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The Impossible Patient
Amia Srinivasan

10,818 wordsThe unconscious  is back. Why now? Certainly it ruptured into consciousness in the days and months following 7 October 2023, when the Israeli death machine let loose on Gaza, accelerating into a genocide of the Palestinian people that has cost Israel a measure of its international legitimacy and led to the prolonged captivity and death of hostages, increased antisemitism and an exodus of Israel's educated elite. The Israeli state performs its self-defeating operations under the sign of Jewish 'safety', and for that reason with the widespread approval of Jews in Israel and much of the global diaspora. Denials of the reality of genocide mask a deeper, libidinal investment in its perpetration. In June 2024, the right-wing politician Moshe Feiglin took to Israeli television to invoke Hitler:
As Hitler ... once said, 'I cannot live in this world if there is one Jew left in it.' We will not be able to live in this land if one Islamo-Nazi is left in Gaza, and if we do not go back to Gaza and turn it into Hebrew Gaza.

As Jake Romm wrote in Parapraxis, a magazine founded in 2022 dedicated to psychoanalysis and left politics, 'temporalities and geography mix and collapse in the ruins of the crematoria and emerge, reformed, from the barrel of a gun in Gaza.'
The refusal of genocide's repetition - 'never again' - becomes the mandate for its inverted return: yes, again, genocide. As a consequence, Palestinians are left to excavate the bodies of their dead from the ruins of war and rebury them in the open-air cemetery of Gaza. The difficulty of the task arises not just from its magnitude - how to grieve more than seventy thousand people, a third of that number children? - but also from an ongoing occupation that erodes the psychic conditions necessary for mourning. For Freud, the work of mourning requires time in which the ego can discover the reality of its loss, and then choose its own life, moving beyond the fixation that he calls 'melancholia'. But under occupation, loss is continuous, the choice of life never a given, and so the time for mourning never arrives. What is occupation, the Palestinian writer Abdaljawad Omar asks, but a 'perpetual deferral of mourning'?
But surely the unconscious had made its presence felt even earlier, in another ongoing war, one perpetrated by a diverse coalition of authoritarian strongmen, feminists, manosphere influencers, the Catholic and Orthodox churches, and centrist liberals who are, they insist, just worried about the kids. The crusade against so-called 'gender ideology' is more than an epiphenomenal culture war, waged cynically to distract from the material sources of social immiseration. Freud says a dream expresses a wish. We can say the same of war. What wish does the war against 'gender ideology' express?
There is again the wish for total safety, which requires the eradication of all possible threats, however remote. In her book Material Girls: Why Reality Matters for Feminism (2021), the 'gender critical' philosopher Kathleen Stock argued that being trans should be legally protected as a species of gender non-conforming behaviour - but only, Stock qualified, to the extent that trans rights do not threaten the safety of non-trans women. This means, for Stock, not just the familiar demands for trans women to be excluded from women's changing rooms and loos. It means that trans women have no right to female pronouns. The expectation that I, a non-trans woman, use 'she' and 'her' for someone who I suspect might be biologically male can operate, Stock says, like 'cognitive Rohypnol', slowing down my mental processes and making me more susceptible to violence -the violence, that is, of trans women.
So total is the cis woman's right to safety that she cannot even be asked to stop and think of the other; just as the total right to Jewish safety means that any appeal to the dignity of Palestinian life is already an antisemitic assault. Vladimir Putin, like many authoritarian leaders a hero of the gender wars, longs for the restoration of the Russian Empire not just as an end in itself, but as a means, he says, to bezopasnost - total security, literally 'the absence of threat'.
But there is a still deeper wish contained in the war on 'gender ideology'. Like all our deepest wishes, it is an unthinkable wish, and so Freud says, one that must be repressed from consciousness. Indeed, for Freud it is the deepest of all wishes: not the wish to sleep with your mother or kill your father, but to be both mother and father, to transcend the forced choice represented by what Freud called the 'great antithesis' of male and female. The trans person reminds us of this denied wish, and so reveals that our sense of ourselves as simply a woman or a man is, in the words of Jacqueline Rose, 'the outcome of multiple repressions whose unlived stories surface nightly in our dreams'. The trans person is the chimera we all desire and dread.
It is no surprise, then, that the increasing visibility of trans life has led to the reassertion of sex as a self-evident distinction, rooted in biology and underwriting a natural social hierarchy. Nor is it a surprise that this reassertion of sexual division and hierarchy plays a central role in the global advancement of the far right. On the day of his second presidential inauguration, Donald Trump signed an executive order: 'Defending Women from Gender Ideology Extremism and Restoring Biological Truth to the Federal Government'. The order affirms that there are only two sexes, male and female, as a matter of 'immutable biological reality'; that men are biological males and women biological females; and that any suggestion otherwise has a 'corrosive impact' on 'the validity of the entire American system'. This is the declaration of the reinstated father, who promises to restore the rule of fathers everywhere; to undo the psychic castration suffered by straight white men at the hands of invading immigrants, feminist women, 'woke' mobs, DEI initiatives and the democratic presumption of equality.
In fact, the unconscious never left the scene. Psychoanalysis tells us that it is the unconscious that sets the scene. What has returned of late is not the unconscious itself, but the felt need, in some quarters, for the unconscious and its workings as a diagnostic tool, as an explanans for the explanandum of irrationalism that seems to be taking hold everywhere. No purely materialist or realist or folk psychological analysis seems to suffice. We need to go beyond talk of parties and platforms; of beliefs, values and identitarian affiliations; of class, jobs, wages and exploitation. We need to speak of phantasies and their repression, the libido and the death-drive, disavowal and displacement, trauma and its disfiguring aftermath. We need to speak of vulnerability: not just the sort that arises asymmetrically from poverty and racism and sexism; but the universal infantile vulnerability that haunts us all - including (and perhaps especially) the most powerful.
