council was Toxteth, the deprived inner-city area where Black Liverpudlians were concentrated.
The strategies of postwar governments for rescuing Liverpool's workers - decasualisation on the docks and the channelling of manufacturing industry to Merseyside and other 'development areas' - amounted to a temporary lifeboat mostly for white male workers. Docker registration, introduced in 1947, ensured that, as long as they made themselves available for shifts, registered dockers now received a guaranteed wage and, once they had earned this out, extra payments for extra shifts. Local boards controlled the list of registered dockers; in the early 1960s one commentator suggested that getting a son into Eton was less complicated and less dependent on the 'old boy network' than getting a son onto the list.
Many women worked in and around the docks, in canteens, pubs and offices. Their work, however, was low-paid and few were unionised. None of the women who took on casual cleaning jobs on the ships was ever offered a guaranteed minimum wage. Their work went unrecognised, for the most part, by male dockers, one of whom told an interviewer in 1985 that women 'had absolutely nothing to do with dock work'.
Merseyside's designation as a 'development area' in 1949 was meant to reduce Liverpool's dependence on trade and services and create a modern manufacturing base on its periphery. There were some notable successes: in the early 1960s, Merseyside gained three new car factories - Ford, Standard Triumph and Vauxhall. Cars came to Merseyside, and they transformed it. After an abortive plan in the early 1950s to create a network of heliports across the region, public transport was on the back foot. Some modes (buses and trains) were scaled back, others (electric trams and the overhead railway) eliminated altogether. A new underground rail system planned in the mid-1960s was only partially completed. Cars were the future. In the early 1950s one in fifty Liverpudlians owned a car; two decades later, it was one in eight. Roads and car parks proliferated - 'dead public space', as two urbanists put it - and a second road tunnel under the Mersey, the Kingsway, opened in 1973.
'We know that progress is inevitable,' complained residents who had been displaced from houses and new council flats in order to make way for the Kingsway tunnel, 'but we think the authorities could have selected another site.' When the Welsh-speaking village of Capel Celyn was flooded to create a reservoir to serve Liverpool, Labour and Tory politicians spoke in similar - often explicitly utilitarian - terms. 'Everyone deplores the fact that in the interests of progress, sometimes people must suffer,' the long-serving Labour MP Bessie Braddock said. 'But this is progress.' Modernity would be imposed by the authorities, in conjunction with the private sector.
Before long, though, this deference to progress began to falter, as the economic lifeboat sent out to rescue the white working classes was revealed to be holed below the waterline. Postwar industrial strategy left places like Merseyside reliant on branch plants of multinational corporations, and when subsidies dried up or labour proved cheaper elsewhere, these disappeared as quickly as they had arrived. In 1969, officials projected that Merseyside would gain 37,400 manufacturing jobs by 1991; in fact, it lost 92,000. Deindustrialisation, driven in part by technological change and growing demand for services, hit Liverpool particularly hard, and at just the same time as dock work evaporated. In 1972, all of Liverpool's inner-city docks closed; a decade later, just a few hundred workers were left operating container terminals in Seaforth. According to one company's estimate, containers cut shipping costs by 94 per cent and required much smaller workforces. Commodities that weren't amenable to container shipping - particularly foodstuffs such as sugar and wheat - weren't imported in postwar Britain in anything like the same volume, as the country underwent a push towards national self-sufficiency in food.
The vast dock complex built when Liverpool was at the heart of imperial power and British trade networks was abandoned. The new industrial estates created by the postwar social-developmental state were struggling. Obsolescence was layered on obsolescence. In 1972, 11 per cent of the land in parts of inner-city Liverpool was empty or derelict. A government report noted that 'packs of half-wild dogs scavenge among bags of household refuse ... children build fires with cardboard cartons and the abandoned timber from demolished houses ... there is a pervading smell of old town gas from the partly buried gas pipes of demolished houses.' By the end of the decade, nearly a third of the River Mersey was so polluted that nothing could live in it. Thatcher wasn't the author of all Liverpool's problems, though her monetarist experiment (which I discussed in the LRB of 8 May) exacerbated them by doing huge damage to Britain's industry in the early 1980s. Her sub-Powellite rhetoric - 'People are really rather afraid that this country might be rather swamped by people with a different culture' - did nothing for race relations. As early as 1971, a Toxteth councillor, Margaret Simey, predicted that the police would provoke a 'civil war' in the city. In 1981, her prediction proved accurate.
Toxteth was disproportionately Black and disproportionately unemployed. The police force was disproportionately white and racist, and police harassment of Black people sparked the disturbances of July 1981. They proved the most widespread and damaging instance of urban unrest in Britain since 1945: 462 people were arrested, 781 police officers injured and 150 buildings destroyed. One young Black man had his back broken by a police vehicle; a young disabled white man was killed by a police van accelerating into the group in which he was standing.
Wetherell rightly points out that the term 'riot' is political. Of course, his preferred alternative, 'uprising', is also a political choice (I doubt he would call 2024's Southport riots an 'uprising'). Confrontation with the racist police force certainly lay at the heart of the unrest, and some buildings were targeted for political reasons, including Thatcher's Tea and Coffee House, run by the Conservative Association, which had its windows smashed. But there was also indiscriminate looting along Lodge Lane, where many businesses were locally owned; this was blamed by locals on white outsiders, but the claim is impossible to prove. It's clear that the thrill of turning the normal order upside down was intoxicating; one participant, recalling the events thirty years later, said he was 'trying to restrain the euphoria, even after all this time I can feel a rush ... To see the power of people, a community united as one with one target ... and they won! Can you imagine that, to see them running, to see officers actually getting up and running away?'
The police responded with extreme force. Tear gas, previously used in the empire, and deployed in Northern Ireland since 1969, was now used on the mainland. Canisters of pressurised gas that functioned like small bombs, emblazoned with the words 'designed for barricade penetration only ... do not fire at any person,' were shot directly into the crowds. It's amazing no one was killed. In the days afterwards, police raided the homes of suspected participants, dragging out men and beating them, yelling racist slurs and arresting or intimidating anyone who protested. The Tory government and right-wing press declared that the disturbances were the result not of material deprivation and racist policing, but of innate criminality. Some said that the presence of white people on the frontlines showed that racism couldn't be a factor. Stuart Hall argued, conversely, that when a 'whole community' was 'silently consigned to the scrapheap', 'something of a black-white common front' could result.
The Hillsborough disaster of 1989 serves for Wetherell as proof that the white working classes had indeed been consigned to the scrapheap. Liverpool were playing Nottingham Forest in the FA Cup semi-final at the dilapidated Hillsborough Stadium in Sheffield. The officer in charge, chief superintendent David Duckenfield, was grossly underprepared. When a crush developed at the entrance for Liverpool fans shortly before kick-off, Duckenfield refused to delay the start time, but belatedly opened one of the exit gates, letting fans flood into the Liverpool end, where signs pointed them towards a tunnel and two central standing pens. The stands were separated from the pitch by eight-foot metal fences, and the pens, created to stop crowd surges on the terraces, were divided by high barriers; each had a gate onto the pitch, but this was bolted during matches to prevent pitch invasions. No stewards were monitoring the influx. While people were still sitting down reading newspapers in the quiet pens on either side, the central pens were becoming catastrophically overcrowded. Nevertheless, the match got underway.
Liverpool fans who had been delayed at the entrance continued to stream into the central pens, adding to the overcrowding. With each surge, those at the front were pressed against each other and against the metal fences. The accounts of survivors are harrowing. One, Adrian Tempany, who became a journalist and investigated the disaster, recalled:
Every minute or so, fifty or sixty people would wheel as one under the pressure from behind; as they moved, impaling someone's chest or ribs on metal or flesh or bone, a voice would cry out, then fall silent. The crowd would settle again, helpless and exhausted, trying to draw breath and scream ... [people] seemed to be falling, sinking beneath us.

He thought he was about to die. Fans in the two side pens, who could see what was happening, started dragging people out of the central pens over the high dividing fences. One of the gates to the pitch burst open several times but police slammed it shut. When Duckenfield - who had a view of all the terraces from the control tower - ordered officers to go down and investigate, they found not a pitch invasion but spectators 'unconscious, blue, covered in vomit'. One officer recalled that 'the first three or four rows within my view were dead.' Another, getting no response to his radio request that the game be suspended, ran onto the pitch to halt it. Police prevented ambulances from getting to the pitch.
Duckenfield claimed that drunk Liverpool fans without tickets had invaded the ground and caused the crush: it was a lie he later had to retract, but the damage was done. Ninety-four people died that day and three more afterwards. A few days after the disaster, the Sun claimed - baselessly - that Liverpool supporters attacked police and medical personnel, and stole from the dead. The paper is still boycotted in Liverpool.
After decades of campaigning, a government-sponsored report and two inquests, the grotesque failures of policing that caused the disaster are now well established. (The current Labour government's proposed 'Hillsborough Law' is intended to ensure that victims and their families should never again have to endure such a protracted process in order to establish the truth about state failures.) Wetherell is just as interested in the conditions that led police to act as they did and allowed Duckenfield's lie to flourish. Hillsborough was the culmination of two decades of football disasters which, Wetherell argues, must be understood in connection with deindustrialisation and the loss of relatively secure jobs for working-class men. Football had become less popular, fans younger, overwhelmingly male and rowdier. Policing had become increasingly punitive and the architecture of grounds more hostile. As the working classes became economically superfluous, the sport of the working-classes was demonised in the press and its fans rendered disposable.
One  of the most high-profile assaults mounted against Thatcherism in the 1980s came from Liverpool's council offices, and was spearheaded by Militant, a Trotskyist group whose strategy was to infiltrate the Labour Party, take control of its local branches and use its machinery to win power. Its experiment in Liverpool began in 1983 and lasted for three years. As Wetherell says, 'the corpses of their lost causes are exhumed almost annually by politicians and journalists' to tell a 'morality tale about the futility of a surfeit of ideological zeal in the face of hardened economic facts'. His account sets out to demolish a slew of myths.
Postwar Liverpool was dominated by a Labour Party machine, but by the 1970s the machine was breaking down. The city's tax base had been destroyed by deindustrialisation, the closure of the docks, unemployment and the dispersal of people and businesses to suburbs and satellite towns. Under Thatcher, its income from central government was slashed. A third of the city's workers were in the public sector, many of them employed by the council. The city could not afford cuts in jobs and services and the Militant-led Labour administration promised to protect both. Its battle with Thatcher was founded on a refusal to raise taxes and reduce spending in order to set a balanced (and thus legal) budget. Its leaders, most prominently the charismatic Derek Hatton (described by another Liverpudlian as 'your typical bolshie Scouser, good-looking, very uppity ... overpassionate'), insisted that central government contributions to, and rules for, local government finances were political choices. This was hugely popular. A non-Militant Labour supporter recalled large demonstrations in support of Militant's approach: 'You had that sense, people were with you. The city was politicised.'
Militant's bigger strategy was to tackle the city's crisis of jobs and housing with an ambitious housebuilding scheme: five thousand new council homes were put up, their design influenced by the right-wing urbanist Alice Coleman, who was, as Wetherell observes, probably the only person both Thatcher and Hatton admired. Coleman thought that people naturally wanted to live in nuclear family homes with driveways and 'defensible space', and that high-density housing led to 'homosexuality and other deviations'. Militant agreed. 'Trotskyist suburbia' was traditional, prim, 'almost prudish'. Some of it was even built by Wimpey. Militant's supposedly radical plan amounted to little more than Keynesian deficit spending. Its adherents believed that women's, lesbian and gay, or Black rights were a 'petty bourgeois' diversion, and white households were somewhere between two and four times more likely to get one of Militant's new council houses than Black applicants. The tragedy wasn't that Militant was too radical but that it was too narrow-minded. When its leaders finally ran out of room for manoeuvre, they were fined and banned from holding public office for refusing to set a legal budget. The field was left open for Thatcherism.
Tory plans for revitalising Liverpool were based mainly on using incentives - typically low tax and reduced regulation - to attract private money. The Merseyside Development Corporation, the twin of the corporation set up to transform London's docklands, turned the old Victorian docks in the city centre into a hub for leisure, shopping, culture, heritage and art. An enterprise zone was created in the peripheral town of Speke and a freeport in Seaforth. A national garden festival held in 1984 was a vehicle for cleaning up a vast swathe of brownfield land for future development. The festival discouraged political gestures: when a group called the Diggers (after the proto-communists of the English Civil War) proposed to create a pond with a hand emerging from it clutching a UB40 (unemployment benefits) form, they were told they should put on a quiz about the local area instead.
Football was late to the regeneration game. In the Thatcher years, it seemed like an unlikely candidate for gentrification, but after Hillsborough a series of reforms aimed to make the game more family-friendly; following the creation of the Premier League in 1992 it became bigger and bigger business. Everton's new stadium is now the centrepiece of the redevelopment of Liverpool's northern docks.
History, by contrast, was an early and willing player. But this was a version of history that, in Wetherell's phrase, was 'ambient and imprecise, re-enacted rather than interrogated'. That Beatlemania would form one base of Liverpool's tourist economy might seem, in hindsight, obvious, but in the 1970s it wasn't. The Cavern Club, the venue that launched the Beatles (and where a young Cilla Black got a job as a cloakroom attendant, hoping to make it as a singer), closed early in the decade, and was soon demolished to make way for a ventilation shaft serving the city's new underground railway. When that plan faltered it was turned into a car park. Only in the early 1980s did Cavern City Tours kick off Fab Four tourism, ultimately building a replica of the club next door to the original site. The Beatles Story Museum opened in 1990 and the National Trust later purchased Paul McCartney and John Lennon's childhood homes.
Liverpool's history as a port has also been central to its economic revival, but this legacy is more contested. In 1984, the Maritime Museum opened in an old warehouse on the Albert Dock, with a mission to recount the city's 'proud history'; the first tall ships parade took place the same year. In 1992, a 'Columbus Regatta' to celebrate the explorer as 'discoverer' of the New World involved more than a hundred sail ships. The suppression of histories of enslavement, violence, expropriation, genocide and ecocide came in for increasing criticism, and in 1991 the Maritime Museum announced a new slavery exhibition, which grew into the International Slavery Museum. But in pursuing its laudable goal of globalising the story of slavery, the museum has inadvertently enabled some (white) Liverpudlians to reduce the city's own role in transatlantic slavery to, as one resident put it, a 'mere footnote'.
'All factories entail some degree of mystification,' Wetherell writes, and 'Liverpool's history factory is no different': its commodities 'circulate, for the most part, among people who know little about the conditions in which they were made'. By the early 2020s, Liverpool had 31 million visitors a year, and 35,000 people worked in tourism in the city, as many as worked on the docks in their heyday. The city's past has been turned into a resource to be mined in the service of a 'macroeconomic mission', and difficult parts of that past are, accordingly, filtered out. Meanwhile, under the influence of free-market experiments and culture-led regeneration, inequality has got worse, not better. Liverpool has the highest incidence of 'deaths of despair' (from suicide and substance abuse) in England.
Wetherell  began working on his first book in 2014, a moment 'when historical time still felt suspended' after the 2008 financial crisis. He wrote in the conclusion that in the intervening six years, 'history has begun moving extremely quickly': the 'ideas and structures that hold neoliberalism together' seemed to be 'starting to dissolve' and the future felt 'radically open'. This was the moment of Brexit, Boris Johnson's rewriting of the class map of electoral politics, the heady enthusiasm and angry divisions of the Corbyn years, and the disorientation of many on the left in the wake of Corbyn's final defeat. History seemed to be moving fast but no one foresaw the coming disruption of a global pandemic. By the time Foundations came out, in late 2020, the world looked rather different.
In Liverpool and the Unmaking of Britain, Wetherell writes that 'historical time' now 'appears to have glitched and stalled'. The pandemic, that disruptor par excellence of globalised capitalism, had the paradoxical effect of causing the Labour Party to revert to a blithely optimistic Blairism. What's needed, by those lights, isn't a radical shake-up of our political economy, or the financial sector, or public services, or the global terms of trade, or action on climate change, but simply a series of sensible technocratic fixes. A third runway at Heathrow and a few cuts to disability benefits. Keir Starmer rejects the idea that there's anything fundamentally broken about Britain's political economy, is wary of grand visions and refuses to conjure anything that could be called 'Starmerism'. This sort of attitude from the prime minister is surely what determines the current affection on large parts of the left for Gramsci's phrase 'the old is dying and the new has yet to be born.'
Given the gloomy picture he has painted in the preceding 350 pages, Wetherell's call for hope at the end of Liverpool and the Unmaking of Britain feels like optimism of the will. He does offer some encouraging historical examples: rent strikers on the Tower Hill estate in 1972; feminists helping Irish women seeking abortions in Britain; Black radicals pulling down a statue of William Huskisson (who opposed the abolition of slavery within the empire) in 1982; the founders of Britain's first large-scale needle exchange, who saved countless people from Aids in the 1980s. But these were small, grassroots efforts. Wetherell wants to suggest that 'under the right political conditions' obsolescence could perhaps be 'a type of freedom, a prerequisite, perhaps, for imagining a better world', but he never makes good on this promise. His account of Liverpool anatomises the failings of successive political projects, left and right, moderate and radical, national and municipal. But it's less convincing when it comes to imagining an alternative.
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Short Cuts
Misuses of the Terrorism Act
Asim Qureshi