To what end? Despite more than a century of debate about the epistemic credentials of psychoanalysis, I take its explanatory power to be self-evident. You may not wish to commit yourself ontologically to some thing called the 'unconscious', and you may reasonably object to many of the details of the orthodox Freudian picture. (For example, the idea of penis envy, as Simone de Beauvoir complained, seems to assume precisely what's to be explained.) But can we doubt that there is more, much more, to our individual and collective lives than that of which we are consciously aware? Do we doubt that each of us encounters reality not directly, but through the thicket of our individual psychic realities, with their stubborn frames and secret desires, the vast sediment of our past histories? That, to put it mundanely but not inaccurately, each of us brings with us a helluva lotta baggage?
The interesting question to my mind is not whether there is truth in psychoanalysis, but whether its truth will set us free. This might seem an odd question for a philosopher to ask. Philosophers tend to be preoccupied with questions of truth and knowledge - and in the specific case of psychoanalysis, whether it deserves the status, as Freud thought it did and Karl Popper thought it absolutely did not, of a science. But insofar as a philosopher, or anyone, is interested in politics - interested, that is, not just in describing the world but changing it - the real question is whether psychoanalysis can liberate us, not just from the violent divisions of our individual psyches, but from the violent divisions and resulting despair of our political moment.
There is reason for doubt. Psychoanalysis was born out of a collective retreat from politics on the part of the Viennese intelligentsia. In the 1880s, Austrian liberal hegemony, with its confident ideology of Enlightenment reason and social progress, was threatened by the emergence of new mass parties that channelled various anti-liberal currents - Christian, antisemitic, socialist and nationalist. In 1895, the electorate in Vienna voted for Karl Lueger, a populist antisemite and reactionary Catholic, as mayor. Emperor Franz Joseph, disliking Lueger's antisemitism, refused to ratify his election; Freud, a liberal and a Jew, smoked a cigar in celebration. But just two years later, in 1897, the emperor bowed to the popular will, and Lueger became mayor, bringing the liberal era to a close. Describing the dying days of 19th-century Austria, the historian Carl Schorske writes: 'Anxiety, impotence, a heightened awareness of the brutality of social existence ... these features assumed new centrality in a social climate where the creed of liberalism was being shattered by events.'
Psychoanalysis, then, was born of a moment not dissimilar to our own: a moment when the image of the human as a rational animal seemed fragile if not preposterous, and the progressive liberalism founded on that image was revealed to be dangerously naive. In turning inwards to the drama of the human psyche, Freud was part of an aestheticised culture of feeling and self-cultivation that resulted from political paralysis. In fin-de-siecle Vienna, what mattered was not objective reality but one's affective response to it. Freud took this focus on inner feeling and instinct, synthesised it with the scientific rationalism of mid-century liberalism, and created in psychoanalysis a theory that at once offered a powerful reckoning with human irrationalism and a welcome refuge from its terrifying political manifestations.
As Schorske observes, Freud would put psychoanalysis to use in explaining away his own sense of political guilt. In his pivotal work of 1899, The Interpretation of Dreams, Freud reports one of his own dreams - he calls it a 'revolutionary phantasy' - in which he confronts an aristocratic Austrian statesman only to frantically flee the scene. The dream Freud rediscovers the statesman at a train station, now transfigured into Freud's blind and dying father, whom Freud must help to piss into a urinal. On display in the dream is Freud's guilt at having abandoned his youthful ambition to enter politics - to confront and conquer the old, antisemitic world represented by the aristocrat with the secular, liberal values that his father venerated. But Freud reads the dream as merely the phantastic fulfilment of his wish to take revenge on an overbearing father; a father who had once suggested that the young Freud, as he immodestly urinated in front of his parents, would never amount to anything. On this reading, the dream loses its political specificity; it is simply an expression of the universal desire for patricide. The Oedipus complex, the centrepiece of Freud's mature theory, thus promised to acquit an entire generation of politically disengaged sons from the accusations of their fathers.
For Freud, the task of psychoanalysis is to help the patient unearth the origins of their neurotic symptom, finding at its root some unbearable idea that has been repressed by the conscious self into the unconscious. In so doing, the analyst promises to give to his patient a greater measure of agency, a new freedom to decide what to do with their previously unthinkable thought. Say it is an idea similar to the one Freud finds in his own dream: I wish to destroy my father and sleep with my mother. And, to make things more interesting, let's also say that the patient is a woman rather than a man. Through the laborious process that Freud calls 'working-through', she comes to know the wish she has long repressed, and finds herself in a position to do something with this knowledge.
She may accept the reality of her wish and act on it, engaging in the 'perversion' of homosexuality - which is the reason Freud said that the opposite of a perversion is a neurosis. Or she may accept that her wish cannot be acted on, not without grave social sanction, and so set it aside in favour of a compensatory wish, substituting her desire to displace her father with, say, a desire to have a son. Psychoanalysis, in its orthodox Freudian form, makes no judgment between these options. This is not a comment on Freud's own social views - in fact he was an advocate for the loosening of moral taboos against homosexuality - but rather a corollary of the principle that what matters, psychoanalytically, is not external reality, but the individual's psychic representation of it. Not the actual aristocracy (the political class that dominates your social world) but the aristocrat in your head, who is really your overbearing father.
It follows that Freud's many feminist critics, from the German psychoanalyst Karen Horney, to Simone de Beauvoir, Betty Friedan and Kate Millett, were both right and wrong to charge Freud with encouraging women to 'adjust' themselves to patriarchal realities. As Juliet Mitchell argues in Psychoanalysis and Feminism (1974), orthodox psychoanalysis charts a principled indifference between social accommodation and resistance. The task is to help the patient put her psychic reality in better order, an achievement which was compatible with multiple relations to social reality, and which could only ever be partial. Thus it is a mistake, Mitchell says, to read Freud as just another proponent of patriarchal morality, telling women they would be happy if only they submitted to the dulling pleasures of wifely and maternal duty. Indeed, Freud came increasingly to emphasise the impossibility of the 'feminine' role, the catastrophic splittings and sacrifices it demanded of the psyches of even apparently 'normal' women. At the same time, feminists are right in that Freudian psychoanalysis sees nothing disturbing in the woman who manages, perhaps against the odds, to remedy her neurosis by embracing the role patriarchy has assigned her - much less that patriarchal society is a moral disaster that must be collectively overcome.
Freudian psychoanalysis, then, is a form of self-historicising in the service of individual psychic liberation. It is individualistic not only at the level of practice, as an intimate and drawn-out encounter between patient and analyst, but also in its theoretical focus on the inner life of the patient. And yet, many powerful radical thinkers since Freud - Wilhelm Reich, Herbert Marcuse, Theodor Adorno, Frantz Fanon, Edward Said, Achille Mbembe, Shulamith Firestone, Juliet Mitchell, Jacqueline Rose, Judith Butler - have seen psychoanalysis as a tool for a more general, social liberation: from the psychically disfiguring systems of fascism, capitalism, colonialism, racism and patriarchy. In just the last few years, a younger left has rediscovered in psychoanalysis, so recently dismissed as another expression of boomer decadence, a powerful framework of political critique. The pages of Parapraxis seem a confirmation of what an older generation of theorists have long been saying: that the missing term in radical political discourse is 'psyche'.
Freud himself  took an eventual if cautious turn towards politics, impelled by the ravages of the First World War. In 1919, the Social Democrats prevailed over their reactionary Catholic and German nationalist opponents, winning the right to govern Red Vienna. Their programme of Austro-Marxism stressed rational planning and scientific humanism. They made deep investments in social housing, adult education, psychology clinics and child welfare centres, winning over disaffected liberals, Freud among them, to their cause. At the same time, and reversing his prewar position that analysts should charge handsomely for their services, Freud called for the creation of free outpatient clinics 'so that men who would otherwise give way to drink, women who have nearly succumbed under their burden of privations, children for whom there is no choice but between running wild or neurosis, may be made capable, by analysis, of resistance'. Vienna's free clinic, the Ambulatorium, was founded by members of Freud's circle in 1922. All the most important 'second generation' psychoanalysts - Erich Fromm, Otto Fenichel, Wilhelm Reich, Karen Horney, Melanie Klein, Helene Deutsch, Anna Freud - served in free clinics, providing pro bono analysis for poor and working-class patients.
The younger members of Freud's circle tended to be socialists or Marxists rather than liberals. Under the de facto leadership of Reich (who joined the German Communist Party in 1930), they enthusiastically debated how best to synthesise psychoanalysis and politics, Freud with Marx. Reich himself, unsatisfied with his work at the Ambulatorium - he wanted, he said, to prevent rather than merely to treat neurosis - began a mobile clinic which offered free sex education, contraceptives and Marxist instruction to young working-class people. Reich's efforts would grow into his 'Sex-Pol' movement (short for the German Association of Proletarian Sexual Politics), whose motto was 'Free Sexuality within an Egalitarian Society'. For Reich, all neurosis was created by the social suppression of a naturally free and healthy sexuality - as Freud disparagingly put it in 1928, Reich thought 'the genital orgasm the antidote to every neurosis' - and all sexual suppression was the result of a wholly surmountable economic form: capitalism.
With this simple formula, Reich brought together Marx and Freud, albeit at the cost of Freud's most fundamental commitments: that the Oedipus complex is a 'universal event of childhood', produced not by any particular familial or social arrangement, but by the psyche's necessary attempt to constitute itself as a subject in a world of taboo and prohibition; and that repression is the precondition of civilisation, capitalist or not. For Reich, sexual and political liberation went hand in hand: sexual rebellion would undermine the bourgeois moralism that ideologically scaffolds capitalism, and, in turn, 'revolutionary struggle against economic exploitation' would erode the material basis of sexual repression. For Freud - who was, more than a liberal or a progressive, a tragedian - it could never be so simple.
Reich sought to both politicise psychoanalysis and psychoanalyse politics. Psychoanalytic practice was to be radically democratised and socialised, emancipated from the strictures of bourgeois medicine. At the same time, and though Reich insisted that it was no substitute for Marxist sociology, psychoanalytic theory could help illuminate the present dispensation. In The Mass Psychology of Fascism, Reich sought to explain why Europe's working classes were drawn to fascism in the 1920s and 1930s. At the origin of the phenomenon, Reich argued, was the patriarchal family, whose sexual repressiveness produced in its members an unsatisfied longing that could all too easily be channelled by authoritarian strongmen and blood-and-soil mysticism. The book was published in 1933, the same year in which Hitler became Chancellor, and Reich was banned from the Communist Party of Denmark, where he was then living, on account of his sexual heterodoxies.