1384 wordsIn August 
, the solicitor Fahad Ansari was travelling back to the UK after visiting his family in Ireland when he was detained on arrival by counterterrorism police under Schedule 7 of the Terrorism Act 2000. This law permits police to stop an individual at the border in order to investigate whether they have been involved in the preparation, instigation or commission of an act of terrorism. They do not need to have grounds for suspicion to exercise this power. What this means in practice is that the police are allowed to stop you for any reason, but don't have to disclose it. They can question you for up to six hours. You have no right to silence. I have been in this situation on a number of occasions and the questions I have been asked have never concerned a terrorist plot, but rather my political opinions, religious beliefs and practices and details about my community. The police can also require you to unlock your phone, which will be taken away to be cloned before being returned either during the interview, or at a later date.
Thousands of people each year are detained and questioned under Schedule 7, the majority of them from ethnic minority backgrounds. To be held without charge and questioned under threat of criminal prosecution, almost certainly without a lawyer, is otherwise unheard of in British law. I could, to take an extreme example, kill someone in Oxford Street and retain the right to silence. Even were I caught standing over the body with a weapon, I could refuse to speak. At a port of entry or exit, this cornerstone of British justice no longer applies. Terrorism trumps it. If the officer asks me, 'How many times a day do you pray?' (I have been asked this) and I refuse to answer, my silence becomes a terrorist offence for which I could be prosecuted.
Ansari was named in the media earlier this year after politicians criticised him for representing Hamas in its legal bid to lift its proscription as a terrorist organisation. He was reported to the Solicitors Regulation Authority by the Conservative MP Robert Jenrick and the Campaign against Antisemitism, and is currently under investigation, despite the law making provision for such an application.
On his return from Ireland, he was asked about Hamas but claimed client confidentiality. After his release, Ansari brought a judicial review against North Wales Police and the home secretary to question his detention and prevent the police from accessing the data on his phone. On the first day of the review, the observers in the public gallery at the Royal Courts of Justice included many of his friends, colleagues and supporters. At one point, the judge and the barrister representing the police discussed the metrics for reasonable suspicion (which isn't required under Schedule 7). The fifteen or so Muslim men and women looked knowingly at one another - we've all been stopped at some point in the past - but in a courtroom full of people we were the only ones who had had this experience. We know our religion makes us the primary target of this legislation and no pretence at 'non-profiling' will convince us otherwise. (The Home Office doesn't release information about the religion of people stopped under Schedule 7, but a six-month study conducted by Cambridge University researchers found that 88 per cent were Muslim.)
The government's initial position was that Ansari's legal work had nothing to do with his detention. But in court its barrister said that the police were right to use their powers to ensure that his representation of Hamas did not cross over into active support for the organisation. The judge shut her down immediately. But it was an admission that a Muslim's rights are secondary to perceived security concerns. The judge ordered the police to prove they had a national security reason to stop Ansari, but offered to let them do so through a closed material procedure, which would allow the government's lawyers to present evidence before the judge without Ansari or his lawyers seeing it.
Some of the more egregious examples of misuse of the Terrorism Act have made their way into articles and books. Sally Lane, whose son Jack Letts, an alleged member of Islamic State, has been in prison in Syria since 2017, writes in her book Reasonable Cause to Suspect (2023) of being found guilty of a terrorist offence after trying to help him get out of Syria. Lane and her husband were charged with 'funding terrorism' for sending Jack PS223 and sentenced to fifteen months' imprisonment, suspended for twelve months. In May 2008, Rizwaan Sabir was arrested on the campus of Nottingham University because he had downloaded a copy of the al-Qaida training manual from a US government website while researching his MA. The police had profiled him because he was active in supporting Palestine. He was interrogated for six days under the Terrorism Act before being released without charge. Five years after his arrest, he writes in his memoir, The Suspect (2022), he suffered from paranoid delusions:
I started wondering whether I should just go and surrender to the police and MI5. I could then ask them why they were spying on me and what they wanted. Maybe if I let them interrogate me, I wondered, they will call off all surveillance and just leave me alone. Anything, I told myself, would be better than this open-air prison I felt I was now living in, where my body was free but my mind felt like it had been placed in a vice that was being tightened by the police and MI5 with every passing minute. Strangely, the thought of being in a physical jail with its thick metal doors and brick walls felt more appealing than this open-air prison that nobody was even willing to acknowledge existed.

Some people might argue that Sabir's arrest shows the system worked. He wasn't charged, after all. But a calculation is being made here which is rarely discussed: that Muslims in this country should be subject to special scrutiny - living in Sabir's 'open-air prison' - to keep the whole of society safe.
I spoke to the Independent Reviewer of Terrorism Legislation, Jonathan Hall KC, about this when he visited the CAGE International office, where I work. CAGE was formed in 2003 to provide information on, and campaign for the rights of, people detained as part of the war on terror. I pointed out to Hall that the government has never commissioned a longitudinal study of the impact of terrorism policies on Muslims. No other community in the UK has the same experience when travelling in and out of the country, or the same fear that their children will be reported to Prevent. Hall said he would recommend ways to improve policies. What is needed however are not tweaks to an unjust system but a fundamental change in policy and policing.
In The Muslim, State and Mind: Psychology in Times of Islamophobia (2022), Tarek Younis writes that since Muslims are constructed as threats, their distress is pathologised as dangerous:
Muslims should not express anger in general [and] this is especially true if directed towards the state. Discontent and protest are precisely what counter-extremism strategies hope to capture ... The only solution for 'extremists' is to engage in the never-ending performance of state solidarity, performing one's allegiances continuously and without interruption, while managing one's religious practices and convictions accordingly.

Muslims must perform the role of obedient citizens, never questioning the state or protesting its decisions and avoiding any contamination with the taint of terrorism, even if it arises in the course of their work or research. Those who don't follow this unwritten rule exist in a liminal space, perhaps not criminalised, but certainly considered subversive. The cost to individuals and to the wider community is ignored.
Ansari's is the first instance of Schedule 7 being used to target a lawyer's confidential client material. But every time a Muslim passes through a British border, they risk the same suspension of liberties that he experienced. Collective security should not come at such a high cost to individual liberty. Ansari has refused to co-operate with the closed material procedure, believing it to be unfair and unaccountable. Meanwhile, the police still have his phone.
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On Hopkins Street
Chris Townsend

3465 words'Tailor and breeches-maker, field-preacher, Radical Reformer, Romance writer, Circulatory Librarian, and Ambulatory dealer in drugs, deism and demoralisation in general' was the way the Morning Herald described Robert Wedderburn when he appeared in court in 1823. He had worked as a tailor for much of his adult life, but 'Romance writer' and 'Circulatory Librarian' are euphemisms: he'd been trading in pornography, and, much to the paper's titillation, was in court trying to reclaim money from an acquaintance who had conned him into buying a job lot of porn that proved less extensive than promised. 'Radical Reformer' is accurate enough, but the list doesn't mention that Wedderburn was an abolitionist and antislavery campaigner - or that he was Black.
He was the son of an enslaved Jamaican woman and the white plantation owner who had raped her. After he left Jamaica as a young man, Wedderburn never returned for fear of being hanged: 'such', he wrote of the plantocracy, 'is their hatred of anyone having black blood in his veins.' No one tried to hang him in Britain on account of his race, but he never outran the fear and loathing of Black blood; the Morning Herald article went on to ridicule him as 'a man of colour - something the colour of a toad's back'. Wedderburn is thought to be the central figure depicted in George Cruikshank's anti-abolitionist, racist print The New Union Club of 1819, in which derogatory stereotypes of African men and women commingle with white abolitionists in a drunken, debauched frenzy.
He was active during a period of political uncertainty - from the Slave Trade Act of 1807 to the Reform Act of 1832 and the Slavery Abolition Act of 1833 - and his writings constitute an unusual point of interaction between the politics of class and those of race. Abolitionism had an image problem when it came to working-class politics, since it was Whiggish, middle-class and mercantilist, gaining the support of free-marketeers who saw Africa's future as a trading post and storehouse for the West rather than an increasingly unsustainable source of unwaged labour. Abolitionism didn't offer an intrinsic critique of capitalism or imperialism, and with parliamentary reform and workers' rights occupying the popular political consciousness, it was accused of failing to address forms of 'slavery' and exploitation present in Britain's own fields and factories. For a brief time in the 1810s and 1820s, Wedderburn embodied the possibility of common ground between the two major political causes of the early 19th century, abolitionism and the rights of the working class, and sought to establish ties of support and sympathy between working-class Britons and enslaved Africans in the Caribbean. He was notorious as a firebrand and rabble-rouser at a time of political suffocation, attracting a following among London's rebels and revolutionaries and the fear and vengeance of the government.
Wedderburn became notorious not for his political exploits, but for a pair of short letters he sent in 1824 to a popular Sunday paper, Bell's Life in London, after it printed a piece suggesting that slave owners were not only economically minded men of the kind who would figuratively sell their own children, but that they sometimes did so literally, selling the offspring they had fathered with enslaved women. Wedderburn wrote to Bell's because he was evidence that such rumours were true. His father, James Wedderburn, had been a prominent Scottish plantation owner and his mother, Rosanna, a member of the domestic staff on Wedderburn's Jamaican plantation when she twice became pregnant by him. Rosanna went out of her way to make James Wedderburn's life difficult, and when she became pregnant for the second time, with the child that would be Robert Wedderburn, James decided he'd had enough and sold Rosanna back to her former owner. Robert later described his father as being 'like a bantam cock upon his own dunghill', whose house was kept as 'a Seraglio of Black Slaves, miserable objects of abandoned lust'. He also recounted a harrowing scene he witnessed as a child: his mother being 'stretched on the ground, tied hands and feet, and FLOGGED in the most indecent manner, though PREGNANT AT THE SAME TIME'.
By the time Robert wrote to Bell's, James Wedderburn was long dead, and his fortune and plantations had passed to one of his legitimate sons, Andrew Colvile. His father had adopted that surname in order to inherit an estate in Scotland, but probably also to distance himself from an episode of family humiliation: in Joseph Knight v. John Wedderburn, an enslaved man had successfully sued his owner, James Wedderburn's brother, winning his freedom and forming a precedent that made life difficult for slave owners in Scotland. Andrew Colvile wrote to Bell's claiming that his father had nothing to do with Robert's conception and that Rosanna (a woman with a 'violent temper') had given her son her master's surname 'in a foolish joke'; Robert, he alleged, was merely trying to take advantage of the family's success. Colvile ended by threatening the paper with legal action.
A week later Robert wrote again. He offered his 'dear and affectionate brother' evidence of the truth of his claims: his father's other son with Rosanna still worked as a free man on a Wedderburn estate; papers relating to his own freedom, granted by his father, were held 'in the Government Secretary's Office' in Jamaica. Far from denying that Rosanna had a temper, Robert wrote with pride of her 'rebellious disposition', suggesting that it was appropriate in the face of forced servitude and sexual assault. Finally, he described a meeting with his father in Scotland. He confessed that he had been in dire need of financial support, but said that all he'd gained from visiting his father's estate was 'one draught of small beer' courtesy of the cook and 'a cracked sixpence' given by his father's footman. He ended by promising that his history would be printed in an inexpensive edition, so as to 'give the public a specimen of the inhumanity, cruelty, avarice and diabolical lust of the West-India Slave-Holders'.
The Horrors of Slavery, which appeared the same year, is only eighteen pages long, and is in large part made up of the letters sent to Bell's. It doesn't lay out a programme for emancipation, but instead makes a damning case against the planters and the institution of slavery by describing the actions of James Wedderburn and Colvile ('verily, he is a "chip off the old block"'). The singularity of the work lies in its perspective. The British reading public was familiar enough with slave narratives, a genre popularised by Olaudah Equiano in the late 18th century, but printed accounts of West Indian slavery written by Black people tended to be muted or highly mediated. Equiano's polished prose and writerly poise tried to win round an overwhelmingly white and polite audience, and works like The History of Mary Prince (1831) were shaped largely by white editors with much the same aim. Wedderburn's pamphlet was unvarnished and uncensored: it openly speculates on the relationship between James Wedderburn's libidinousness and his lack of intelligence, discusses the prevalence of the rape of enslaved women by slave owners and ends by looking forward to 'a general rebellion and massacre' of white planters in the West Indies by the Black enslaved. The pamphlet was a good deal cheaper than books like The Interesting Narrative of the Life of Olaudah Equiano or other abolitionist works, and appealed to a different class of reader.
Born into slavery in Jamaica in 1762, Wedderburn was made free when he was a small child (he writes that he was born free, and probably believed that was the case), almost certainly as a result of Rosanna's 'violent' petitions and protests. He was brought up mainly by his maternal grandmother, 'Talkee' Amy, an enslaved woman who commanded respect and had a degree of autonomy; her ability to carve out some freedom for herself despite the constraints of her position clearly made an impression on her grandson (he was especially fond of the memory of Amy telling his father he was a 'mean Scotch rascal'). Wedderburn moved to Britain in his late teens, though details of how he made the journey, and why he chose to do so, remain murky. He became politically conscious just as abolitionist societies were being founded in the late 18th century, but his development as a radical writer was slower, since he only became literate later in life. Disillusioned with organised religion and its hypocrisies, he became sceptical of all forms of institutional authority and started to attend radical meetings. The most important moment in his development came when he encountered Thomas Spence in 1813, at the height of the popularity of Spencean thought. Spence, who was born in 1750 and witnessed the harsh effects of the Enclosure Acts - which turned common land into private property - was against landownership and landlords alike, and had a radical vision of a Britain in which land was commonly owned, the aristocracy had faded away and everyone, including women, had the vote. Wedderburn recognised the antiracist implications of Spence's ideas, describing him as a man who 'knew that the earth was given to the children of men, making no difference for colour or character'. When Spence died only a year after they met, Wedderburn helped to found and lead a new Society of Spencean Philanthropists.
The Spenceans tend to be called 'ultra-radicals', in part to distinguish their activities from other forms of radicalism (William Beckford, for instance, was a 'parliamentary radical' who had supported voting reforms at the end of the 18th century, but he was also the owner of thirteen sugar plantations and around three thousand enslaved people). The description also implies a value judgment: historians often use the word 'radical' as a term of approval, but 'ultra-radical' is less straightforward - it usually indicates extremism. The Spencean Philanthropists saw violence as a legitimate means to political ends, and Wedderburn wrote of insurrection as the most efficient path to emancipation. He produced a short-lived journal, the Axe Laid to the Root, in 1817. Alluding to radicalism in its title (radix means 'root'), it applied Spence's principles to the problem of plantation slavery in the West Indies. Unlike the usual debates over emancipation, which discussed barring formerly enslaved persons from land ownership, Wedderburn argued that true freedom was possible only if land were handed over to the formerly enslaved. Where it wasn't given, it should be taken. In its prophetic declaratives as well as its haphazard approach to grammar and syntax, the Axe is reminiscent of passages from Blake's Marriage of Heaven and Hell. 'He that will not contend for his liberty,' Wedderburn writes, 'is not worthy of it.' 'Do not petition,' he advises, 'for it is degrading to human nature to petition your oppressors.' He goes on to call state pardons for criminals a 'fludgate to corruption' and recommends that lawyers be exiled from society since 'they cannot be honest in their profession.' Across the journal's six issues, various contradictory positions are put forward. The first issue begins with a meditation on peaceful resistance, and Wedderburn writes that he will forgive slavers their crimes since they 'commenced in the days of ignorance'. Yet that issue ends with a vision in which the formerly enslaved 'will slay man, woman, and child, and not spare the virgin, whose interest is connected with slavery'; 'my heart glows with revenge,' Wedderburn writes, 'and cannot forgive.' He also asks whether the murder of his own 'dear brother' Andrew Colvile would be justified, if it were required to liberate the enslaved workers on his estate.
The ideas in the Axe Laid to the Root would be incendiary in any period, but Wedderburn was writing at a time of almost unprecedented political repression, after the French Revolution and the Napoleonic Wars. He could not keep up his journal for long due to the possibility of arrest. As the government's fear of radicalism grew and free expression was throttled by anti-sedition laws, Wedderburn did what any fervent critic of establishment institutions would do to stay politically active: he got himself ordained. As Reverend Wedderburn, a Unitarian minister, he opened a chapel in Hopkins Street in Soho - a space accessed by a ladder. The cover of religious expression allowed him to give thrice-weekly 'sermons' that were actually lectures or debates on politically controversial subjects. Sometimes these criticised organised religion: one proposed in its title that the 'church establishment' was 'a political institution, and a tyrannical imposition on the people, with a view the more easily to enslave them'. On the Christian imperative to 'turn the other cheek', Wedderburn complained about 'that bloody spooney Jesus Christ who like a Bloody Fool tells us when we get a slap on one side of the Face turn gently round and ask them to smack the other'.
We know what Wedderburn said because he was subject to extensive surveillance by the Home Office. Spies went to the meetings on Hopkins Street, and their lengthy reports act as a supplement to Wedderburn's written works. Printed handbills make clear that one debate was entitled 'Can it be murder to KILL A TYRANT?', and subtitled 'Has a slave an inherent right to slay his Master, who refuses him HIS LIBERTY?' But we know from the reports of spies that this was widely taken to refer to British liberty - he was making a case for the murder of British politicians. This landed him in court, but the case was thrown out by a surprisingly sympathetic jury.
Wedderburn was arrested several times for sedition, but finally imprisoned on the milder charge of blasphemy. His first spell in prison lasted two years; his sentence might have been more lenient had he not used his appearance in court as an opportunity to harangue the judge, rail against religious authority in front of the jury and advertise a blasphemous publication by one of his radical acquaintances. He was treated harshly in Dorchester Gaol but his arrest in November 1819 probably saved his life. A few months later, in February 1820, a group of London radicals, including speakers at the Hopkins Street chapel, made a plan to murder the prime minister, Lord Liverpool, and his cabinet during a dinner on Grosvenor Square. But no such dinner was taking place: the whole thing was a sting. Those involved in the Cato Street Conspiracy were arrested and the leaders charged with high treason. Five of them were executed. Wedderburn, who had expressed the desire to be involved in violent activism, and who had encouraged his fellow radicals to attend meetings carrying weapons, would probably have been involved if he had not been incarcerated.
In prison Wedderburn met William Wilberforce - an event that, depending on your perspective, changed his life or barely affected him. Wilberforce didn't single out Wedderburn: he routinely carried out prison visits under the auspices of the Society for the Suppression of Vice, trying to turn radicals into moderates and rebels into loyalists. But the meeting has tantalised scholars. We know precious little of what happened, except that Wilberforce gave Wedderburn two books. Despite this, historians have tended to think of the meeting as formative for Wedderburn, who dedicated The Horrors of Slavery to Wilberforce. It's crucial to Ryan Hanley's larger argument in Robert Wedderburn that the distinctiveness of Wedderburn's abolitionism - its radicalism, its extremity, its refusal of establishment codes of respectability - should be unaffected by Wilberforce. This is reasonable enough: anti-slavery sentiment was omnipresent in Wedderburn's writing and speeches before their meeting; The Horrors of Slavery had its origins in his own experience. All the same, it is provocative for Hanley to dispense with the Wilberforce meeting in a couple of pages.
The letters to Bell's and The Horrors of Slavery appeared soon after his release, but Wedderburn never got his life back on track. With the price of bread high, he could no longer rely on his work as a tailor to keep him solvent, so he used his contacts at radical presses to move into writing and selling pornography. He tried to open a second 'chapel', but his audience dwindled and even the spies lost interest in him. According to Hanley, the rowdy, unruly Wedderburn was rapidly becoming irrelevant in a changing radical scene: a new generation of polemicists, many of them well educated and middle class, was attracting large audiences by emphasising aspiration, self-betterment and respectability. In what seems to have been a wildly misguided effort to be taken seriously again, Wedderburn published a pamphlet arguing that permitting enslaved labourers to purchase their own freedom over time was preferable to immediate emancipation. 'It is quite just to set the slave free,' he wrote, 'and it is equally unjust to rob the master of his value.' The pamphlet appeared in 1831, two years before the Abolition of Slavery Act.
Hanley's book makes the case that we should be interested in Wedderburn because he links the politics of race and class, shows us a Black life of the 1800s lived beyond the paradigms of abolition and slavery, but also - and this is key to Hanley's framing of Wedderburn's life - because he helps us address an increasingly obvious absence in the archives: the experience of Black women around the turn of the 19th century. His accounts of Rosanna, Talkee Amy and the 'Miss Campbell' who supposedly inherited a plantation and freed its enslaved workers bring us, Hanley writes, 'one step closer to hearing these enslaved women's stories from their own perspectives'. Wedderburn's writings show great respect for women, from his insistence that they play a part in insurrectionary activity ('for they are capable of displaying courage'), to crediting his own drive 'to see justice overtake the oppressors of my countrymen' to his mother's rebellious example.
Hanley never fully reconciles Wedderburn's own treatment of women with his writings about them, because they can't be reconciled. He left his first wife, Elizabeth, and their three children, effectively abandoning them to the poorhouse. We don't know when he and his second wife, with whom he also had children, split up, but she was certainly out of the picture by the time he turned to brothel-keeping, for which he was arrested in 1830. In court, Wedderburn described his home as a house for 'destitute women', and it's possible he saw it that way. But his characterisation of one of the women as 'Carrotty Eliza', a figure who could be found 'padding the hoof' in the area most evenings, suggests contempt for the vulnerable women he claimed to be protecting.
In 1832 Wedderburn and two teenage boys were arrested for beating, restraining and strangling a woman called Mary Ann Middleton. After crying for help, she was found by police and members of the public in a basement-cum-dungeon below Wedderburn's makeshift pornographic bookshop, unconscious and with a cord tied round her neck. Newspaper reports are coy about the details, but imply that Wedderburn helped restrain her while she was sexually assaulted. He didn't deny that he had beaten and bound Middleton, but accused her of entering the house while intoxicated and threatening harm to the boys and to herself; he had been defending himself, he claimed. He was found guilty and fined PS5.
Hanley reads this horrendous episode with sensitivity, reminding us that we should side with the victim, but also that the only access we have to these proceedings comes from the sensational despatches of journalists who had long since turned against the faded radical. Wedderburn's fall into destitution was a common trajectory for Black men in London in the early 19th century, victims of a society that would readily find use for them in servitude or war, but not provide for them in return. (He had prophesied his own fall, when he wrote that landowners had the power to starve the underclass and force them 'to commit crimes in order to obtain subsistence'.)
Hanley writes that the selective accounts in the newspapers shouldn't be seen 'as windows into the reality behind contested versions of events'. Invoking the unreliability of historical records is risky, given that almost everything we know about Wedderburn comes from them. If we think of him as a dangerous radical, that's largely thanks to a set of documents written by informants, spies and journalists - people who had an interest in painting him as a menacing and criminal radical. But Hanley hasn't set out to rescue his subject, or make him a hero. A large part of Wedderburn's value is that he is never going to be a candidate for establishment appropriation.
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On Nicholas Lanier
Alice Spawls