In an attempt, both foolish and doomed, to save psychoanalysis from Nazi inquisition as a 'Jewish science', Freud and his more conservative associates denied that psychoanalysis had anything to do with politics. In a letter to Ernest Jones, the president of the International Psychoanalytical Association, Anna Freud wrote that her father couldn't 'wait to get rid of' Reich. 'What my father finds offensive in Reich,' she explained, 'is the fact that he has forced psychoanalysis to become political; psychoanalysis has no part in politics.' A year later, in 1934, Reich was formally expelled from the Psychoanalytical Association. This and other appeasement measures didn't prevent the Nazi state from 'aryanising' psychoanalysis: it burned Freud's books, absorbed Berlin's free clinic into its death apparatus and made refugees of nearly all its German and Austrian practitioners. In 1938, Freud fled to London 'to die in freedom'. Three of his five sisters were killed in Treblinka.
Of the dual ambitions  shared by Reich and the other second-generation 'political Freudians' - to politicise psychoanalysis and psycho-analyse politics - it is the latter that has been more fully realised. This is not to forget the important attempts, historical and contemporary, to politically reimagine psychoanalysis and mental healthcare more broadly. In the 1950s, before he became the fiery spokesman and charismatic intellectual of the Algerian revolution, Frantz Fanon sought to revolutionise the psychiatric clinic. Before his arrival there in 1953, Blida-Joinville Psychiatric Hospital was a typical example of the so-called Algiers School of colonial ethno-psychiatry, founded on the premise that native Algerians were constitutionally primitive, puerile and stubborn. (Fanon witheringly called this a 'fertile idea'.) Drawing on his mentor Francois Tosquelles's idea of 'social therapy', Fanon worked to transform Blida-Joinville into a place where patients, French and Algerian alike, could 'rediscover the meaning of freedom'. He set up a Moorish cafe in the hospital, where patients drank coffee, played cards and enjoyed performances from Arab musicians and storytellers. He also laid out a football field, still used today, enthusiastically organising the patients' matches. In an academic article he co-authored with his intern Jacques Azoulay on the experiment at Blida-Joinville, Fanon wrote that 'a revolutionary attitude was essential, because it was necessary to go from a position in which the supremacy of Western culture was evident, to one of cultural relativism.'
Fanon increasingly became convinced that, however much it was endowed with a culturally specific sociality, the psychiatric hospital 'condemns [the patient] to exercise his freedom in the unreal world of fantasy'. The asylum could not de-alienate the mad patient, just as the colonised subject could not be de-alienated through the 'unreal', as Fanon called it, world of traditional religion. What was needed was freedom, not its simulacrum. Only by emancipating the mad person from forced confinement and into the world could the meeting of doctor and patient be 'an encounter between two freedoms'. In his final days, as the Algerian revolution raged, Fanon set up an out-patient centre in Tunis. He hoped it would serve as a model of mental healthcare for the decolonising societies that were struggling into being - and which, Fanon knew, would have to address their 'pathology of freedom'.
Today, the London Clinic of Psychoanalysis, founded in 1926, continues to offer low-fee therapy to a limited number of patients. It is, according to the directory of the Free Clinics Network, one of more than 250 autonomous clinics in twenty countries which offer low-fee or free psychoanalysis to poor and otherwise marginalised patients. In Palestine, psychoanalysis has had a long life as a liberatory praxis, one that seeks both to understand and address the psychic ravages of occupation. The Gaza Community Mental Health Programme, one of five Palestinian clinics listed in the Free Clinics Network directory, is the largest mental health service in Gaza. Despite Israel's destruction of its centres, and the death and displacement of its staff, the programme continues to provide psychosocial services for a population suffering from trauma that, UNRWA has agreed, is too 'chronic and unrelenting' to fit the diagnostic criteria for post-traumatic stress disorder. The programme's interventions focus on Gaza's children, 96 per cent of whom reported last year that they felt death was imminent, and nearly half that they wanted to die.
Even outside the extreme context of a genocidal war, attempts to democratise, much less socialise, psychoanalysis - an essentially exacting, intimate and drawn-out practice - always struggle with the mismatch between therapeutic supply and neurotic demand. This is especially true today, with our twinned global crises of 'care' and 'mental health'. As Freud warned, 'compared to the vast amount of neurotic misery which there is in the world ... the quantity we can do away with is almost negligible.'
Little wonder then that the impulse to synthesise psychoanalysis with radical politics has more often expressed itself in theory than in practice. It is Fanon the diagnostician of colonialism's psychopathology, rather than Fanon the caring doctor, whom we remember and revere. Many of the most celebrated psychoanalytic readers of politics, from Herbert Marcuse to Judith Butler, are not themselves trained analysts. 'Knowledge sets one free' was the slogan of the confident mid-19th-century liberalism that was formative for Freud. What knowledge do we gain when we psychoanalyse politics?
For Fanon, it is that colonialism is a mutilating madness for colonist and colonised alike, one that can only be overcome through a redirection of colonialism's violence against its perpetrators and their 'entire moral and material universe'. It follows that decolonisation, as a release of the colonised subjects' repressed desire to take the colonist's place, is at once a progressive moment in a world-historical dialectic and replete with dangers: of ethnonationalism, regressive traditionalism and elite capture. For Shulamith Firestone, Freud corrects Marx, revealing that the root cause of all oppression (economic, political, racial, sexual) is 'the biological family - the vinculum through which the psychology of power can always be smuggled'. In turn we come to know, Firestone says, that we require 'a sexual revolution much larger than ... a socialist one to truly eradicate all class systems'.