1925 wordsFrieze Masters 
, the more subdued sister of the contemporary art fair, is a reliably rewarding outing for fans of medieval manuscripts, Renaissance armour, Bronze Age spearheads and ancient Egyptian cat statuettes. One expects to see marble busts and antique maps, but perhaps not an old friend. This year, the stand allotted to the Weiss Gallery in Mayfair had as its centrepiece a painting that emerged sixteen years ago, but which has a much more venerable pedigree. It was identified in 2009 as a portrait of Nicholas Lanier, one of the most intriguing figures of the 17th century, and much conservation work was undertaken to remove centuries of dirt and mistreatment. What emerged was the image of a young man, pale but vigorous, with alert blue eyes and strong arms, playing a lute. In front of him on a table stands a small replica of the Belvedere Antinous, a piece of paper and a quill. The paper is inscribed with the epigram 'Ut Relevet Miserum Fatum Solitosque Labores', a useful mnemonic for the notes of the hexatonic scale as well as a manifesto for the virtues of music, which 'relieves wretched fate and accustomed labours'.
The author of the painting has not been established. While there are deficits in the foreshortening, the face and hands are of an unusual quality for British painting in the early 17th century. It has been dated to 1613, when Lanier was 25. He was born into a family of court musicians with French and Italian connections. His father and grandfather were both flautists in the service of Henri II; they fled Paris in 1561 amid a wave of Protestant repression. In London, Nicholas Lanier the Elder married Lucretia Bassano, the daughter of the Italian musician Anthony Bassano. The family prospered and forty years later, Nicholas's grandson and namesake became a singing boy in the household of Robert Cecil, where he learned the lute and viol. The first of young Lanier's (for want of a better term) diplomatic missions came in 1611, when Cecil sent him to Venice. Musicians and artists were often used as couriers and spies, and Lanier had the advantage of fluent French and Italian. Perhaps his interest in art, as represented in the portrait by the Belvedere Antinous, was kindled at this time; he almost certainly met Monteverdi and the other composers who were attempting to return poetry to its classical declamatory tradition, a development Lanier would help to introduce to Britain.
[image: ]'Nicholas Lanier' (c.1613) by an unknown artist
Copyright: Private collection, image courtesy of The Weiss Gallery, London.




This was the era of Ben Jonson and Inigo Jones, when the masque was at its extravagant height under James I, and in 1613, around the time this portrait was painted, Lanier composed his first masque song, 'Bring away this sacred tree', and performed it at court in The Squires' Masque. Lanier was looking for advancement and perhaps having his picture painted was a form of advertisement: here is an accomplished young man looking to take his next steps in the world. He was soon invited to join the circle of royal musicians that included several of his relatives. Over the next decade he would contribute to a number of masques, not only as composer and musician but as painter and scenographer.
It is tempting to see hints of this activity in the two pictures on the wall behind him in the portrait, strange emblems that seem superimposed and may have been painted by another hand. In an essay on the painting published in 2010, Tim Wilks points out that in most respects the portrait fits the model of the recently established Venetian chamber portrait, with a half-length sitter and a covered table bearing significant objects. Where there should be a window, there are instead two small images, one of which has been identified as a version of Hendrick van Steenwyck's Liberation of St Peter, a theme van Steenwyck painted many times. The other image, of an artist at the easel, is less easily resolved. Neither the painter nor his subject has been satisfactorily identified and the significance of this image within an image is ambiguous. It could be a homage or a further act of self-fashioning or a private joke. I like to think that the two images point to Lanier's varied artistic roles to come: as sitter in many portraits, a portrait painter himself, a designer and painter of dramatic scenery (the van Steenwyck looks like a stage set), and a connoisseur and collector.
As a musician in the royal band, Lanier would have been known to the young Prince Charles, and must have impressed him because he was appointed the first Master of the King's Musick in 1625, on the death of James I. Like his father, Charles was very interested in the arts (he had been well tutored by the Duke of Buckingham), and in ambition he far outstripped him. Soon after the funeral, Charles sent Lanier to Italy to acquire paintings for the royal collection. Through a Dutch contact in Venice, Daniel Nys, a 'shady entrepreneur', as Michael Wilson puts it, Lanier was introduced to the collection of Ferdinando Gonzaga, duke of Mantua. The story of that collection is a book in itself, but anyone who has visited the ducal palace in Mantua will know the eerie experience of walking through room after empty room in the great palazzo complex (the largest in Italy at the time, with more than a thousand apartments, halls and galleries) that once housed the grandest collection of paintings in the world. The inventory of Ferdinando's collection ran to more than twenty thousand items, with works by Carracci, Correggio, Cranach the Elder, Lorenzo Lotto, Mantegna, Michelangelo, Guido Reni, Rubens, Tintoretto, Titian, Veronese and others.
Collecting and commissioning on such a breathtaking scale reduced the Gonzagas to bankruptcy, and by the time of Ferdinando's death in 1626 it had become clear to the duke and his brother Vincenzo, who inherited the dukedom, that much of the collection would have to be sold. Lanier began negotiations right away. He was in 'unutterable raptures', Nys wrote, but there were serious obstacles to acquisition, not least the requirement for export licences and the resentment of the Mantuans at the proposed dispersal of their city's riches. Lanier returned to England in early 1626 with a number of paintings bought in Rome and one special commission, his own portrait, painted by Van Dyck. It was through this dashing painting that Charles I was introduced to the work of Van Dyck, who would later become court painter. On the basis of the Rome works and Lanier's report, Charles agreed to finance the Mantua acquisition - PS30,000, exactly the amount that the Duke of Buckingham wanted to continue his siege of La Rochelle. As Jerry Brotton put it, 'Charles bought the pictures and left his friend hanging.'
In 1627, Lanier returned to Venice to secure the first part of the Gonzaga collection. The paintings were moved in great secrecy to the island of Murano, and then dispatched to Antwerp by sea. Lanier travelled overland to meet the cargo, taking two Correggios and a Raphael - too precious for the waves - in his own luggage. It's been claimed that on his previous trip, Lanier had fallen in love with Artemisia Gentileschi and, perhaps in return for a song, she had given him the secret of her paintings' luminosity (a drop of amber varnish); if so, this would have come in useful when, on arriving in London, Lanier found that damp and travel had damaged some of the pictures. He restored them with the assistance of his uncle Jerome, a collector and amateur painter. This was the height of conservation in Britain at the time and it must have been good enough, because the king was delighted. Van Dyck, Rubens and Gentileschi were soon invited to the English court.
[image: Portrait of Nicholas Lanier by van Dyck]'Nicholas Lanier' (1626) by Van Dyck




If only the story could stop here, with Lanier's triumph and the inauguration of London as home to the greatest art collection ever known. For a brief time it was. Charles continued to commission and acquire; the second instalment from Mantua arrived in 1631 and included Mantegna's magnificent Caesar series. But the Civil War and its 'sale of the late king's goods' dispersed the paintings far and wide. After the Restoration, Charles II ordered the return of the paintings, but it was impossible to re-establish the collection. Lanier spent the interregnum in exile with the court and was later restored to Master of the King's Musick, though by this time he was past seventy. Pepys recorded meeting him in 1665: 'Lanier sings, in a melancholy method, very well.' Fashions had changed. Lanier also resumed his activities on behalf of the royal collection. He was among the earliest collectors to appreciate works on paper in their own right, and many drawings in the British Museum and the King's Gallery bear his star-shaped collector's mark.
I first became interested in Lanier through his own compositions, of which around thirty survive. Most were lost during the Civil War. He set to music many of the great Elizabethan and Cavalier poets, in the melancholy method, inspiring the envy of John Dowland. His Hero and Leander, composed for the death of the Duke of Buckingham, is a scene-length dramatic piece, almost a small opera. Roger North reported that 'the King was exceedingly pleased with this pathetick song and caused Lanneare often to sing it ... with his hand upon his shoulder.' Lanier's songs moved many of his contemporaries. Herrick called him 'rare Laniere' while John Donne said he 'gave a life and harmony to all that he set'. In his 'Elegy on the Death of Sir Henry Morison', Lucius Cary wrote: 'Now all is lost that is upon me placed ... As if Laniere should to a deaf one sing/ Or I should Helen to a blind man bringe.' Although he had his portrait made many times, none can be easily seen in Britain. A strange and wonderful group portrait by William Dobson, showing a middle-aged Lanier in the early years of the Civil War, is in the collection of the Duke of Northumberland. (Dobson, a young court painter, was another casualty of the war, dying soon after the king's defeat.) Guido Reni's stylish drawing of Lanier is in Los Angeles. The Van Dyck is in the Kunsthistorisches Museum in Vienna. A surviving self-portrait, which Roy Strong, rather unfairly, called 'feeble', is in the Faculty of Music at Oxford.
The portrait that I came across so unexpectedly at Frieze doesn't have the prestige of the Van Dyck or the special interest of the self-portrait, but it is the image that comes to mind whenever I think of Lanier. Its discovery is one of the great recent events in British art. Earlier this year, Tate Britain and the National Portrait Gallery secured for the nation a self-portrait by William Dobson. It cost PS2,367,405. When the Lanier portrait was auctioned in 2009, it went for ten times its estimate, but still cost only a fraction of the Dobson painting. Gone are the days when Old Masters could be bought for a song and British art was underappreciated and undervalued. But I hope that a portrait of Lanier will one day be in the national collection. Indeed, this portrait would make an excellent addition to the NPG. Even for those unfamiliar with the sitter, the freshness of the picture must be immediately attractive - the light blush on his cheek, the swept-back hair, the rolled-up sleeves and overall sense of having walked in on a musician-composer at play. Who wouldn't want to know more?
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Sell Your Children
Tony Wood