For Juliet Mitchell, psychoanalysis tells us that the unconscious is the seat of ideology, its mechanism of interpellation and transmission. What's more, because the law of sexual difference is a basic law of human society and thus too of the unconscious (a law against which every unconscious protests), feminism as the study of sexual difference takes us not to the 'cultural' edges of politics, but to its very heart.
For Judith Butler, psychoanalysis helps us see in acts of domination and violence a disavowal of our radical, mutual dependency. For Jacqueline Rose, psychoanalysis warns of the perilous temptation to reify the event of trauma into the identity of 'victim' - perils played out, for Rose, in both Zionism and radical feminism. While 'psychoanalysis does not give us a blueprint for political action,' Rose writes, it is in 'a privileged position to challenge the dualities (inside/outside, victim/aggressor, real event/fantasy and even good/evil) on which so much traditional political analysis has so often relied'. Psychoanalysis compels us to recognise, as Rose puts it, the 'infinite complexity of the human mind' - including the minds of our oppressors.
Unsurprisingly, the contemporary rise of powerful far-right movements and leaders - in the US, UK, Brazil, India, Philippines, Hungary, Italy, Germany and elsewhere - has turned many political thinkers, including Richard Seymour, Dagmar Herzog, Christina Wieland, Claudia Leeb and Joan Braune, back to the puzzle that preoccupied Reich and other left Freudians in the 1920s, 1930s and 1940s, that of the psychic allure of authoritarian strongmen, blood-and-soil nativism and regressive sexual and familial norms. And like their 20th-century predecessors, these thinkers find themselves reaching not just for terms such as aggression, revenge and anxiety, but also desire, phantasy and pleasure.
In short, what we come to know, when we have psychoanalytic knowledge of politics, is the reason things remain stubbornly as they are, even when it seems obvious that they should be otherwise; the full cost of things being this way, the forms of psychic disintegration, dissolution and loss that underlie more obvious forms of economic and bodily harm; and, finally, a better sense of what we might hope for: what forms of collective life better answer to our natures as conflicted, desiring subjects - and what horizons of possibility might lie beyond human possibility.
Psychoanalysis can help us know all this. And yet, in politics, we always arrive at the vexing question: how to put one's knowledge into practice? How to pull off the feat of simultaneously describing the world and changing it? Marx was wrong to suggest that so far the philosophers had only tried to do the former. In fact, philosophers have long tried, and try still, to do both. But philosophers tend to operate on the assumption, inherited from Plato, that knowledge of the Good is not just necessary but more or less sufficient for virtuous action - that, put differently, most wrongdoing comes from moral ignorance. If this is your starting point, then it makes sense to spend your time coming up with arguments to show that, say, gross inequality is unjust, that settler-occupation is impermissible, that none of us has the right to destroy the Earth for our personal gain. If, however, you take a different view of things - a more psychoanalytic view, on which all sorts of mechanisms of resistance, defence and disavowal might get between people's beliefs and their actions - then the philosopher's quest to change the world by morally enlightening it will seem foolhardy.
Psychoanalysis is not in the business of moral enlightenment, at least not directly. Its knowledge is descriptive rather than prescriptive: about the way things are, rather than what they ought to be. For those who have read their Marx, this is already a step in the right direction - that is, in the direction of a theory capable of producing change. For example, the politically important question, surely, is not whether Israel's genocide is a grotesque moral abomination - every Palestinian already knows it is - but what possibilities exist for bringing it, and the state of occupation that produced it, to an end. To answer that question we need a better description of the Palestinian situation. We need what the Marxist cultural theorist Stuart Hall called a 'conjunctural' analysis: a descriptive mapping of the forces - economic, political, social, ideological - at play in a given historical moment, a mapping that can be used to identify possibilities for, and obstacles to, practical intervention.
Psychoanalysis, if you accept its basic power to describe aspects of reality, can in principle contribute to conjunctural analysis. But for Hall, not just any true description of the conjuncture will do. It may be that Israel's domination of the Palestinian people is in part driven by a history of unmetabolised trauma, a trauma that is deliberately reproduced by Israel's culture industry and weaponised by the Israeli state. What follows? Would knowing this help the Palestinian liberation movement identify sites of intervention, decide which levers to pull? Or, on the contrary, would it lead to a strategy with unintended consequences - the reification, say, of the Nazi Holocaust as a singular, hyper-trauma that excuses in advance any atrocity produced in its name?
The difficulty  is that psychoanalytic knowledge is always knowledge of human vulnerability, of the helpless infant within each person, however outwardly powerful they may be. While he was giving haven, inside the Blida-Joinville hospital, to the Algerian rebels of the National Liberation Front, Fanon was also treating the French servicemen who were involved in torturing them. For Fanon, as his biographer Adam Shatz writes, the French torturers too 'were victims of a colonial system whose dirty work they were required to perform'. But this did not stop Fanon from arguing, in The Wretched of the Earth (1961), that 'for the colonised, life can only materialise from the rotting cadaver of the colonist.' Decolonisation, defined by the demand that 'the last shall be first,' required an inversion of the dichotomy between coloniser and colonised; the humanity of the colonised subject must be absolutely affirmed, and the colonist enemy be made to suffer the symbolic and material terror that he so long perpetrated. It is true that Fanon longed for a humanist future, in which race was transcended and all men recognised one another as equals. But this future had to be achieved through a violent confrontation of radical unequals in the present. The psychoanalytic gaze, by its nature levelling, egalitarian and humane, could theoretically illuminate colonialism. But it could not, Fanon believed, provide the practical attitude required for the actual work of decolonisation.
A decade before The Wretched of the Earth, and two years before the start of the Algerian War, Fanon published Black Skin, White Masks. Its theme was what Fanon called the 'massive psycho-existential complex' of French colonial racism. Here he offered a more straightforward, and more hopeful, account of the political relevance of psychoanalysis: 'By analysing' the complex of racism, Fanon wrote, 'we aim to destroy it.' This destruction would be achieved through greater self-knowledge, on the part of both blacks and whites, to which his text would contribute: 'Those who recognise themselves' in Black Skin, White Masks will 'have made a step in the right direction'. Fanon's 'true wish' was 'to get my brother, black or white, to shake off the dust from that lamentable livery built up over centuries of incomprehension'.
In so wishing, Fanon effects a simple transposition of Freud from an individual to a collective key. For Freud, psychoanalysis frees the analysand by giving her awareness of, and thus greater control over, the wish she finds unbearable to think, and which stands at the base of her neurosis. For the earlier Fanon - Fanon before the Algerian revolution - the same trick could be pulled off at the social level. By showing racialised society how its psycho-existential complex operated, the way it trapped black and white alike in a terrible dialectic, Fanon would free its members. More than just contributing to a third-person understanding of the colonial conjuncture, Fanon initially hoped that psychoanalysis could, in the political as much as the therapeutic context, serve as a form of second-person address, one that resulted in a liberating self-knowledge.
By the time of The Wretched of the Earth, Fanon had seemingly abandoned this account of the political import of psychoanalysis. That he did so is perhaps suggestive of that account's over-neatness. In the therapeutic setting, Freud says, the patient violently resists the emerging diagnosis. Part of her does not want the knowledge that will set her free. This is true even though the patient has chosen to enter analysis, and so is, at some level, prepared to treat herself as someone who does not wholly know herself, someone in need of the analyst's insight. It is unsurprising that, in the sphere of politics, where as a rule no one asks to be psychoanalysed, the provision of a diagnosis is often received as an assault on one's dignity. To treat someone psychoanalytically is to treat some vital aspect of her as a symptom, to be explained in terms of underlying and arational causes, rather than consciously held reasons.
For Freud, psychoanalysis was the third 'impossible' profession, along with teaching and governing - the profession of politics. In all three, he said, 'one can be sure beforehand of achieving unsatisfying results'. For Freud, it made sense to think of politics as akin to teaching and analysis; turn-of-the-century liberalism also endeavoured to form rational and free persons out of the raw matter of human beings. But following the Second World War, liberalism grew wary of the project of subject-formation, seeing it as the path to authoritarianism, the avoidance of which came to be both liberalism's central aim and its chief selling point. For John Rawls, the most influential exponent of postwar liberalism, Freudianism, like Marxism, 'destroys the game of reasoning' by reducing 'men's opinions' to hidden causes, whether repressed wishes or material interests.* In an unpublished paper from 1955 Rawls wrote:
What disturbs us about psychoanalysis ... is that it suggests ... that the self is a system of powers which doesn't know itself in vital respects; although it is significant that for Freud the self as a system of full conscious powers was the goal to be won. What common sense takes for granted he regarded as a rare and difficult achievement. Thus what psychoanalysis might lead us to think is that people are not really, or not fully, persons.

For Rawls, to treat one's fellow citizen as an analyst might treat her patient - to diagnose, say, their Zionism as resulting from a state-cultivated trauma, or their hostility towards immigration as expressing an infantile drive for safety and control - is to cease thinking of them as a person, and so to abandon an axiom of liberal democracy.
There is something to this. If we were all to engage one another all the time in the spirit of what Paul Ricoeur called - thinking of Freud, Marx and Nietzsche - the 'hermeneutics of suspicion', we would drive one another quite literally mad. Social life would become impossible. The contemporary culture war gives us a glimpse of this prospect. Psychoanalysis has no truck with the crude reductionism involved in saying that someone believes such and such 'just because' they are a white, cis, straight bourgeois male - any more than because they are a queer, brown, female metropolitan elite. (Indeed, one way of putting the core insight of psychoanalysis is that none of us is simply any of the categories under which we fall, no matter how much we may consciously identify with it.) But in its basic imperative to read people as determined by more than just the reasons they consciously avow, psychoanalysis shares something with this reductionist reflex. It is for this reason that the queer literary theorist Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, in her essay 'Paranoid Reading and Reparative Reading', observed that the choice to engage in a hermeneutics of suspicion is 'ethically very fraught' and should be seen as a 'strategic and local decision, not necessarily a categorical imperative'.
Freud, though one of the founding fathers of paranoid reading, would have agreed with Sedgwick. In a footnote to his 1931 essay 'Female Sexuality', in which he argues that the girl's envy of the boy's penis is pivotal to her subject-formation, he wrote:
It is to be anticipated that men analysts with feminist views, as well as our women analysts, will disagree with what I have said here. They will hardly fail to object that such notions spring from the 'masculinity complex' of the male and are designed to justify on theoretical grounds his innate inclination to disparage and suppress women. But this sort of psychoanalytic argumentation reminds us here, as it so often does, of Dostoevsky's famous 'knife that cuts both ways'. The opponents of those who argue in this way will on their side think it quite natural that the female sex should refuse to accept a view which appears to contradict their eagerly coveted equality with men. The use of analysis as a weapon of controversy can clearly lead to no decision.