4665 wordsThe last seven years  have brought a string of successes for the right in Latin America. In October 2018, Jair Bolsonaro won the Brazilian presidency. In June the following year, Nayib Bukele came to power in El Salvador, and that November, the Bolivian right seized on an electoral crisis and ousted Evo Morales. In Peru, after the leftist Pedro Castillo narrowly won the presidency in 2021, right-wing forces in Congress paralysed his government and eighteen months later, after his failed attempt to dissolve the parliament, booted him out of office; they have maintained a lock on the country's politics since. In Chile, the far right made a strong showing in the 2021 elections, successfully mobilised to vote down the country's proposed new constitution in 2022 and dominated elections to the body tasked with drawing up an alternative charter in 2023. Javier Milei's surprise win in Argentina in late 2023 confirmed and consolidated the region's rightward drift.
This year brought another big win for the right: the implosion of the Movimiento al Socialismo in Bolivia ended almost twenty years of left-wing dominance, opening the way for the centre-right candidate Rodrigo Paz to win the presidency, while right and centre-right parties gained control of both chambers of the Legislative Assembly. In Colombia, Gustavo Petro's left coalition is struggling, and parliamentary and presidential elections are due next year. In Chile, three of the four leading candidates for the imminent presidential contest are on the far right. Polls currently show Jose Antonio Kast, the far-right candidate who came close to winning four years ago, in second place behind the left coalition's candidate, Jeannette Jara of the Chilean Communist Party; in third place is Evelyn Matthei of the Union Democrata Independiente, a party created in the 1980s by the Pinochet dictatorship. Kast broke with the UDI in 2016 because it was too moderate. In fourth place is Johannes Kaiser, a libertarian who broke with Kast's new party because for him that was too moderate.
What explains this right-wing surge? To some extent it conforms to a global pattern exemplified in the US by Trump, in Asia by Modi and Duterte, and in Europe by Orban, Le Pen, Meloni and Farage. There are parallels between these right-wing populists and Latin America's contemporary right: they share a hostility to 'globalism' and to 'gender ideology' and the conviction that 'cultural Marxism' has taken hold of most of the world's media outlets and universities. Like its peers elsewhere, Latin America's right has also effectively exploited social media to ratchet up polarisation and outrage.
These are more than just outward similarities: they reflect real connections and alliances. The Bolsonaro clan and Milei have assiduously courted Trump; at a rally in February, before Elon Musk's departure from DOGE, Milei appeared on stage with Musk and handed him a chainsaw as a token of budget-slashing intent. But for the Latin American right, one set of connections has been especially significant. As the Argentinian sociologist Ariel Goldstein showed in his 2022 book, La reconquista autoritaria ('The Authoritarian Reconquest'), and continues to examine in La cuarta ola ('The Fourth Wave'), the most crucial intermediary is the Spanish far right, whose media infrastructure and public platforms have allowed Latin American rightists to forge connections with one another as well as with their European peers.
Attachment to Spain's imperial past is nothing new on the right in Latin America. Since independence, its elites have cast wistful glances across the Atlantic, pining for the colonial system that guaranteed their privileges and defending hispanidad as a cultural bulwark against the barbarism of the non-European masses. The new right in the former metropole - in particular the Vox party, founded in 2013 - openly celebrates Spain's imperial history. Vox has also played an important role in building global far-right networks through the Foro Madrid, an international gathering similar to the US Conservative Political Action Conference. CPAC itself has held meetings in Brazil (2019-25), Mexico (2022) and Argentina (2024). Following its foundation in Spain in 2020, the Foro Madrid has held exuberant follow-ups in Bogota, Lima, Buenos Aires and Asuncion.
Goldstein shows that Vox-facilitated connections with Eastern European figures such as Orban and Kaczynski have given new energy to the rather tired anti-communism of the Latin American right, infusing it with a post-Cold War triumphalism. Vox has joined Venezuelan right-wingers in adopting the term 'narco-communism', which combines old-fashioned Red-baiting with allegations of criminality. Vox deputies to the European Parliament have talked up the threat from left-of-centre 'narco-communist' governments in Latin America in an attempt to bend EU foreign policy further to the right.
The prominence of these Spanish connections is one feature that distinguishes the Latin American right. (Imagine if, say, Nigel Farage were the link man for the right across the former British Empire.) In Contra la amenaza fantasma ('Against the Imaginary Threat'), the Peruvian political commentator Farid Kahhat points to another difference: hostility to migrants is a less central feature of Latin America's contemporary right than it is elsewhere. Politicians such as Milei and Kast have voiced xenophobic sentiments, and migrants - from Venezuela, Central America and Ecuador, as well as further afield - certainly experience discrimination and state repression. But they have not become such prominent targets of right-wing discourse as in Europe or the US. And while Bolsonaro's supporters claimed the Brazilian flag and national football team kit as their symbols, for the most part nationalism doesn't have the same blood-and-soil valence in Latin America as in Europe, nor does it have the same aggressive colonialist swagger.
The resurgence of Latin America's right is all the more remarkable when you consider what came before it. Between 1998 and 2014, left-wing candidates won a total of 32 elections in 13 different countries, from Hugo Chavez in Venezuela to Dilma Rousseff in Brazil. By the end of 2011, at the height of the Pink Tide, some three-fifths of the region's population lived in countries ruled by elected left-wing governments. Nowhere else in the world experienced anything like this. For Kahhat, this alone means that the Latin American right is 'not simply the regional expression of a global phenomenon'. Its recent rise is first and foremost a drive to reverse the consequences of the left's long electoral dominance.
But this still leaves us with questions. Why are new far-right groups leading the rollback of the Pink Tide, rather than traditional right-wing parties? The Pink Tide began to ebb after 2014, with the end of the sustained boom in commodity prices. At first, a familiar type of conservative benefited from the left's dwindling popularity: the billionaire businessman Sebastian Pinera won the Chilean presidency in 2010 and again in 2018; in Argentina, Mauricio Macri of the centre-right Propuesta Republicana party came to power in 2015; in Peru in 2016, the former IMF and World Bank economist Pedro Pablo Kuczynski edged out Keiko Fujimori, a right-wing populist. In Brazil, Rousseff was impeached and replaced by her vice president, Michel Temer, of the Movimento Democratico Brasileiro, a big-tent centre-right party that was founded in the 1960s as the official opposition under the country's military dictatorship.
But since 2018, the far right has gained the momentum. When Bolsonaro won the presidency that year, his Partido Social Liberal went from having a single seat in Congress to being the second largest party with 52. Alongside electoral successes such as those of Bolsonaro, Bukele and Milei, the right has adopted a range of strategies, from outright coups as in Bolivia to co-ordinated institutional blockages as in Peru. For Kahhat, the timing and intensity of the surge can in large part be explained by a general mood of anti-incumbency in the wake of the Covid pandemic. Latin America experienced some of the highest mortality rates worldwide (Peru's figure of 660 deaths per 100,000 was nearly twice as high as the UK's). This was a damaging demonstration of state incapacity, and it makes sense that there would be a political backlash, especially given the economic slump that followed. But even if the pandemic were to account for the intensification of Latin America's rightward shift, it doesn't explain why it began in 2018, two years before Covid.
Another way  of framing the question is to ask how new the Latin American far right actually is, and where it stands in relation to other forms of conservatism in the region. Does it represent a novel and distinctive political project, or are we looking at the old conservatism in new clothes? The simple and unsatisfying answer is: both. There are some obvious and startling innovations, from Milei's anarcho-libertarianism to Bukele's blend of mass incarceration and social media trolling (you could call it the 'influence and punish' model). But the right's revival has also involved the return of some all too familiar motifs, whether it be Bolsonaro's celebration of the brutal repression of the left by Brazil's military dictatorship or the overt anti-Indigenous racism of Jeanine Anez's regime in Bolivia.
In order to understand the way these aspects of right-wing thought and practice interrelate one must look beyond the rise and fall of particular parties. As the Argentinian historian Ernesto Bohoslavsky argues in Historia minima de las derechas latinoamericanas ('Concise History of the Latin American Rights'), political parties have only ever been one of many forms the right has taken - and not always the most important. Bohoslavsky initially defines the Latin American right as 'the specifically political organisations that actively defend unequal forms of distributing goods, opportunities and recognition between social classes, but also between men and women and between generations'. Yet for most of the book he takes a different tack: rather than viewing the right as an organised political tendency embodying a given set of ideas, he sees it as the expression of elite interests. Depending on the context, elites can use different forms of power to maintain or restore those inequalities, from military force to economic coercion, and from ideological persuasion to political authority. Political parties are the most obvious manifestation, but the right can also draw on other 'sources of social power' - the concept derives from the historical sociology of Michael Mann - when needed.
This explains the plural noun in Bohoslavsky's title: he sees the Latin American right as a heterogeneous tradition, taking up different strategies and ideas over time. In the political realm, electoralism has alternated with dictatorships; in economics, the right has at various times adopted laissez-faire liberalism, state-led developmentalism, corporatism and neoliberalism; in culture, the centrality of nationalism and religion has fluctuated, though staunch anti-communism has been a constant theme.
Bohoslavsky begins his story at the end of the 19th century. Most histories of the right begin with the French Revolution, the event that gave us the terminology of right and left in the first place, and which is generally taken to have inaugurated the battle between conservatism and liberalism. But for Bohoslavsky, the liberal-conservative rifts that opened up in Latin America after independence didn't challenge entrenched power so much as pit rival factions of the elites against one another. This is perhaps an oversimplification: a substantial body of scholarship has shown that liberalism attracted considerable popular support. But liberalism's right-wing proponents in Latin America have always harboured a deep suspicion of the masses, and have historically been much more committed to liberalism's economic tenets than to any democratising impulses.
The right-wing liberalism that was prevalent across much of the region by the end of the 19th century sought to boost exports and draw in foreign investors while preserving the existing oligarchic regime. With the Mexican and Russian Revolutions, however, came new challenges that both Latin America's liberals and conservatives fought to contain. Bohoslavsky sees the 1920s as a period of political experimentation, in which the right expanded its repertoire beyond the traditional forms of oligarchic dominance. This included the use of guardias blancas, paramilitary forces, to suppress peasant discontent in the countryside. The 1920s also saw the promotion of the 'Red Scare', well in advance of actual communist parties being formed. (Bohoslavsky cites the example of a 1922 strike in Ecuador that was blamed on communist agitators and bloodily suppressed; the Ecuadorean Socialist Party didn't exist until 1926.)
The ruling class found itself increasingly confronting the question of how to channel or contain mass politics. In the 1930s, amid the turmoil of the Great Depression, the solution most commonly arrived at was authoritarianism: between 1930 and 1937, there were coups or military-led uprisings in Argentina, Brazil, Guatemala, Peru (twice), Chile, Uruguay, Cuba and Bolivia. This was a time of strongman regimes in much of the region, from Juan Vicente Gomez's long rule over Venezuela (1908-35) to Jorge Ubico's iron grip on Guatemala (1931-44) or the start of the Somoza dynasty in Nicaragua. It was also the era of fascism in Europe, and Latin America saw similar stirrings on the far right, from Chile's Movimiento Nacional Socialista to Mexico's Camisas doradas ('goldshirts'). Yet these were generally small and marginal players. Brazil was the only country where a sizeable fascist movement took root: the Acao Integralista Brasileira (Brazilian Integralist Action), which by the late 1930s had around 400,000 members. There was no fascist remaking of the old order as in Germany, Italy or Spain. The traditional pillars of elite rule, especially the army, proved firm enough.
A brief democratic opening after the Second World War saw communist parties win 10 per cent of the vote in Brazil and Chile, leading to gag laws and bans as Latin American leaders adopted Washington's Cold War agenda. But Bohoslavsky argues that the 'anti-totalitarian' discourse of the Cold War also had a different effect: from the 1940s to the early 1960s, Latin American conservatives in principle accepted democratic rule and agreed to work within a constitutional framework. This is one of the periods when right-wing political parties grew in influence, their effectiveness as a mechanism for maintaining power more widely appreciated. The right adapted to the times in other ways, joining a broad consensus behind the need for state-led economic development. Governments of the centre right oversaw import-substitution industrialisation policies and launched agrarian reform programmes, if timidly. According to Bohoslavsky, at this point the far right was still a relatively minor presence. But - a significant change - the traditional right became increasingly able to call on external allies, especially the United States, as the ultimate guarantor of their power.
The Cuban Revolution of 1959 again raised the spectre of popular mobilisation. With the developmentalist model slowing down in many places, the willingness of Latin American elites to tolerate democratic rule began to fade even as pressures from the left began to multiply. The 1964 military coup in Brazil was the first of a new wave of dictatorships that continued across the region into the 1980s, from Pinochet in Chile to the succession of juntas in Argentina. These regimes were not only more brutal than their predecessors; they were also much more institutionalised. By this stage, Latin American militaries were largely equipped and trained by the US and adhered to the US national security doctrine in regarding any internal challenge as externally orchestrated 'subversion'. Right-wing paramilitary groups emerged in many places in the 1960s and 1970s as an adjunct to official anti-communism, giving regimes new tools for exercising violence beyond the armed forces.
The break with democratic rule opened space for far-right ideas to gain ground, not just the hysterical anti-communism of the Argentinian generals but also the authoritarian neoliberalism of the 'Chicago Boys' in Chile. The final dismantling of state-led developmentalism in Latin America took some time, but the process began under authoritarian rule. It's important to note that, with some honourable exceptions, the traditional right-wing parties often supported these regimes, undermining any hard-and-fast distinction between moderate and extreme right. In the grim light of the 1970s, the difference between the two seems to be less a matter of principle than a division of labour.
The complaisant attitude of so many conservatives towards Latin America's dictatorships told against them when these regimes finally fell in the 1980s. By this point, the generals had proved economically incompetent as well as brutal, and their 'anti-subversive' fervour had outlived its usefulness. But as Bohoslavsky puts it, the carefully managed democratisation of the 1980s and 1990s was not a defeat for the armed forces but a strategic retreat, and in many cases political parties formed during the dictatorships remained significant electoral players: the UDI in Chile, Brazil's Partido Democratico Social, the Alianza Republicana Nacionalista in El Salvador. With unions and the organised left deeply damaged by years of repression, the discrediting of much of the political right did not lead to great advances for the progressive cause. The end of dictatorships in Latin America coincided instead with the ascendancy of neoliberalism and, in a bitter historical irony, it was in many cases the centre left that took up the right's economic agenda, implementing free-market reforms that included some of the most rapid and extensive privatisations in the world.
The dominance of neoliberalism in the 1990s created the conditions for the Latin American right to accept the democratic rules of the game once more. As Bohoslavsky puts it, 'they were dealing with neoliberalised democracies' - that is, 'regimes in which political negotiations ... and struggles held no risks for the elites'. Yet the socioeconomic impacts of free-market reforms - rising inequality and unemployment, cuts to welfare, dwindling provision of social services - generated opposition. In 1989, mass protests took place in Venezuela against IMF-dictated economic measures; in 1994, the Zapatistas launched their rebellion in Mexico on the day the North American Free Trade Agreement came into force; four years later, Chavez's victory in Venezuela marked the start of a fifteen-year turn to the left in Latin America.
Opposition to neoliberalism was a unifying theme across the Pink Tide, and the basis of its electoral successes. Against the Washington Consensus, a term introduced by the economist John Williamson to describe the standard package of neoliberal reforms, stood the Buenos Aires Consensus, a manifesto signed in 2003 by the heads of Brazil and Argentina, Lula (Luiz Inacio da Silva) and Nestor Kirchner. Yet while Pink Tide governments mounted a powerful ideological challenge to neoliberalism, they were much less successful in charting an economic course out of it; and though they significantly reduced income inequality, they weren't able to implement structural changes that would fundamentally shift economic power away from the elites. From behind its fortified redoubts, the right prepared to launch its counter-offensive.
Most accounts of the right's recent rise rely on a distinction between a 'radical' or 'extreme' right and a 'traditional' right, with the latter working through institutional democratic structures and the former either sceptical of them or rejecting democracy entirely. But Bohoslavsky's longer history shows that the distinction is not so easy to maintain. Although the political and institutional means used by different sections of the right have varied over time, as have the tone and content of right-wing discourse, the overriding purpose - the defence of elite interests - has remained consistent. Yet the challenges posed to those interests have changed over the decades, and in the light of Bohoslavsky's account, it's there that we should look for explanations of the recent step change from right to far right.
While the economic challenge posed by the Pink Tide was significant, for Bohoslavsky it was the political challenge that predominantly shaped the right's response. In the 2000s, governments across the region disputed the key neoliberal premise that markets should determine the allocation of goods. But they also either introduced or planned progressive legislation on abortion, same-sex marriage, education and Indigenous rights. In some cases - Argentina, Brazil, Chile - left-wing governments engaged in 'memory politics', launching truth commissions and inquiries into the crimes of the military dictatorships. Against all this, the contemporary right seeks not only to restore the supremacy of the market, but to reinforce patriarchal norms and 'traditional' gender roles, and to defend the 'anti-subversive' record of the dictatorships, calling for what they term a 'complete memory'. Bohoslavsky sums up their agenda as 'order in the market, in the streets and in the home'.
This aggressive response promises a more rapid and thorough reversal of the Pink Tide than the region's more traditional conservative parties have offered, and largely accounts for the generous backing many of the new far-right parties have received. It also helps to explain the question of timing: after the traditional right failed to defeat the Pink Tide, many of its adherents began to contemplate more drastic solutions. This includes key figures in the traditional conservative establishment: it was Macri, who had failed to kill off Peronism in Argentina during his presidency from 2015-19, who brokered the right-wing alliance that carried Milei to victory in 2023.
The Pink Tide governments used the state as their tool to reverse the inequalities generated by neoliberalism. Under the rubric of austerity, the right has sought to render that tool unusable by curtailing the state's redistributive capacities - first by cutting budgets and then, in Milei's case, by eliminating large swathes of the state apparatus. This animus against the state is reflected in the increasing weight of libertarianism within the right's ideological mix. Previously a marginal trend in Latin America, it has acquired vocal advocates in Milei and among online influencers such as Agustin Laje in Argentina and Johannes Kaiser in Chile, and has attracted significant funding from billionaires including Eduardo Eurnekian, one of Milei's main backers.
Libertarian think tanks have also played an important role, especially those allied with the Atlas Network, created by Antony Fisher, a former adviser to Margaret Thatcher. Out of the five hundred affiliated organisations the Atlas Network claims to have around the world, 120 are in Latin America. (For comparison, South Asia and East Asia have only 21 each.) In her 2021 book Menos Marx, Mais Mises ('Less Marx, More Mises'), the Brazilian academic Camila Rocha explored the role of these think tanks in her country, describing the resulting confluence of Austrian School economics and other strands of right-wing thought as 'conservative ultra-liberalism'. The label captures Milei's hybrid agenda too: hard libertarianism combined with praise for the military dictatorship, deregulation of markets alongside challenges to women's reproductive rights. How stable this ideological mix will be remains to be seen; Kahhat quotes an interview from 2022 in which Milei dodges the question of whether he agrees with Murray Rothbard's suggestion in For a New Liberty (1973) that people should be allowed to sell their own children - perhaps taking the idea of 'family values' a little too literally. For now, the obvious contradictions between the right's different components have been smoothed away by the common project of reversing the Pink Tide. And as Rocha and others such as Quinn Slobodian have pointed out, Austrian School economics did have a strong moral component, often seeing the kinds of collectivity dear to conservative thought - the family, the nation, the ethnos - as crucial to the smooth functioning of the market.
Moral concerns are not new for the Latin American right, of course. Its vehement opposition to what it calls 'gender ideology' is of a piece with the longstanding conservative defence of the nuclear family, and much of its anti-communism was and is a reaction to the left's secularism. But what seems different now is that its moral agenda has been permeated by market imperatives. As Bohoslavsky makes clear, earlier versions of the right had a strong anti-materialist tendency, emphasising spiritual over earthly matters. He cites the Argentinian reactionary Miguel Cane, who in 1877 was already lamenting his compatriots' decline into the grubby world of commerce: 'Our fathers were soldiers, poets and artists. We are shopkeepers, hawkers and speculators.' The current crop of rightists would be unlikely to complain about being put in the latter company (though Milei's promotion and then withdrawal of support for a cryptocurrency called $LIBRA did cause the first major scandal of his presidency).
It's  striking how thoroughly Latin America's contemporary right has absorbed neoliberalism. Earlier cohorts entertained a range of economic philosophies, depending on what best served their interests at the time. The question today is how to make their other concerns compatible with the supremacy of the market. As Bohoslavsky puts it, 'this extreme right does not want to replace the neoliberal order, to overwhelm democratic institutions or to offer an alternative future like classical fascism, but rather to become a more efficient and authoritarian guarantor of ... a moral, social and economic order that is supposedly under threat.'
The perceived threats to this order range from real political opponents and social trends to inflated or imagined menaces, as the title of Kahhat's book indicates. At its foundation in 2020, the Foro Madrid identified itself as the right-wing counterweight to two international organisations of the left, the Sao Paulo Forum and the Puebla Group. Both of these have had symbolic significance as spaces where Pink Tide leaders gather, but they have played a negligible role in establishing a shared policy agenda - let alone serving as the venue for plotting a communist takeover of the Americas, as the right apparently believes. Perhaps these diplomatic talking shops were the best they could do by way of sinister antagonists, in the absence of an actual international communist movement. If anything, the Foro Madrid's image of these organisations is more accurate as a self-portrait in reverse: a well-funded, internationally co-ordinated effort to devise an ultra-conservative agenda for the whole region that would reimpose 'order' in the name of 'freedom'.
Perhaps the most disconcerting feature of Latin America's contemporary right is its confident embrace of electoral politics. As Bohoslavsky's account makes clear, the right's recurring dilemma throughout the 20th century was how to secure majority consent for a system of government that would continue to benefit a small minority. The answer it most frequently arrived at was not to ask: after all, why bother to hold elections, let alone construct a durable political hegemony, when you can just bring in the army? Today's right has - for now - mostly opted to contest the Pink Tide's successes in the political arena, though it is clearly willing to resort to other methods when it loses, as shown by the failed insurrection of January 2023 by Bolsonaro's supporters. (Milei even contested the results of the primary election he won in August 2023, which suggests that the desire to impugn the democratic process runs deep.) Amid the broad discrediting of existing parties, the right has found paths to electoral victory with 'outsider' candidates, and with new formations: Milei's La Libertad Avanza or Bukele's Nuevas Ideas. In each case, the victors appealed to voters far beyond the right's traditional social base.
This in turn may only be one symptom of deeper social transformations that have taken place in Latin America, wrought by neoliberalism and only partially delayed or diverted by the Pink Tide. Increasingly precarious employment, a long onslaught against organised labour, the slow degradation of welfare systems, rapid but largely informal urbanisation, spiralling inequality - all this has disaggregated many of the collectivities through which people formerly made sense of their lives, producing a fragmented electorate that has proved fertile terrain for the right. For much of its history the Latin American left has placed its hopes in 'the people', yet Bohoslavsky wonders if the long reign of neoliberalism has done away with that term as a coherent political signifier. He also raises a more sombre possibility: that the socioeconomic changes of recent decades have enabled the right to shape its own version of 'the people', providing a willing foundation for the kinds of authoritarianism that used to be imposed by force. On that logic, figures such as Bolsonaro, Bukele and Milei are both revivals of the region's right-wing traditions and bleak portents of what is to come.
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In Arica
Matthew Carr