Psychoanalysis is a knife that 'cuts both ways'. My attempt to psychoanalyse you can itself be psychoanalysed. The Freudian can be put on the couch, just as the Marxist can be accused of dressing up his envy as class consciousness. When this happens, we arrive at a dialectical impasse; psychoanalysis then goes limp as a 'weapon of controversy'. In the therapeutic setting, the patient's resistance is carefully managed, its energy redirected towards self-knowledge. But in politics, where there is no mutually agreed 'patient' and 'doctor', it is less clear that psychoanalysis has anything to tell us, in such moments, about how to go on.
In their recent book, Who's Afraid of Gender?, Butler attempts to psychoanalyse the global hysteria over 'gender ideology'.+ In a chapter on trans-exclusionary feminists, Butler does not just make the now familiar but crucial point that such feminists, whatever their intentions, give material and ideological succour to a patriarchal regime that harms all women, especially lesbians. (I say 'whatever their intentions', but surely many know better. After Trump's second inauguration, Hadley Freeman and Janice Turner respectively called Trump a 'feminist kween' and 'feminist hero'.) Taking J.K. Rowling, a survivor of intimate partner violence, as a case study, Butler identifies a 'phantasmic sliding' from a personal experience of male violence to the idea that all men, or all people with penises, are violent, and then to the idea that trans women must pose an existential threat to cis women. 'Violent crimes are real. Sexual violence is real,' Butler writes. 'But living in the repetitive temporality of trauma' does not produce
an adequate account of social reality ... None of us was violated by an entire class, even if it sometimes feels that way. To refuse to recognise trans women as women because one is afraid that they are really men and, hence, potentially rapists, is to let the traumatic scenario loose on one's description of reality, to flood an undeserving group of people with one's unbridled terror and fear.

As I read this bit of Butler's book what I wanted to know was not whether the analysis was correct, but how it would be received. Would trans-exclusionary feminists welcome it as a dialectical shift, seeing in it a refusal to write them off as moral monsters? An attempt to empathise with their justified anxiety about male violence, even if not an endorsement of the politics in which that anxiety results?
No. Kathleen Stock called Butler's account 'a compendium of smears' and summed up the argument as follows:
If you are anti-gender ... then you are very probably a patriarchal racist Christian nationalist nutjob, and also secretly gay. She is probing your unconscious, remember, and understands you better than you do yourself. Or perhaps - and this is about as charitable as it gets - you are simply a naive and credulous fool, for whom getting in a moral panic about gay marriage and LGBTQ+ library books acts as a psychic substitute for reasonable fears about climate change and neoliberalism.

Striking a similar note, the philosopher Nina Power wrote that Butler's 'diagnostic and psychoanalytic' project is
remarkably handy if one wants to accuse people of holding beliefs they don't actually hold. Thus the pope, Vladimir Putin, Donald Trump, Giorgia Meloni, Viktor Orban, mothers on message boards, doctors and psychologists, and whoever else you don't like are all fundamentally bearers of the same bad thought. They have no good reasons for their position, because all their motives are unconscious (and bad).

It would presumably not help to persuade Stock or Power to point out that their resistance to Butler's diagnosis would, for Freud, hardly be evidence of its falsity - and indeed, on the contrary, that it might be a sign that we are approaching what Freud would have called the 'pathogenic nucleus' of trans-exclusionary feminism.
In the ugly war over 'the trans question', it would seem that 'the use of analysis as a weapon of controversy can clearly lead to no decision'. For Stock and Power are correct about this much: psychoanalysis does not presume that we in general know our own minds. Psychoanalysis is not 'charitable' in the philosophical sense (it is telling, I think, that both Stock and Power are trained philosophers) of assuming the maximal rationality and self-knowledge of the other. If psychoanalysis involves charity, it is the charity of empathy, not presumed rationality: a willingness to see, even in the most rebarbative aspects of human behaviour, an intelligible response to our shared condition.
With  the substitution of empathy for charity comes the danger of what we might call 'hermeneutical domination': that in the name of liberating the other, we will imprison her in our favoured interpretation, insisting on the rightness of our diagnosis in the teeth of her violent resistance. This danger has animated the critics of psychoanalysis, and worried some of its practitioners, from the start. Freud's Hungarian associate Sandor Ferenczi, in his 1928 paper 'The Elasticity of Psychoanalytic Technique', diagnosed 'over-keenness in making interpretations' as 'one of the infantile diseases of the analyst'. The remedy, Ferenczi said, was for the analyst to cultivate intellectual 'modesty' and 'tact'. It was Fanon's growing anxiety about the 'master/slave, prisoner/jailer dialectic' of the traditional therapeutic relationship that led him to abandon the asylum as a model of care. In his History of Madness, Foucault condemns Freud for 'freeing' the madman from the asylum, only to arrogate, to the single person of the analyst, 'all [the asylum's] powers' to watch, judge, punish and induce confession. Freud, Foucault writes, thereby 'amplified' the doctor's 'virtues as worker of miracles, preparing an almost divine status for his omnipotence'. Rawls, as we have seen, thought psychoanalysis incompatible with the respect we owe each other as 'persons': a game of unreason that had to be kept out of the public square. Stephen Frosh, an academic and former clinical psychologist at the Tavistock, observes that psychoanalysis 'accentuates the power of the therapist to such a degree that it appears to validate authoritarianism'.