1945 wordsIn June,  I flew from Santiago to Arica, Chile's northernmost city. Arica lies on the Pacific coast at the edge of the Atacama desert, eleven miles from the Peruvian border. It is known as the 'city of eternal spring', and even in the taxi from the airport the air was drier than in the capital, and it was warm enough for short sleeves. When I told my driver that I had travelled from England to see the mummies of the vanished Chinchorro people, he boasted that they were better known internationally than they were in Chile. This isn't entirely accurate. Most of the Chileans I spoke to had heard of them. In 2021, the Arica and Parinacota region was designated a Unesco World Heritage site, in recognition of its three Chinchorro settlements containing the 'oldest known archaeological evidence of the artificial mummification of bodies', whose 'material, sculptural and aesthetic qualities' reflected the 'fundamental role of the dead in Chinchorro society'.
 La Muy Ilustre y Real Ciudad San Marcos de Arica (the 'very illustrious and royal city of San Marcos de Arica') was established by Philip II in 1570 as an entrepot for silver from Potosi. It wasn't long before it attracted the attention of English and Dutch privateers. In 1604 the city was devastated by an earthquake and tsunami. In 1821, following the end of Spanish rule, Arica became part of newly independent Peru. It was conquered by Chile in 1880 during the War of the Pacific, and since then its population has grown to around two hundred thousand.
 Almost a fifth of Arica's population lives below the poverty line, often in poor-quality housing in the surrounding hills and valleys. In 1984, the Swedish mining company Boliden paid a local firm, Promel, to process twenty thousand tonnes of toxic waste containing large quantities of arsenic. Promel was supposed to sell on the waste, but much of it was never processed, and a sludge pile that had been dumped 250 metres from a residential neighbourhood began to be used as a children's playground. Twelve thousand people were affected by the contaminants, many contracting cancer and other diseases related to toxic materials. None of them has received compensation.
 The first excavations of mummified remains in Arica were carried out by the anthropologist Max Uhle on Chinchorro Beach in 1917. It wasn't until the final decades of the 20th century, however, that anthropologists and archaeologists began to ask why the Chinchorro, who inhabited a 400-mile stretch of the Pacific coast from around 7000 BCE, had mummified their dead. The Chinchorro lived in small, scattered groups and used simple tools made from bone and shell to maintain a diet of fish, sea lions and other animals. They wore only skirts and loincloths. Yet around seven thousand years ago - roughly two thousand years before the Egyptians - they began to mummify their dead. Their mummification techniques demonstrated a good understanding of human anatomy. The Chinchorro peeled back the skin of the deceased and removed the internal organs and soft tissue, before replacing them with straw or clay. They strengthened the arms, legs and spine with sticks, and used reed ropes to bind them to the skull. They then covered the face of the dead person with painted clay masks and attached wigs made from straw or animal hair.
 Had these mummies not originated in the Atacama, very few of them would have survived. The desert's arid climate and nitrate and saline-rich soil have helped preserve them. Bodies of soldiers from the War of the Pacific, Chinese guano workers, Inca copper miners, those 'disappeared' by the Pinochet regime and the victims of serial killers have all been found in the Atacama, often in much better condition than those who left them there would have wished. Chinchorro remains have sometimes been mistaken for victims of executions carried out under Pinochet, and vice versa.
 In 1868 the crew of the American warship the Wateree witnessed the most destructive of the area's earthquakes, which reduced much of the city to rubble in less than ten minutes. Fifty minutes later a 39-foot tsunami swept through Arica and smashed into the Morro, a cliff overlooking the city, revealing a number of Indigenous graves. Admiral L.G. Billings later recalled that he and his crew watched from the deck of the Wateree as 'the mummies of the long-buried and forgotten aborigines rose to the surface' in 'a sitting posture, facing the sea'. It seemed 'to our excited imagination', he went on, 'as if the day of judgment had come'.
 Some of these remains found their way to the Smithsonian, but most Chinchorro mummies are now in the possession of the University of Tarapaca. The university's archaeological museum is located eleven miles outside Arica, in a former oasis filled with palm and plantain trees. The Chinchorro exhibits are kept in a grey, block-like building next to the ruins of a colonial hacienda. Darts, spears, arrowheads, basketry and bone tools for scooping out shellfish attest to the skill, ingenuity and resilience that enabled the Chinchorro to survive on the coast of the Atacama for so long.
 The mummies are displayed prone on benches behind glass screens in semi-darkness, as if floating on rafts. Most have masks that recall Klee or Miro paintings, with slits or holes for the eyes and mouth. Many have lost their feet and hands, and a few don't have faces, but others are so well preserved that you can see the wrinkles on their hands. One of the most striking features of the Chinchorro funerary practices was their egalitarianism. Unlike the Egyptians, the Chinchorro mummified every member of the community, from the oldest adult to the youngest child. One display case contains an embryo attached to a stick onto which eyes and a mouth have been carved.
 No one knows for sure why the Chinchorro began to mummify their dead, but scholars believe it may have been a response to high mortality rates, caused by the extreme desert environment and the presence of natural arsenic in the Camarones River. Miscarriages were common, and children often died young. I spoke to Bernardo Arriaza, an expert on the Chinchorro, at one of the university's buildings in downtown Arica. By transforming a dead child or relative 'from a decaying corpse into a beautifully preserved mummy ... with lifelike features', he told me, the Chinchorro created a 'living entity' that took its place in the community. The eyes and mouths of the mummies were left open to allow a channel of communication between the living and the dead. 'With the Chinchorro there was this fuzzy boundary between life and death,' Arriaza said. 'The bodies and the living share the same space, share the same reality.'
 Something of this dynamic has endured. There are still people in Arica who will tell you that they played football with Chinchorro skulls during their childhood and stumbled across Indigenous graves on expeditions to the countryside or while carrying out repairs to their homes. In 1983, workers laying pipes found more than a hundred mummified corpses buried in a ditch. In 2004, another Chinchorro burial ground was uncovered at the foot of the Morro during building work on a hotel. These remains were considered so fragile that the university built a second museum around them, the Museo de Sitio Colon 10, named after the street in which the remains were found. On my visit a guide watched carefully as I walked onto the glass case and looked down on the rows of skeletal remains. Unlike those on display at the anthropological museum, these bodies date back to the late Chinchorro period (2000-1500 BCE).
 Most people in Arica know what to do when they find Chinchorro remains. This is largely because of the University of Tarapaca's outreach programme. In order to secure World Heritage status, Arriaza and his team had to show that the Chinchorro sites were protected, and they recognised that this couldn't be guaranteed without the participation of the wider public. In 2019 the Corporacion Chinchorro Marka was founded to manage the archaeological sites and to organise educational sessions on the Chinchorro at schools, residents' associations and old people's clubs.
 At the corporation's offices, the archaeologist and outreach officer Cesar Borie described the way he and his team have tried to reconcile the tensions between 'Jurassic Park-style mass tourism' and protecting the Chinchorro heritage. 'It's a big challenge to make this look interesting in terms of tourism,' he said. 'We don't have Machu Picchu or the pyramids. What we have are the Chinchorro mummies that are mostly in museums, so you have to teach the public what they are looking at and what they are walking over.' One of the activities organised by the corporation involves placing bone replicas in a sandbox where children and adults can learn how to handle any potential discoveries.
 One day, towards the end of my trip, I drove out into the desert and took the Ruta 5, the Chilean stretch of the Pan-American Highway, passing the ever-present animitas, shrines where Chileans memorialise the victims of road accidents. These provided a few patches of colour amid the treeless beige and grey. After two hours I turned off the little road that led down to the Bay of Camarones and stopped to admire the magnificent Chinchorro statues by Paola Pimentel, a local artist. The bodies of the sculptures were adorned with pictures of animals, shells, babies and various scenes from Chinchorro life. (Pimentel also makes replicas of the mummies.)
 The Bay of Camarones is inhabited by a community of around fifty people, living in jerry-built shacks made from zinc and plywood. I walked down to the beach, where a few people were fishing, then wandered back up to the settlement, where I was eventually met by Jorge Tapias, a part-time guide for the Corporacion Chinchorro Marka. Followed by one of his dogs, we walked up to the roped-in compound where some of the first Chinchorro mummies had been found, and made our way up the dirt track along the cliff to the south of the bay. After a few minutes Jorge led me off the path to a gently sloping plateau high above the rocks, where he showed me fishbones, layers of shell middens and traces of fires left by the Chinchorro. He also picked out an arrowhead, remnants of bone tools for scraping out shells and handmade stone mortars. It was strange to see these items just lying around. Hadn't anyone tried to steal them? Jorge said that few people came to this spot; he always tried to be on hand to guide visitors and ensure that nothing was taken.
 As I looked around, I imagined what life might have been like for the Chinchorro. Bioarchaeologists have found widespread evidence of auditory exostosis or surfer's ear, probably caused by diving for shellfish. Many Chinchorro remains also have fractures to the arms and legs, most likely from slipping on wet rocks. Looking down the slope, I could see how such accidents happened. And yet, for all the challenges of the environment, the Chinchorro managed to live on the edge of this desert for thousands of years.
 Around 1000 BCE they disappear from the archaeological record. Some believe that they merged with the early Andean peoples who arrived in the Atacama. The little that we know about the Chinchorro is based on speculation. We don't know which gods they worshipped, what songs they sang, how their society was organised or how they thought about time. But their commitment to preserving every member of their community ensured that part of their culture still survives.
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Among the Rabble
Pablo Scheffer

2458 wordsIn  859, a group of peasants from the lands around the Seine took up arms against the Viking raiders ravaging the French coast. It was a rather desperate attempt at resistance. 'They fought bravely,' the Carolingian chronicler Prudentius wrote of the battle that followed, but were 'easily slain'. Not slain by the Vikings, however: local elites were so alarmed by the uprising that they decided to snuff it out themselves. (Prudentius is largely sympathetic to what he calls the vulgus promiscuum, but charges it with having acted 'incautiously'.) The story gives an insight into what Shane Bobrycki calls the early medieval 'crowd regime', the way collective behaviour was organised and represented. Faced with the choice between the threat of Vikings and the threat of a mob, Frankish grandees chose the Vikings. Yet, as Bobrycki points out, crowds rarely feature in conventional accounts of the period. After the fall of Rome, population numbers collapsed, cities emptied out and, it's often claimed, public gatherings largely ceased. Bobrycki sets out to challenge the final point. 'Early medieval sources are full of crowds,' he argues. 'Just not the sort historians have trained themselves to look for.'
Demography is a particularly murky corner of early medieval history, but we know that between 500 and 1000 there was a trend of population decline and deurbanisation, the result of a degrading climate (the cold, arid period between the volcanic winter of 536 and 660 is sometimes called the Late Antique Little Ice Age), continuous warfare and a series of plague epidemics. New research suggests a connection between the harsher conditions and outbreaks of disease, as plague swept through communities already buckling under the pressure of food shortages and social crisis.
Some places were hit harder than others. 'Cities [lie] in ruin,' Pope Gregory I wrote at the end of the sixth century, 'strongholds overthrown, fields despoiled; the land has gone back to nature.' By the seventh century, the Colosseum could accommodate Rome's entire population twice. The palaces on the Palatine Hill were slowly falling apart; the grand ancient churches served congregations a fraction of their former size. What had once been a metropolis of more than a million inhabitants had shrunk to around thirty thousand.
All over Europe buildings stood empty. The eighth-century writer Paul the Deacon described Metz as 'abounding with crowds', but also noted that its old amphitheatre had been 'given over to wild snakes'. Bath, as depicted in the Old English poem 'The Ruin', had been all but abandoned: 'Hrofas sind gehrorene, hreorge torras/hringeat berofen, hrim on lime' ('Roofs are collapsed, towers ruined/the ring-gate destroyed, rime on mortar'). The crumbling Roman buildings hint at a past so grand and distant that the poem's speaker imagines them as enta geweorc, the work of giants. The landscapes in other Old English poems are equally desolate. The speaker in 'The Wanderer' mourns the death of his kinsmen as he roams 'friendless' through the wilderness; Saint Guthlac sits alone in his fenland hermitage; Heorot, the mead hall where Beowulf feasts before fighting Grendel, stands in the middle of a swamp. Readers of these poems might be surprised to learn that early medieval England had cities. York, which had been a Roman garrison town, flourished as a trading settlement (or wic in Old English). On the Thames, about a mile upstream from ancient Londinium, sat Lundenwic, a bustling hub with a population in the thousands, in what is now Aldwych ('Old Wic'). But these were the exceptions. Between the second and seventh centuries, the number of occupied Roman settlements in lowland Britain and northern France dropped by half; in central Italy, by as much as four-fifths.
Bobrycki has worked through the records of this diminishment to find evidence of any kind of agglomeration. At times he takes this too far: it's hard to agree that the 'multitudes of beasts' which roamed the pastures of early medieval Europe or the historical registers kept by monasteries count as crowds. He needn't have cast quite so wide a net, because in the early Middle Ages people gathered, as people always have, for all sorts of reasons. Harvesting crops, or repairing dykes and ditches, required many hands. Smallish armies fought smallish wars. Monarchs and noblemen surrounded themselves with entourages; peasants congregated at churches and local assemblies; monks and nuns lived communally in religious orders. At markets and fairs, wares were traded, information was exchanged and fun was had. The great construction projects of this period - Lindisfarne, Offa's Dyke - required large numbers of labourers. Exact numbers are hard to establish but building Offa's Dyke is thought to have taken five thousand men. In the autumn of 793 Charlemagne enrolled a 'multitude of men' in a grand scheme to dig a canal between the Rhine and the Danube. (It ultimately failed on account of the swampy terrain and relentless bad weather.)
In Crowds and Power (1960), Elias Canetti drew a distinction between what he called 'open' and 'closed' crowds. Open crowds are what we tend to think of when we speak of crowds: spontaneous occasions where people come together with a shared if hazy purpose, temporarily suspending the normal order of things. Closed crowds, by contrast, are planned gatherings with a fixed motive. They solidify rather than disturb existing social hierarchies. One of the reasons the early Middle Ages tend not to feature in histories of the crowd, Bobrycki suggests, is that gatherings in this period were overwhelmingly closed. Mobs such as the one that formed on the Seine were rare - they were logistically challenging and provoked brutal reprisals. The forming of assemblies followed what Bobrycki calls 'predictable grooves': harvests in late summer, hunts in autumn, religious festivals in winter and spring, military campaigns and secular assemblies in early summer.
Nonetheless, gatherings could still be occasions for popular resistance. Peasants who assembled at the wrong place or time, in unexpected numbers, or who refused to assemble, undermined the status quo. In the 750s, for instance, the Lombard king Desiderius bestowed the Trita valley - a remote backwater beneath the peaks of the central Apennines - on the monks of his local monastery. The monks thought that the gift included the valley's peasants, and began demanding rent and labour. The peasants refused. An extended dispute followed, in which the monks accused the peasants of invading their land. But generations of peasants held out; their form of collective action was to flee to the mountains every time the monks appeared. A settlement had still not been reached when, 120 years and nine court cases later, the monastery was sacked by a Muslim army.
In Normandy, around the turn of the millennium, disgruntled rustici took a more direct approach. Unhappy with lordly privileges over woodland and waterways, they stopped work, 'stirred up numerous mini-assemblies and decided to live according to their own wishes'. The peasants elected representatives and sent them to the provincial assembly to present their decree of collective autonomy. The outcome makes clearer the reason the peasants of Trita chose their oblique method of resistance: the duke sent the delegates back with their hands and feet cut off. 'Having seen this,' a local chronicler wryly noted, 'the rustics, putting aside their gatherings, went back to their ploughs.'
Churches hosted the sort of organised gatherings more commonly associated with the period. Just how frequently the average peasant went to church is impossible to say, though Bobrycki suggests that 'most laypeople might not [have taken] communion more than three times a year.' Certainly, early medieval legislators made an effort to increase attendance. Even for those who didn't regularly attend Mass, churches were central to communal life. They were markers of local identity, venues for various kinds of public meeting and places where the poor received disbursements. Bobrycki does a good job of evoking how imposing churches would have seemed: 'Hundreds of lit candles ... The scent of incense or cut flowers ... Grand frescoes and mosaics, rare textiles between partitions, the blocked-off altar with relics below, beneath an apse showing the awful multitudes of the Final Judgment.' But even the grandest early medieval churches weren't cavernous spaces. They were broken up in ways that reinforced social hierarchies: curtains and columns separated members of the congregation by class; frescoes depicted heavenly crowds in serried ranks. Men and women received communion separately, while the poor stood by the church entrance or in the antechamber begging for alms. In the ninth century, Pope Paschal I redesigned Santa Maria Maggiore so that he wouldn't be disturbed by the sound of women entering the building.
For all these attempts at structure, religious crowds could still be unpredictable. In the fifth century, Augustine complained that an unexpectedly large and 'rather restless' horde had come to listen to him preach. Amid the commotion he had to read out a passage from the Gospels twice, 'for my voice is such that it will only carry in a great silence.' In the 840s, two men dressed as monks arrived at the church of St Benigne in Dijon with bones they claimed were relics. (Of which saint they couldn't say.) Before the local authorities figured out what to do with them, a crowd of hundreds of peasants - 'especially women' - had formed at the church, flailing wildly 'as if they were being beaten' and refusing to leave. Bobrycki notes that, despite admonishment from bishops and priests, peasants continued to 'build bonfires, march in unauthorised processions, assemble before magicians, pseudo-saints, and pseudo-prophets and shout to the moon in eclipse'.
Early  medieval speakers of Latin inherited a trove of words to describe different types of crowd: populus, caterva, vulgus, conventio, tumultus, societas, contio, grex. Caterva and grex were both used to describe troops of men, but caterva originated as a military term referring to a band of barbarian soldiers, while grex, which had pejorative undertones, had been a word for a flock or herd of animals. In the early seventh century, Isidore of Seville expounded on the distinction between a 'multitude' (multitudo) and a 'crowd' or 'rabble' (turba). The former was defined by numbers, the latter by space: 'For a few people can make up a turba in narrow confines.' These nuances were being abandoned, however. Some writers were using turba not just for disorderly rabbles, but for hosts of angels and gatherings of monks; military terms such as legio and cohors lost their specificity and became synonyms for 'many'. Even plebs came to be used simply as an alternative to populus.
As gatherings became more organised affairs, new words were needed. Germanic languages had inherited the word 'thing' (ding in German and thing in Old Norse), which originally referred to a local assembly - the kind where disputes were settled and collective decisions reached - but evolved to include the time or place of these assemblies, the discussions held and the agreements made. A thinghus ('thing house') came to be anything from a legal court to a theatre; a thingari ('thing doer') could just as easily be a preacher or a litigant. The noun thingatio even entered Latin through Lombard law, where it denoted public legitimisation.
Along with their terminology, the Romans had passed down to early medieval Europe the belief that crowds were an important source of validation. Hordes of admirers attested to the holiness of relics. Adoring masses confirmed a ruler's legitimacy. Though elections in the early Middle Ages were hardly democratic, unanimous approbation by crowds was an important part of the ritual. 'In a world with no voting booths or opinion polls,' Bobrycki writes, 'claims about collective will implied collective performances.' It was routine for those running for office to accuse their rivals of crowd manipulation. Photios, patriarch of Constantinople in the ninth century, was dogged by accusations that he had doctored the names of subscribers to his conciliar acta to inflate his support. Gregory, bishop of Tours, claimed that one of his rivals for the position had assembled a 'throng of paupers' to raise a clamour.
Crowds were a scarce resource and assembling them required careful planning. When a group of ninth-century clerics in eastern Francia required 'miraculous' crowds to prove that their newly procured relics were authentic, they made sure to parade through the region before storing the relics at the busy mill town of Obermuhlheim, which they renamed Seligenstadt, or Blessed City. What mattered was the illusion of spontaneity. For every genuine relic-bearing cleric, however, there was a peddler of fake goods. What were authorities to do in cases where crowds seemed to legitimise miscreants? Gregory, from his see in Tours, reproached an 'expert in wickedness' who dressed in skins and went around calling himself Christ, committing highway robberies and handing out the spoils to his throngs of followers. In the eighth century, St Boniface wrote about a man called Aldebert who claimed to be an apostle, sold his fingernails as relics and won over 'a multitude of simple people'. What made these events so unsettling was their similarity to approved gatherings. Had Christ himself not said, in the Gospel of Matthew, that 'where two or three are gathered together in my name, there am I in the midst of them'? In a world where crowds were seen as bestowing holy legitimacy, spectators gathering around heretical preachers or false relics posed a problem to authorities. Early medieval writers wrote polemics dismissing these 'bad crowds' as being motivated by fear or emphasising the involvement of women.
By the end of the first millennium, demographic pressures had eased. The climate became milder (the 'medieval warm period' began in the tenth century), and after the eighth century plague outbreaks largely ceased. Thanks in part to improvements in agricultural methods, populations recovered and large cities began once more to flourish. Venice, Ghent and London expanded greatly and came to possess a distinctly urban character. Spontaneous gatherings were no longer rare and the crowd 'took on a new shape': this is when we begin to see peasants' revolts, tourneys, large public sermons and factional urban brawls. It was also around this time, Bobrycki points out, that 'the initial signs appeared of a violent new mass persecution of the Jews of Western Europe.'
Some elements of the early medieval 'crowd regime' survived. Out of the ceremonial assemblies grew the later medieval parliaments, which evolved into the parliaments we know today. Early medieval artistic motifs showing rows of angels or amassed onlookers witnessing miracles remained commonplace in paintings and literature. Bobrycki ends his book with the First Crusade of 1096-99, in which more than a hundred thousand Europeans travelled 'like locusts' to the Holy Land under the leadership of Peter the Hermit. A product of the newly fashionable public sermons, it was, Bobrycki writes, 'one of the most astounding mass movements in world history'.
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Damnable Rottenness
Lucy Wooding

3716 wordsTwo conflicting versions  of Thomas More continue to have particular resonance. One is the principled, compassionate statesman who lays down his life for his convictions in Robert Bolt's play A Man for All Seasons. The other, more or less diametrically opposed, is the zealot and vindictive persecutor of Hilary Mantel's Wolf Hall, who takes savage delight in flogging heretics. The attempt to claim, for one agenda or another, this complex, brilliant, troubled man began almost as soon as More died in 1535, with his family and friends casting him as a Catholic martyr, preserving relics including his head - stolen from a spike on London Bridge after his daughter Margaret bribed a guard - and writing hagiographic accounts of his life. Early Protestant accounts were more conflicted. In his 'Book of Martyrs' John Foxe was torn between describing More the humanist poet and More the lord chancellor who brought godly reformers to trial; in the end the persecutor won out. Saint or sinner, scholar or polemicist, philosopher or politician - no single vision of More has ever commanded popular assent. When Erasmus called him 'a man for all seasons', he was commending More for his universal appeal, which combined 'so much real wisdom with such charm of character'. After nearly five centuries of disagreement, however, the phrase might be better used as a commentary on the way every age has reinvented More for its own purposes.
In the light of this fierce competition for More's reputation, Joanne Paul's detailed and readable biography can be praised for its caution. She steers away from large pronouncements and concentrates on telling the story of his life, emphasising his complicated character and the volatile, rapidly changing world in which he lived. She makes clear that More vigorously pursued his career, ambitious for both his literary reputation and his advancement as a lawyer, mercer and privy councillor. He was no saintly figure shunning the riches that came with worldly success. She details his vitriolic attacks on Luther and Lutherans, unpoetically characterised as 'the shit-pool of all shit'. Paul makes clear, too, that More compromised his convictions in the service of his king. We find him not only voicing but defending before Parliament Henry VIII's justification for renouncing his first marriage, suppressing his own opinion. When asked, he replied only that 'several times he had declared his thoughts on it to the king.'
Yet alongside these less than admirable aspects, a picture emerges of a man who strove for good. It is evident that political life was a source of anguish to him, even if it brought prosperity. Paul quotes a passage from More's Utopia in which one character recommends as a political strategy, 'what you cannot turn to good you must at least make as little bad as you can.' His companion replies: 'By this approach ... I should accomplish nothing else, than while I try to cure others' madness I myself will go insane.' It is undeniable that More wrestled with the moral dilemmas of civic duty and political obligation even if a profound cynicism about politics coloured many of his remarks. He wrote to John Fisher, who would one day share his fate as a martyr, about the way everyone at court imagined that they were in favour with the king, 'like the London wives who, as they pray before the image of the Virgin Mother of God which stands near the Tower, gaze upon it so fixedly that they imagine it smiles upon them'.
In Dialogue of Comfort against Tribulation, one of the works he wrote from prison in expectation of imminent death, More described the life of man as like an arrow shot up into the air, where briefly it basks in sunshine before plummeting to the ground. Reflecting on Christ's sadness before death in another text written in the Tower, he exhorted his reader, and perhaps himself, 'not to smoulder with anger, not to seek revenge, not to give vent to our feelings by hurling back insults, not to find an empty pleasure in tripping up an enemy through some clever trick, but rather to set ourselves against deceitful injury with genuine courage, to conquer evil with good'. More could accuse himself of all these errors: he had smouldered, hurled insults, tripped up his enemies. His bid for 'genuine courage' at the last, however flawed, cannot but command respect, whether or not it justifies sainthood.
Paul makes extensive use of More's writings, and quotations from his letters, treatises and polemics, and those of his interlocutors, enrich her narrative. But she is a little too trusting that these were people who gave a straightforward account of their convictions and opinions. More and his humanist friends were fluent in a range of languages. They moved effortlessly between genres, and were masters of irony and allusion. They were also adept at self-fashioning, to the point of complete deception. High-minded, sorrowful and penetrating indictments of court corruption and the evils of politics were written by men who were prospering in political life or desperately seeking political advancement. Erasmus's comment that 'There is no journey, no business, that can take the book out of More's hand' is a piece of flattery at odds with the overwhelming weight of More's official responsibilities; when he retired from public office, the thousands of words he wrote in a swift succession of books show how far his literary voice had been suppressed until then.
There is little that can be said for sure about More's intended meaning. We could say fairly safely that his ode to Henry VIII and Katherine of Aragon on the occasion of their coronation contained a large portion of flattery. He praised the king's physical capabilities, 'his hand ... as skilled as his heart is brave' and his 'care for modest chastity', noting with what in hindsight seems like terrible irony, 'How serene the clemency that warms his gentle heart, how removed from arrogance his mind.' Praise for a new king was standard fare for those with political aspirations; other utterances are far harder to read. Although he complained to Erasmus that 'I never much liked the position of an envoy,' More nevertheless advanced his career significantly with the negotiations he undertook abroad. His travels to Bruges and Antwerp to strengthen commercial ties also helped to reinforce diplomatic relations, as well as planting the seed of his most famous work as he encountered the polyglot world of northern European seafarers and scholars. He criticised those who engaged in disputes over religion, describing their plight as 'very much like that of men fighting naked between heaps of stones: neither one lacks the means to strike out; neither one has the means to defend himself.' Yet much of More's literary output aimed at defeating and discrediting those who espoused Lutheran ideas.
More remains best known, and perhaps also least understood, for Utopia. His description of an encounter with a mysterious seafarer, who told of a far-off realm and all its fascinating peculiarities of social and political organisation, has never been fully explained. Was it a work of political commentary or an elaborate scholarly joke (it was written in Latin)? Some have seen it as an interrogation of the fashions and flaws of humanist thinking, or as an indictment of social injustice; others have argued over its possible Christian or (less persuasively) communist undertones. What can be said for sure is that it ensnares the reader in skeins of dissimulation, irony, literary brilliance and unanswerable questions. The character of Morus was presumably intended to evoke More himself, but the name is a Latinisation of the Greek word for 'folly', and the well-reasoned case for the place of morality in public life that Morus advances is one that More elsewhere called into doubt. For Paul to argue that the two characters, Morus and Raphael, represent 'a fundamental divergence of opinion' is fair enough, but the idea that this reflects a divide between More and Erasmus doesn't do justice to the intricacies of either man's opinions, or the many layers of disguise in their writings. Some of Morus's utterances in Utopia ring true, as when he advocates perseverance, even if the hope of political reform is small: 'If you cannot pluck up wrongheaded opinions by the root, if you cannot cure according to your heart's desire vices of long standing, yet you must not on that account desert the commonwealth.' It is impossible to know for sure, however, how far More had his characters voice his true convictions, and how far he had them act a part. We should be wary of assuming that anything in Utopia is what it appears to be.
Scholars in the 16th century were trained not just to look at both sides of any question, but to argue both with equal eloquence. It is no accident that so many of More's works, including Utopia, were in dialogue form. He was drawing on the precedent set by classical works, but also demonstrating crucial aspects of Renaissance humanist culture, which recognised the importance of scholarly exchange while at the same time showing that skilful interlocution could enable others to be manipulated almost without their knowledge. Morus may be speaking for his creator when he recommends indirect methods of giving advice, 'emotional appeals, hesitation and words broken by silences', spurring the listener to 'seek out the secret which he would not perhaps believe if he heard it openly stated, and to believe in that which he thinks he has found out for himself'. As a scholar and writer More saw the virtue of never saying anything directly; as a royal councillor, he perhaps saw the necessity of circumlocution; towards the end of his life, he tried to take refuge in silence. It is hard to think of a set of characteristics less amenable to the biographer.
Paul devotes as much attention to More's mundane origins and early life as she does to his tempestuous final years. The epitaph on his tomb offered a reminder that he came not of noble but of honest stock. His family was embedded in the professional life of legal and mercantile London, and although he studied for two years at Oxford, it appears that his most important education came in the household of John Morton, archbishop of Canterbury and lord chancellor to Henry VII, and later at the Inns of Court. Accounts of his life at this time often dwell on his intellectual friendships with other humanists, and his spiritual connections with the Carthusians, but he was working hard as a lawyer, and taking his first steps in public office. He served as an MP, became a member of the influential Mercers' Company, acted as a justice of the peace for Middlesex, and in 1510 was made one of two under-sheriffs of the City of London. His obvious competence soon brought him the attention of Henry VIII, and a place on the king's council. Throughout his life, More had to balance his intellectual enthusiasms and his religious commitment with the demands of political life. In 1517 he was one of those charged with punishing the instigators of the Evil May Day riots, in which foreigners living in London were attacked. More had attempted to quell some of the rioters, with little success, but decades later his efforts were remembered in the play Sir Thomas More, to which Shakespeare contributed, in a speech that pleaded for tolerance. The play gives us not the humanist scholar, but the Londoner, the lawyer, the family man and the royal servant torn between dutiful service and the demands of principle. It reminds us of just how many roles this energetic yet enigmatic man had to fulfil.
Paul's historical imagination is not always unerring, but one of the more appealing aspects of her book is its depiction of the crowded streets, halls and palaces of early 16th-century London. More's great-grandparents ran the Falcon on the Hoop brewhouse in Aldersgate; its 54-foot-long hall was also where meetings were held of the fraternity of the Holy Trinity, to which the family belonged. His grandfather was a baker, whose livery company entertained themselves by imposing small fines for social misdemeanours during the meeting of their halimote (assembly); these crimes included fiddling with one's beard, or telling a fellow baker he had a thick skull. As a member of the Mercers' Company, More would leave his home and cross Cheapside to enter the Hospital of St Thomas of Acre, where he represented the Merchant Adventurers in negotiations with Antwerp over trading privileges. Paul's description of Westminster Hall as the 16-year-old More first crosses its threshold gives a strong sense of the cluttered, noisy world of legal London; forty years later More would walk into the same vast hall - the site of so many of his legal and political endeavours - to face trial.
We are familiar with the Holbein portrait of More, with his father, wife, daughters and the other members of his family gathered around him. They sit in dignified repose, many of them clutching books - an ordered and educated gathering. Paul's account of More's earlier decades suggests a more boisterous household: after his 'beloved little wife' Jane died, aged 24, he was left with four children under the age of six. This explains the haste of his second marriage, to Alice, by which he acquired a stepdaughter. But he also opened his house to many others, bringing up several wards, one of whom was the 12-year-old Anne Cresacre, who for the sake of her inheritance had been abducted by a local magistrate and raped by his son; More gave her refuge, and in due course she married his son, John. As grandchildren arrived they too joined the household, and when his stepdaughter, Alice Middleton, was widowed, she and her three children came back to swell the throng. It is clear just how much his family mattered to More. As soon as the Succession Act was passed in 1534, which asserted the king's headship over the Church, he knew what was to follow. It is characteristic that his first act was to put his property in trust and sign over his house in Chelsea to his daughter Margaret Roper and her husband, William. The works More wrote while imprisoned in the Tower were an eloquent and intricate account of one man's faith and its trials, but they are also suffused with longing for the family he missed.
More didn't just love his family, he also educated them. Most strikingly, he educated his daughters to a remarkable level of competence. He was aware that 'erudition in women is a new thing,' but in this he had no scruples about being innovative. Margaret, in particular, was adept in both Latin and Greek, and her translation of Erasmus's treatise on the Paternoster was one of the first books printed in English by a female author. Its preface praised the learning of women and gently mocked the ignorance of priests. All three of his daughters came to court to participate in scholarly disputation; the youngest, Cecily, was only eighteen at the time. One scholar wrote to More to say how much he wished he had been there when 'your daughters disputed in philosophy afore the King's Grace.' More could sometimes seem to have conservative impulses. He reprimanded the scholar Edward Lee, who had criticised Erasmus's Latin translation of the New Testament, saying he had always thought it best to vote 'the way other men vote, particularly if they were men of manifest virtue and undoubted learning'. When it came to giving his daughters a university-level education, however, he had no such reservations.
Behind  any assessment of More lurks the contentious question of how far he was involved in the persecution of those accused of heresy. Even Pope John Paul II at the start of the 21st century, declaring More the patron saint of politicians and statesmen, made reference to the way that 'in his actions against heretics, he reflected the limits of the culture of his time.' Undoubtedly he was involved in the campaign against heresy, as his job required. There is no evidence, however, that he was responsible for torture; More felt indignant enough about these accusations to rebut them in print. Yet he did think that obdurate heretics deserved the fate of being burned at the stake, as nearly everyone at the time did. He also condemned the heretics in vitriolic language, reviling Luther's utterances as 'all the muck and shit which your damnable rottenness has vomited up'. In this, he was giving like for like, since Luther himself was renowned for his scatological and violent language. Luther had condemned Henry VIII for his 'slavish and impudent and strumpet-like insolence', called him a 'damnable and offensive worm' who should be spattered 'with his own muck and shit' and pronounced that 'this royal heretic, unless he comes to his senses, should be burned.' More responded vigorously by saying that if Luther thought he could 'besmirch the royal crown with shit' then More could proclaim 'the beshitted tongue' of Luther 'most fit to lick' the 'posterior of a pissing she-mule'.
This kind of rhetoric sits uncomfortably with the accepted view of More as, if not a saint, at least a scholar of immense sophistication, with a strong social conscience and the courage to accept death rather than compromise his principles. In part, however, any dismay at More's angry condemnation of Lutheranism comes from the abiding tendency in the English-speaking world to revere Luther and his achievement as in some way progressive, even liberal; Mantel's misleading portrayal of Thomas Cromwell as a sympathetic and broad-minded character is in part a consequence of this bias. In the 1520s, when More was writing, Lutheranism looked to him as frightening as any extremist political ideology might appear to us today. It was linked to the terrifying violence of the German Peasants' War in 1525, and widely assumed to have the radical, destabilising potential of previous heretical movements. 'Inflaming the people against princes, plotting battles, disasters, wars, massacres,' More wrote, 'do you call that preaching the gospel?' As far as he was concerned, Luther was the 'leader of an army of savages'. After 1527 Lutheranism was also linked to the Sack of Rome, during which German Lutheran troops had raped nuns, castrated priests and, according to More, slowly roasted living children to extort money from their distraught parents. More described how the Lutheran troops 'like very beasts did also violate wives in the sight of their husbands, slew the children in the sight of the fathers'. Modern commentators might emphasise that early Protestants were chiefly known for bringing the vernacular Bible to the people. More, who supported the idea of an English Bible, knew that some of his contemporaries - even those close to him, like his son-in-law William Roper - found their ideas attractive. He feared, however, that the end result of reform would be to engender mobs who would tear into pieces the 'seamless coat of Christ' that was the Church.
'I die the king's good servant, and God's first,' More declared from the scaffold. What precisely he gave his life for has been much debated, but it is clear that he did not go to the block for the sake of papal authority. He saw the pope as just one member of the community of Christendom, and not always a very edifying one. More's love was for the Church, 'a mystical body ... be it never so sick'. His desperate fear was that the spread of heresy would tear that body apart. He did not seek martyrdom, and was in no hurry to embrace it. Summoned to Lambeth Palace to take the oath of succession, he scrutinised both the wording of the oath itself, and the parliamentary statute on which it was based. He could accept the changes to the succession, but 'unto the oath that there was offered me I could not swear, without jeoparding of my soul to perpetual damnation'. He offered to swear another oath, testifying that his refusal was not founded in any malice. He was told that the oath was backed by Parliament, and asked how he could dissent from so evident a consensus. But More had another conception of consensus: 'the general council of Christendom'. He refused to break faith with this and repeated his conviction at his trial, or so it was reported. 'For one bishop who agrees with you,' he said, 'I have easily a hundred, some of whom are among the saints. And for your one council' - Parliament - 'on my side are all the general councils celebrated during the last thousand years.' His response to the verdict that he was guilty of treason was, it is said, to pray that 'all of us, though we disagree in this life, will nevertheless agree in another life with perfect charity.'
It is hard to know how More might have reacted to the idea that he is now the patron saint of politicians. The More of the early years might well have roared with laughter at the irony of such a role; the More of later years might have wept for the folly of it all. This biography is wary of asserting judgment where so many have gone before, but it cannot ignore the fact that More spoke truth to power and took a stand against what many were beginning to whisper was tyranny. Few people defied Henry VIII, and those who failed him usually died on the executioner's block. More stands out, however, alongside his friend Fisher, for having met his death not for reasons of personal betrayal or political failure, but on grounds of principle. He could accept the king's right to alter the succession, bastardise his daughter Mary and make Anne Boleyn his queen, much as he disliked it, but he could not accept that the king could wield authority over the Church. And so - quietly, reluctantly - he defied his monarch. More stubbornly refused to accept Henry's twisted truth, and chose death, when he could so easily have returned to Chelsea, to his children and grandchildren, and his books.
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Five Hundred Parasangs
Peter Adamson

2522 wordsTime has a way  of turning radicals into authorities. Thomas Aquinas was provocative during his lifetime because he sought to ground Christian theology in Aristotelian philosophy. Marx was exiled, Socrates poisoned. Moses Maimonides, known in the Jewish tradition by the honorific 'Rambam' (for Rabbi Moses ben Maimon, his real name), was celebrated centuries after his death as a towering figure in both philosophy and law, but in his own day was a controversial figure. The Provencal rabbi Abraham ben David ('Rabad') criticised him for, among other things, his insistence that God is not embodied. After his death in 1204, Jews living in Montpellier helped persuade the Christian authorities to burn copies of his greatest philosophical work, The Guide to the Perplexed. Rabbis at Acre condemned him in 1288.
The tension that gave rise to these misgivings is at the heart of The Guide to the Perplexed. The work is addressed to Maimonides's student Joseph Ibn Shimon, and by extension to anyone troubled by the same issue as Joseph - that is, the apparent conflict between Aristotelian science and Jewish religion. Aristotle's God is an immaterial intellect, which gives rise to eternal celestial motion simply by thinking about itself. The God of the Torah, by contrast, is an emotional and wilful being, who created the world in a known span of time. This God seems to have a body, because he 'sits' and 'stands'. He apparently has spatial location, since he is said to dwell 'high in the heavens' and then to 'come near'. He is even compared to such tangible earthly phenomena as fire and rock.
Jewish intellectual traditions had sometimes embraced this kind of language. The Shiur Qomah, or Measure of the Body, a collection of sayings supposedly revealed to Rabbi Ishmael, claimed to calculate the enormous size of God's body parts ('between the sole of his foot and his ankle is a thousand myriads and five hundred parasangs'). Maimonides dismissed it as a forgery. For him, indulging in any corporeal description of God was unacceptable, because it could be proven through the laws of eternal motion that God has no body. This created a problem for those who wished to read scripture literally. How could the word of God conflict with what had been proved to be true?
Maimonides and Joseph weren't the only scholars asking that question. In an Islamic context, the relationship between revelation and reason was being interrogated by another Andalusian philosopher, Ibn Rushd, known as Averroes. Maimonides and Ibn Rushd had a good deal in common. Both were experts on the legal traditions of their respective religions. Both were steeped in Aristotelian philosophy and took inspiration from earlier scholars who wrote about philosophy in Arabic, especially al-Farabi, whose works Maimonides called 'finer than fine flour'. They even came from the same town: Cordoba, in Islamic Spain, though Maimonides left when he was young, after the persecution of the Jewish population by the Almohads. He eventually settled in Cairo, where he wrote The Guide to the Perplexed and the Mishneh Torah, a systematisation of Jewish law that was responsible for his reputation as a religious scholar among subsequent generations of Jews (it was known as 'the mighty hand', an allusion to the end of the Book of Deuteronomy, which refers to the great deeds of Moses).
Ibn Rushd had adopted a rationalist position when considering the potential clash between reason and revelation. He argued in a legal ruling that philosophers alone can determine which interpretations of the Quran are viable: after all, the Quran is true and, as Aristotle said, 'truth cannot contradict truth.' Starting from first principles, the philosopher can establish further conclusions that borrow their certainty from those principles. As an Aristotelian, Ibn Rushd assumed that the Quran's meaning must align with Aristotle's teachings. This is far from evident at first glance, but only because, he argued, Muhammad's revelation was intended for ordinary people, who cannot appreciate or follow demonstrative arguments.
For Maimonides, the problem was more complicated. He, too, thought that scripture was aimed at a wide audience of believers and required careful interpretation. He would also have agreed that these interpretations cannot contradict proven philosophical truth - hence his insistence on God's incorporeality and transcendence. But he was less optimistic than Ibn Rushd about the prospect of settling matters by means of rational argument. A particularly contentious example was the creation of the universe. Three ideas had been proposed as to how God had accomplished it. According to Aristotle and his followers (including Ibn Rushd), the universe is eternal. It has always existed and will always exist. For Plato, the universe is not eternal, but was created at a fixed point in time. As God made it out of something, however, there must have been pre-existing matter, like wood waiting to be turned into tables and chairs. Then there was the position adopted by most Jews, that God created the universe in time and from nothing.
In The Guide to the Perplexed, Maimonides claims that there is no way to determine which of these three positions is correct. This might seem to cast doubt on Aristotle, but Maimonides points to a passing comment in a treatise on argument theory in which Aristotle says that eternity is a difficult matter and open to disputation. Seizing on that remark, Maimonides argues that Aristotle, too, must have realised that the issue cannot be settled by reason. In this, he was followed by Aquinas, whose Summa Theologiae cites the same Aristotelian passage to the same effect. Aquinas also adopted Maimonides's overall solution to the problem of eternity (if we can call it a solution). Maimonides seems to find the Platonic idea of eternally pre-existing matter unattractive, but declares the contest between Aristotelian eternalism and biblical creationism a draw as far as rational argument goes. Jews can believe in creationism, he thinks, because it seems the more straightforward way to understand scripture. And in addition, a temporal creation goes well with the idea that God freely chose to make the universe, instead of producing it through some sort of automatic process.
It's a nuanced and perhaps unstable position, which advises belief as the consequence of agnosticism. Maimonides seems to be saying that if you would like to believe something you may do so, so long as you first verify that there is no compelling, rational argument to the contrary. And creationism was something Maimonides wished to believe. He calls it the 'indispensable basis of the whole religious Law', presumably because a God who chooses to create might also choose a people as his own and issue commandments that apply only to them. Some philosophers of religion recommend a similar policy today. We might not be able to prove the existence of God, but it is still rational to accept it by faith if we have removed all 'defeaters' to theism. For example, the theist has to rebut the argument that the presence of evil in the world is inconsistent with the existence of a benevolent and omnipotent deity. It can be rational to believe without absolute proof, but it can never be rational simply to ignore arguments showing that your beliefs are false.
If this approach is Maimonidean in spirit, it's not one that he adopted on this question. God's existence could be proved, he thought, regardless of what we conclude about the eternity of the universe. If the universe isn't eternal, then God must exist, because God is the cause of its coming into being. If the universe is eternal, things are a bit more complicated. A large part of The Guide to the Perplexed is devoted to showing how an Aristotelian eternalist would demonstrate God's existence, along with 25 other principles needed to make the argument coherent.
Though this even-handed procedure is most commonly associated with Maimonides, a Muslim contemporary, Ibn Tufayl, was making the same argument: that God's existence can be proven whether we assume eternalism or creationism. Ibn Tufayl was an associate of Ibn Rushd and the author of a remarkable narrative called Hayy Ibn Yaqzan, whose eponymous hero grows up on a remote island and works out the fundamentals of philosophy through independent reflection. Hayy realises that he can prove the universe has a creator even if it did not begin at a fixed moment in time:
Since matter in every body demands a form, as it exists through its form and can have no reality apart from it, and since forms can be brought into being only by this Creator, all being, Hayy saw, is plainly dependent on him for existence itself ... Thus he is the Cause of all things, and all are his effects, whether they came to be out of nothing or had no beginning in time and were in no way successors to non-being.

For philosophers devoted to the authority of Aristotle but nervous about the clash between his cosmology and the creationism of the Abrahamic faiths, it was reassuring to think that God's existence could be established either way. A modest rationalism was a natural response in the face of criticism aimed at the pretensions of Aristotelian science. Religious philosophers insisted on the limits of reason while demanding that it stay in its proper lane. Thus Maimonides is confident about the claims of natural philosophy when it comes to things on earth, but far more tentative when it comes to the heavens. The motions and make-up of the stars have never been explained scientifically, he says, and on this topic Aristotle himself was indulging in 'intuition and conjecture'. 'With matters beyond human ken,' he argues, 'to tax one's mind with thoughts beyond us, things we have no way of knowing, is senseless, even delusional.'
This 'epistemic humility', as the historian Daniel Frank calls it, is also on show in The Guide to the Perplexed's discussion of divine attributes. At first this section may seem bold in its embrace of the deliverances of philosophy; Maimonides explicitly rejects the apparent meaning of many scriptural passages that describe God as embodied, something reason deems inadmissible. In fact, though, his negative approach to theological discourse is a corrective to our tendency to suppose we understand the transcendent. Any comparison, however implicit, between God and created things must be rejected. This means that we can't talk about God in himself at all. There are two caveats to the rule, both inspired by ideas that reached Maimonides from the Islamic theological tradition. First, we can talk about what God does, the acts he performs in the world. This is permitted because what we are really talking about is effects in the world, rather than God. Second, Maimonides allows us to speak of God in negative terms, for instance by saying that he is not a body, not in place, not sitting, not standing and so on.
Why, then, does the Torah contain positive descriptions of God? To answer this question, Maimonides deploys his formidable interpretative skills, using scripture to undermine superficial readings of scripture. Both Isaiah 40:18 ('To whom wilt thou liken God?') and Jeremiah 10:6 ('None is like thee, Lord') serve as guidelines against the kinds of remark he rejects. He also offers many examples of scriptural passages where language is used figuratively. A reference to a time 'before the hills were born' (Psalms 90:2) doesn't mean that the hills had parents. Similarly, there is scope to say that God's having a 'place' refers to his transcendent rank or degree, and that his 'sitting on a throne' refers to his majesty and sublimity, not an actual chair.
An obvious problem with this approach is that it seems to preclude any knowledge of God, or indeed, any possibility of saying things about him that are true. This could be a first step along the path of the mystics, who revelled in an experience of God that transcended language and rational thought. Maimonides did have some influence on the Jewish tradition of Kabbalah, but he was no mystic. Instead, he argued that we can learn a lot about something by issuing denials about it. His example was a ship. You can be told that it is not a mineral, animal or plant; not an accidental property of another thing; not flat, but not spherical or solid either. Maimonides claims that by the end of this process one would have a concept of a ship not unlike that of someone with a positive understanding. More plausibly, he says that it is at least some advance to learn that God is not a body, not a soul, not affected by any cause and so on: 'The more you can prove inapplicable to God, the better; and the more you affirm of him, the more you anthropomorphise and the further you stray from real knowledge of him.'
I take this wording and some of the translations above from the new translation of The Guide to the Perplexed by Lenn Goodman, a historian of philosophy, and Phillip Lieberman, a historian of law; this is the right combination of expertise for tackling Maimonides. Another specialist in philosophy, Shlomo Pines, published an edition in 1963 prefaced by an influential, and to some notorious, essay by Leo Strauss, which argued (to oversimplify) that what The Guide to the Perplexed doesn't say is more important than what it does say.* There is also a translation by Michael Friedlander from 1881. What distinguishes the new version is its attempt to capture what Goodman and Lieberman call Maimonides's 'intimate, conversational tone', which they privilege above literal accuracy. Cross-checking their version against the Arabic, one routinely finds that some words are rendered paraphrastically or not at all. (Like most Jewish medieval philosophical works, The Guide to the Perplexed is written in Judeo-Arabic, that is, Arabic in Hebrew script.) The more technical side of Maimonides's writing often vanishes in the English, though the ample footnotes make up for this to some extent. In literal translation, the sentence I quoted in the previous paragraph ends 'the more you distance yourself from an understanding of his true nature' ('an ma'rifa haqiqatihi), 'true nature' (haqiqa) being a piece of Arabic philosophical terminology equivalent to 'essence'.
But what this version lacks in fidelity to the Arabic it makes up for in readability. The tone is not just conversational, but entertainingly abrupt and at times even sarcastic. I suspect the translators used a thesaurus to come up with the wide range of terms of abuse their Maimonides applies to his opponents, which include 'numbskull', 'ignoramus' and 'slackers'. His transitional remarks are well served by Goodman and Lieberman's colloquial English, as here: 'My own approach, in a nutshell: I say that either the world is eternal or it began.' Here 'in a nutshell' stands for a long phrase in the Arabic that would slow things down. Having several very different options in English is no bad thing, and is perhaps fitting for a philosopher who was not afraid, on occasion, to tell his reader: 'Choose the view you please.'




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.lrb.co.uk/the-paper/v47/n20/peter-adamson/five-hundred-parasangs



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Poem
Garnets
Patricia Lockwood

314 wordsI'm glad he's gone my father said.
But that was the beginning
Of my obsession with garnets.
He did cure my husband in the end,
Just as I had jokingly wished
Hoped requested. Begged,
Prayed even. Haha but what if.
The pope thought I was pregnant,
He blessed my belly. I smiled in the picture
And looked exactly like McLovin,
Anyone could have seen what I actually
Was - great celestial gaylords
Were painting the ceiling -
But the pope believed McLovin
Was a woman with child.
He was so relieved. He knew at last
What he was looking at - maybe everything
He looked at was the Madonna
With a grassy green child in her arms.
When he looked at the curve
Of the earth he saw it.
He was in a wheelchair and on the verge
Of going. A poet, perhaps the next one,
Was pointed out to me. That was
The beginning of my obsession with garnets.
When I held them to the light
Their wine just changed.
I bought string after string, but the closest
I got was a hundred-year-old necklace
From the Netherlands. That was the age
Of charged jet and mourning jewellery.
I was determined to build back the thing
I had lost - given blessed to my
Mother, tucked into her lingerie drawer
And already forgotten, looped around
Its reliquary, filigree, empty.
We don't know what it once
Held. A bit of fingernail, a curve of hair
Enormous parings, as of the moon.
She knew what was important.
She found garnets, once,
In a rock she had split open.
Black beyond black, in fact,
Blood red. My father removed
The pope's blessing and replaced it
With his own. That might work
Better for you, he said. Black
Graphite lustre on beads of blood.
Those beads, I miss them
With my body. The reliquary
Hangs empty: a sacred heart.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.lrb.co.uk/the-paper/v47/n20/patricia-lockwood/garnets



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Diary
What I Saw at the Movies
Leo Robson

4249 wordsDuring  a four or five-year period at the turn of the millennium, I went to the cinema around six hundred times - or, I should say, I saw around six hundred films at the cinema, since many of the visits were for double, triple and occasionally quadruple bills. I wasn't a film critic or festival programmer or even an aspiring director. I was just an adolescent schoolboy and, in my parents' probably loving description, a 'weirdo'.
Stanley Cavell wrote that his memories of movies seemed so closely tied to memories of his life that he was no more likely to write a book about film than to write an autobiography (he ended up doing both). I could say the same. On the night of Tony Blair's first election victory, I was in my bedroom going through a tin of memorabilia for the hijack thriller Con Air, which I hadn't yet seen. I received my first text message on the way to Julien Temple's second film about the Sex Pistols, The Filth and the Fury. At a school interview, I told a teacher that I'd been to see The Matrix, to which he replied 'isn't that a 15 certificate?' - the final nail in the coffin. To get into my back-up option, I submitted something I'd written about another recent film, Bernardo Bertolucci's Besieged (an adaptation of James Lasdun's story 'The Siege'), which was somehow rated PG. Much of the time I spent with my parents was in foyers and auditoriums across London, and on the journeys there and back. My mother was the more regular companion, my father the more long-suffering: in the course of five days in August 1999 he sat through the Dardenne brothers' Rosetta, Bruno Dumont's L'Humanite and seven films by Robert Bresson. It was the summer I learned the word 'austere'.
My taste, or at least my appetite, was indiscriminate. As Pauline Kael wrote in 1969, 'when you're young the odds are very good that you'll find something to enjoy in almost any movie.' Cavell, whose own 'odd education' took place in part at the Berkeley cinemas where Kael worked as a programmer, put it in more positive terms: 'To be drowning in the material is really the only way - not to care too much what you're seeing, to care a lot about what you think about what you're seeing.' And I did care, filling exercise book after exercise book with star ratings and plot synopses for Meg Ryan romantic comedies, Disney cartoons, John Grisham adaptations, disaster movies and action thrillers, along with harder-breathing fare from the Dogme 95 group and Leos Carax's Pola X, remorselessly grim and containing shots of what the censor called 'actual' sex, which I saw on 12 May 2000 as an alternative to Gladiator. Francois Truffaut, the patron saint of this weirdo sub-type, said that no child, on being asked to name their dream, replies: 'I'm going to be a movie reviewer.' He was wrong.
The beginning of my obsession coincided with the centenary of the Lumiere Brothers' first cinematograph projection, on the boulevard des Capucines in 1895, of workers leaving a factory. The craggiest reflection on the centenary came from Susan Sontag - an instantly notorious essay, less birthday card than death certificate. The history of the medium took the shape of a life-cycle, she argued, and we were now in the stage of 'irreversible decline'. Sontag mourned the loss of cinephilia, the 'very specific kind of love' that had dominated in the 1960s. Back then, she wrote, 'cinema had apostles. (It was like religion.) Cinema was a crusade. For cinephiles, the movies encapsulated everything. Cinema was both the book of art and the book of life.'
What's strange about Sontag's emphasis on cinephilia is that she opposed the central cinephilic crusade - the elevation of 'old Hollywood genre films'. Sontag described the taste for such movies, exhibited in journals such as Cahiers du cinema in the 1950s, as 'passionate (or sentimental)', arguing that it was rooted in a denial of the fact that the Hollywood studio system was collapsing and that the kind of commercial entertainment the French critics had enjoyed in their youth was being swept aside by Italian films 'of the highest seriousness'. This was wildly wrong, an attempt to downplay the debt that European cinema owed to American mass culture - at least as large as that owed to Roberto Rossellini. Before videos, the evanescence of film stock and the unavailability of so many films meant that cinephilia had an elegiac component. But the idea that Andre Bazin, Eric Rohmer and their younger colleagues at Cahiers were watching The Man Who Knew Too Much (1956) in a valedictory spirit was a figment of Sontag's own nostalgia. (Rohmer, in his essay 'Redecouvrir l'Amerique', describes a moment of conversion in the late 1930s.)
In interviews, Sontag conceded that there were still great filmmakers working in Russia, Greece, Poland and Hungary, as well as Taiwan and Iran. The other prominent declinist, David Thomson, wasn't even convinced of that. The only director in Sontag's contemporary pantheon who featured in the edition of Thomson's Biographical Dictionary of Film that I owned was the oldest, Theo Angelopoulos, and in his entry Thomson lamented that 'there are so few masters left now.' For Thomson, in his essay 'Who Killed the Movies?' (the culprits were Steven Spielberg and George Lucas), 'the death of film' could be attributed to its 'woeful removal from the cutting edge of our culture'.
It was hard to miss the element not just of fogeyish intransigence but of generational warfare. Sontag talked about 'the young', Thomson of 'the generation now in their twenties'. True cinephilia, Sontag wrote, 'tells us that the Hollywood remake of Godard's Breathless cannot be as good as the original.' (Though would a true cinephile refer to it as Breathless?) When Sontag complained that 'assaultive images' and 'faster and faster cutting' had produced 'a disincarnated, lightweight cinema that doesn't demand anyone's full attention', she failed to appreciate the way audiences responded to the shoot-outs or chase sequences in the work of the Hong Kong directors John Woo and Ringo Lam or in Jerry Bruckheimer productions. We were experiencing a variant of the aesthetic excitement that Sontag claimed was no longer possible. The modern filmgoer was a descendant of the mid-century cinephile - so long as you allowed popular cinema back into the story. This was understood by Jacques Rivette, the former Cahiers critic who became a leading figure in the French New Wave. In an interview in 1998, Rivette said that he tried to 'stay attentive to all the greats and also the less than greats'. He spoke about his original canon - Howard Hawks, Alfred Hitchcock, Bresson, Rossellini - but also about recent films such as Alien: Resurrection ('inventive, honest and frank') and Paul Verhoeven's Starship Troopers ('I've seen it twice and I like it a lot').
At some point I wrote a fan letter to David Thomson. In his reply, he urged me to develop interests other than film. That was Spielberg's problem, Thomson said - he didn't know anything else. But there seemed little danger of that in my case. (Not that it was really true of Spielberg.) Films were always telling you about other things. In 1998 alone there were adaptations of Les Miserables, The Woodlanders, Great Expectations, Lolita, Washington Square, Mrs Dalloway, Cousin Bette, Oscar and Lucinda, Julian Barnes's Metroland and three works by Conrad. From a Daily Express review of The Talented Mr Ripley in February 2000, I learned three new words in the space of a single clause: 'a conspiracy of patriarchal decorum in which even Dickie's father colludes'. Also, from the same piece, 'amorality', 'deferential', 'enervated', 'homoeroticism'.
It was relevant that neither Sontag nor Thomson had ever worked as a regular reviewer. Kael was a much more useful guide. She had retired from the New Yorker, but to a consumer of new movies she could still feel like the critic of the moment. After the gigantic Waterstone's opened on Piccadilly in 1999, I saved up to buy the collections of her reviews, and for the next few years I rarely went anywhere without one of her books. Kael favoured a poppier, peppier approach. She believed that if 'we've grown up at the movies we know that good work' is not continuous 'with the academic, respectable tradition'. Receptive to the claims of both 'trash' and 'art', she liked art with a sense of fun and trash that believed in itself. The elevation of Hitchcock missed the point of his films, and the desire to emulate him could lead ambitious directors astray, notably Truffaut. The French critics hadn't erred in admiring the skill and visual interest of genre films, but in making grand claims for their intellectual substance and psychological depth.
Kael didn't share Sontag's view that the mid-1960s were a halcyon period. For her, it was a time when she worried that movies no longer 'meant something to people' and might just become 'a barrage of images'. Her first book, I Lost It at the Movies (1965), begins with an essay that asks: 'Are Movies Going to Pieces?' The movement against interpreting films, as promoted by Sontag, had encouraged the arthouse crowd to behave in more or less the same way as 'the larger audience', just letting movies 'happen' to them. The films that 'look like art' were disabling intelligent thought no less than lame farces and blockbuster musicals. In the polemic 'Fantasies of the Arthouse Audience', Kael complained about the 'principle of ineffability' embraced by Michelangelo Antonioni, Alain Resnais and Ingmar Bergman and the 'spiritual style' of directors such as Bresson and Yasujiro Ozu. She looked to the silent era and the 1930s, the straightforward genre films of the 1940s (John Huston, not Hitchcock and Hawks) and 'natural' foreign directors like Jean Renoir, Max Ophuls and Vittorio de Sica. In 1967, she lamented the frustrated career of Orson Welles, someone who could 'unify' educated and uneducated audiences - the quality that makes movies 'a great popular art form'.
If I felt that Kael was addressing my experience of movies - addressing me - it was partly because I was catching up with those directors, but mainly because I was living in the aftermath of the next developments she described. Barely a month after the Welles piece, Bonnie and Clyde was released (Kael's review of it got her the New Yorker job), initiating what, by March 1972, she felt confident calling a 'legendary period in movies'. In The Last Picture Show, Welles's friend and protege Peter Bogdanovich had made 'a film for everybody'. The Godfather was an ideal merging of 'commerce and art'. Martin Scorsese's Mean Streets was 'a triumph of personal filmmaking' and a gripping thriller. For Sontag, these films were merely a case of Hollywood 'plagiarising' European innovations and rendering them 'banal'. For Kael, they rejuvenated what had become stale in commercial cinema.
It didn't last. By the late 1970s and early 1980s there was a turn to glib pastiche, prompted by the musical flops of Bogdanovich, Francis Ford Coppola and Scorsese as well as the Lucas-Spielberg collaboration Raiders of the Lost Ark. But Kael's concerns were quickly dispelled by the work of directors who revealed the possibilities of a committed postmodern aesthetic: Brian De Palma, Neil Jordan, David Lynch, Tim Burton, Gus van Sant, Stephen Frears, the Coen Brothers, Pedro Almodovar, Spike Lee. Even during the darkest days (in 1983 Kael referred to 'a low, low point'), there was always something to recommend. And at the start of Hooked, a collection of pieces from 1985 to 1988, she notes that the period 'begins rather lamely, and then suddenly there's one marvellous movie after another'. These were the harbingers or, in some cases, first steps of what made the 1990s and early 2000s such a happy, fruitful time to be a filmgoer.
Kael exerted widespread influence: on directors such as Quentin Tarantino, David O. Russell, Wes Anderson, Richard Linklater and David Fincher, and on the critics in whose work I was immersing myself, the so-called 'Paulettes' who populated the culture sections of American publications (notably David Edelstein and Stephanie Zacharek). But not only them. Kael had been dismissive of British film criticism: 'If we recall an article or review,' she wrote, 'it's almost impossible to remember which Peter or which Derek wrote it.' But thanks in part to her influence, I was spoiled. Next to my bed I had a filing cabinet with cuttings from British newspapers by Ryan Gilbey, Jonathan Romney, Nigel Andrews, Anne Billson. There was also Adam Mars-Jones, writing in the Independent and then the Times. Like Kael, Mars-Jones could see the point of Spielberg without overlooking his weaknesses. Both described being a regular film reviewer as 'the best job in the world'. Mars-Jones said that film was doing 'very nicely, thank you, despite all the obituaries'.
Kael's approach had its limitations. She saw films only once. Reporting on the San Francisco International Film Festival, she said that the range of national cinemas on display - 'Yugoslavia, Bulgaria, Romania, Korea, Thailand et al' - left her wondering if the organiser was a stamp collector. While you could hardly be an avid or grateful filmgoer in the late 1990s if you shared Sontag's diagnosis, there was still a lot to learn from her curiosity and exacting standards. In the 1990s, an age of more, it felt natural to go further in both directions and embrace the 'two completely opposite strains' identified by Romney: 'event movies' and 'anti-event movies', Con Air and Rosetta, say, or, in Romney's examples, earthlings repel alien invasion (Independence Day) and man takes dying mother for walk (Aleksandr Sokurov's Mother and Son).
Watching  the films - reading about them, thinking about them - was only part of the filmgoing experience. As Kael put it, there's 'a good movie' and there's also 'slipping into a theatre'. In his centenary essay, Thomson took aim at the modern cinema: 'a lifeless pit of torn velour, garish anonymity and floors sticky from spilled Pepsi'. Like the narrative of decline, this image was a decade out of date. In Gilbert Adair's novel Love and Death on Long Island (1990), set in the mid to late 1980s, Giles De'Ath, a novelist and art historian who has never 'partaken of the joyous simplicity of filmgoing', shelters from the rain under the 'massive overhang' of a local cinema (the Odeon Swiss Cottage in all but name). Stepping inside, he finds the carpeting so threadbare that the company logo is illegible; the 'streaky, slab-like concrete walls' and 'scratched, discoloured paint' are indicative of 'urban disuse and disrepair'. Yet the period between Giles's visit and Thomson's dirge was marked by radical change.
I was born on 10 October 1985, the day Orson Welles died. More significant for my purposes, that November AMC opened the country's first 'multiplex' cinema, in Milton Keynes, a development that coincided with British Film Year, a government initiative to boost filmgoing. The initiative worked. Attendance rose. The Empire, on Leicester Square's north side, was reopened in 1989 by Prince Charles, while the cinema named after him, on Leicester Place, opened in its current incarnation in 1991, offering tickets for PS1. Cinemas were built at Staples Corner, the junction where Edgware Road meets the North Circular and the M1 (six screens, 1991); in the Trocadero on Coventry Street (seven screens, 1991); and on the Charing Cross Road side of Leicester Square (nine screens, 1993). These new or renovated institutions were proud of their wheelchair facilities, air conditioning, Dolby stereo sound, projection technology, luxury seating and 'computer-designed sight lines', along with their 'well-stocked kiosks'.
I liked going to Staples Corner and Swiss Cottage, but most of my filmgoing took place in the West End, in what became for me a magic zone. It stretched from the ABC on Panton Street, which had been Europe's first four-screen cinema, and the Westminster Reference Library, which had a decent collection of film books, to the ABC on Shaftesbury Avenue, with its forty-metre bas-relief depicting drama through the ages. It included the Plaza on Lower Regent Street and the ABC on the third floor of the Swiss Centre, where, on my first solo outing (if you discount the time my father walked out of Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas after fifteen minutes), I took the rickety lift to see Angelopoulos's Eternity and a Day, despite knowing my parents had been bored to tears by his previous film.
Jeremy Cooper's short novel Brian, which appeared in 2023, offers a portrait of a cinephile in contemporary London. The central character attends only one cinema: the National Film Theatre, now known as the BFI Southbank. Cooper doesn't give any dates, but the novel appears to take place between 1988 and 2016, when Brian is more or less a 'nightly regular' at the BFI. Cooper portrays the same sense of solidarity and ritual among Brian's new friends as Adair depicted in his novel The Holy Innocents, about soixante-huitards at the Cinematheque Francaise (adapted by Bertolucci as The Dreamers). Derek Malcolm, the Guardian film critic from 1971 to 1997, regretted that the 'type of film buffs who would queue outside the NFT in the 1960s to see all-night programmes of obscure movies doesn't seem to exist nowadays'. In the world depicted by Cooper, buff culture is alive and well.
Most of Brian is devoted to the period since 1997. Cooper's focus on a repertory cinema prevents him from getting bogged down in questions about the state of the art. What he offers instead of context or analysis is a psychological study of the filmgoer. Brian makes film 'his thing' - without consciously deciding to do so, 'without really noticing the change' - after a few failed hobbies, much as I had earlier flirtations with football and pop music. (My father probably preferred the toils of a Bresson retrospective to seeing Oasis at Knebworth.) And we may have been drawn to film for similar reasons: in Cooper's phrasing, 'the safety of repetition', 'self-protection', a way of enjoying one's 'separateness' and an opportunity for 'inner identification', as well as an occasion for pleasure and a source of education. Until Brian becomes a BFI regular, we are told in the opening paragraph, his 'nervous concern' had been focused on work. Now it is redirected to movies, looking at programmes, planning outings, post-film chatter.
Truffaut said that for a long time he had overlooked 'the neurotic aspect of my love for cinema'. If I also did this, it was probably because of the lack of overt neuroses in my everyday existence but especially around filmgoing, the lack of pedantry I brought to the act itself - being unbothered, for example, by the fire-exit sign or by people drinking Pepsi. I preferred to get to things on the opening weekend, but I didn't really care. Truffaut was talking about subtler signs, the fears or forms of mess that filmgoing sublimates or tidies away. He noted that in his day the 'most cinephilic cinephiles' tended to like happy endings, stories of heroes and villains. The French filmmaker and critic Jean Epstein compared going to a movie to entering a state of hypnosis, an aesthetic experience that 'modifies the nervous system' much more than reading does. And it would be perverse to deny that watching the dead speak or past actions embalmed in an eternal present tense plays some role in what we find comforting about movies.
In a passage I'd overlooked until I read Brian, Kael defined movies as 'the sullen art of displaced persons' and reasoned that we are less likely to seek out their 'diminishing pleasures' if we have a 'decent, useful life', 'other things to do'. 'If life at home is more interesting, why go to the movies?' It's true that, in going to see a film, you are choosing not to do a lot of other things. If it becomes a daily habit, you may find that you do little else.
In his late thirties, Truffaut told Renoir that he had watched La Regle du jeu over and over again between the ages of thirteen and fourteen, 'when everything in my life was going so badly'. He said that it helped him 'to understand the motives of the people around me'. I was more interested in understanding myself: if not my conscious motives - which didn't seem to extend beyond going to the cinema - then my existential state. Many of the new films I loved concerned young people: sometimes gay (though I was not), such as Christian Bale in Velvet Goldmine and Malik Zidi in Francois Ozon's Water Drops on Burning Rocks; sometimes female, such as Gina McKee in Michael Winterbottom's Wonderland, Christina Ricci in Ang Lee's The Ice Storm and Chloe Sevigny in Whit Stillman's The Last Days of Disco; and occasionally male and heterosexual but out of sorts, like Jonathan Rhys Meyers in Mike Figgis's The Loss of Sexual Innocence or Leonardo DiCaprio in The Beach. I gravitated towards films that were pensive or a little sad. I also loved close-ups and slow-motion and dream sequences and voiceover and Michael Nyman scores and stories about regret. As Truffaut said, 'lyricism, always, always lyricism'.
Looking back, I can see that my most extreme cinephilia, which dates to when I was fourteen, coincided with my moving school and my mother developing cancer. I didn't like the school; I didn't like my mother being ill. The frequency and intensity of my cinema visits increased. I saw the film that I remember finding most powerful, Wonderland, at the Gate Notting Hill while my mother was in hospital having chemotherapy and I was staying with relatives. I took the Tube with a distant cousin. Otherwise I went alone, by then a strong preference - to Magnolia at the ABC Shaftesbury Avenue after visiting University College Hospital, to the shark-attack movie Deep Blue Sea after St Mary's Hospital in Paddington.
The cancer went into remission. I settled into the school. Someone introduced me to a place on Greek Street where you could get a 'vodka mixer' for PS1. I started going to the movies less frequently. On Sunday mornings I would wake up late and calculate whether I had the energy to make it to the Curzon Soho for the afternoon double bill. I almost never did. That wasn't the end, though. My appetite returned the following year, in time for extraordinary new films by the two pre-eminent American directors, Robert Altman's Gosford Park and David Lynch's Mulholland Drive, on what were becoming extremely rare trips with both of my parents. I saw 23 films at the cinema in July and August 2002, including the sequels Stuart Little 2, Men in Black 2, Spy Kids 2, Austin Powers in Goldmember and the tenth instalment in the Friday the 13th franchise, as well as the first film I ever walked out of, The Wash, with Snoop Dogg and Dr Dre. I kept up that pace until the day I left school in 2004, an occasion marked with a solitary trip to the second-tier disaster film The Day after Tomorrow.
That phase of my life now lies as far in the past as Sontag's golden age did in 1995. And though I still watch something most days, I don't experience the same excitement about film culture or filmgoing. I enjoyed almost none of the critical hits of the past few years, and I most look forward to work by my original pet directors. But even at my grouchiest I try to agree with Kael that praising and complaining 'in the same breath is part of our feeling that movies belong to us'.
The Swiss Centre is now a 'luxe landmark hotel' with a blinding facade. The building on Lower Regent Street where I paid PS4 to see Fight Club is now a Tesco. The Odeon on Shaftesbury Avenue has been shuttered since August 2024. Many of the original multiplexes have been turned into flats. But there's also the wonderful new Garden Cinema in Covent Garden, traditionally a filmgoing desert. Everyone says that streaming means you never know what to watch; I lost hundreds of viewing hours struggling to choose from a stack of fifty or sixty covers at branches of Channel, the chain of West London video shops. Clint Eastwood's most recent film, Juror No. 2, was largely buried by Warner Bros. But my father and I were able to catch it at a multiplex: almost exactly half a century after he had gone with his father - on their final trip together, as it turned out - to see Thunderbolt and Lightfoot, in which even then Eastwood played the older of the partners. It's hard to get my head around the idea that my lack of enthusiasm for Anora or The Brutalist, let alone Challengers, may just be a trick of the light. Still, the spirit that Sontag believed was gone for good is boisterously present in the hyper-cosmopolitanism of online cinephilia and the eclecticism of the revival scene. At the ICA, where I recently saw Godard's final work, Scenario(s), an 18-minute installation with a 36-minute documentary to explain it, an Angelopoulos retrospective is just getting going.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.lrb.co.uk/the-paper/v47/n20/leo-robson/diary
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