Nowhere do we find more anxiety about psychoanalysis as an authoritarian practice than in the work of Jacques Lacan, Freud's most influential interpreter. Lacan both defended Freud and, to do so, radically rewrote him. Using the same terms as Rawls, Lacan insists that psychoanalysis 'respects the person'. For this reason, he says, it would be 'paradoxical' for the analyst to 'aim to break down the subject's resistance' in order to secure his acquiescence to a favoured construction. Lacan insists that psychoanalysis, as Freud both understood and practised it, refuses hermeneutical domination, the 'complete brutality' of the 'inquisitorial' style of analysis, the 'violence that speech can bring with it'. In Freud, Lacan protests somewhat too loudly, we find not the will to interpretative power, but 'a more nuanced attitude, that's to say, more humane'.
Underwriting this defence of Freud is Lacan's transformation of psychoanalysis, from an archaeological science that seeks to recover or reconstruct the actual, infantile crisis that prompted the subject's repression, into a structural endeavour that aims to articulate, and thereby reconfigure, the analysand's relationship to the other's desire. The 'correctness' of a psychoanalytic interpretation is no longer primarily a matter of its historical accuracy, a matter of tracing the true origins of what Lacan calls the analysand's 'fundamental fantasy'. What truly matters is the productivity of the analyst's intervention - that the analyst's speech, and his silence, allows him to embody, for the analysand, the enigmatic lack around which her desire circulates; and that, in turn, the analysand is prompted to speak that which is currently unspeakable for her.
In this schema, the analyst transmits no expert hermeneutical knowledge or aetiological discovery to the analysand. On the contrary, the analyst must refuse, Lacan says, the epistemic authority that the analysand ascribes to him, abdicating the role of 'the subject supposed to know'. In fact, the Lacanian analyst does know many things: that desire is by its nature unsatisfiable; that the ego is a fragile mask for an essentially divided self; that the analysand must come to assume responsibility for the structure of her desire, seeing it not as an alien imposition of contingent circumstance but as something she chose. But this knowledge is to be operationalised, never performed. Indeed, the analyst must insist on a Socratic self-effacement: he knows 'nothing other than his [own] desire'. For Lacan, the analyst's theoretical grasp of psychoanalysis is less important than his practical know-how, his ability to ask the right question in the right way at the right moment. This practical ability, Lacan says, is akin not to philosophical knowledge, but to the knowledge evinced by wise statesmen: 'If Themistocles and Pericles were great men, it was because they were good psychoanalysts.'
Lacan thus contains the threat of hermeneutical domination by reimagining the analytic task. In making his case, he also downplays - we might say resists - what we know of Freud's actual clinical practice, which often shows a man, as his biographer Peter Gay put it, engulfed by a 'rage to cure'. That rage is on disturbing display in Freud's case study of 'Dora', an 18-year-old patient whose real name was Ida Bauer. During their sessions, Freud reports barraging Bauer with his diagnosis of her hysterical symptoms: namely, that the young woman was in love with her father's friend 'Herr K.', whose sexual aggressions she had begun enduring at the age of thirteen or fourteen, and which she had violently rejected. Bauer's anger at her father - for his long-standing and flagrant affair with Herr K.'s wife, and his willingness to sacrifice his own daughter to Herr K. in sexual exchange - was, for Freud, in fact an Oedipal desire, reawakened by Bauer's repression of her love for Herr K.
Freud took Bauer's repeated refusals of this interpretation as confirmation of it, just as Herr K. had taken Bauer's repeated rejection of his sexual advances for a secret 'yes'. Lisa Appignanesi and John Forrester write that Freud's readings of Bauer were 'like erect, violating members requiring her assent'. As he pressed 'himself on Ida', they ask, 'what did she feel - beneath his outer garb of civility, concern, acute comments and unexpected surprises - but the penetrating hardness of his theory?' After eleven weeks of this ordeal, Bauer quit her treatment, which Freud interpreted as his tiresome patient's desire to enact her revenge on him as a substitute-father. Bauer then took matters into her own hands, confronting Herr and Frau K. about their respective transgressions. Both husband and wife admitted the truth of the young woman's allegations, and her symptoms temporarily subsided.
In criticising Freud's treatment of Bauer, I do not mean to suggest that his interpretation was mistaken, at least not wholly: that there was no part of the young girl that had been excited by Herr K.'s attentions or that her feelings about her father's affair were simply ones of moralised judgment. Even so, we should press Freud on his assumption that the actual realisation of the girl's phantasies would bring her satisfaction, would not in fact be emotionally disastrous for her. In a famous paper on child sexual abuse, Ferenczi writes that 'if more love or love of a different kind from that which they need is forced on ... children,' it may 'lead to pathological consequences in the same way as the frustration or withdrawal of love'. Might it not be the horror of a phantasy coming real that made the adolescent Bauer react with such disgust to Herr K.'s sexual advances - rather than, as Freud insists, her jealousy that he had given similar attentions to the governess? And if so, isn't Freud's suggestion - that 'the only possible solution for all the parties concerned' was for Herr K. to divorce his wife and marry Bauer, leaving Frau K. to Bauer's father - an indication of an all too literal understanding, on Freud's part, of the workings of phantasy?
Later in his career, Freud would warn analysts not to ram interpretations down a patient's throat, counselling something like Ferenczi's 'tact'. 'As a rule,' Freud wrote shortly before he died, 'we put off telling [the patient] of a construction or explanation till he himself has so nearly arrived at it that only a single step remains to be taken, though that step is in fact the decisive synthesis.' But Freud never renounced the constellation of ideas that Lacan plays down on his behalf: that the analyst has expert knowledge which the patient lacks, knowledge not just of analytic technique, but of the true origins and meaning of the patient's neurosis; that it is part of the analyst's task to help the patient acquire this aetiological knowledge for herself; and that, more often than not, the patient will refuse this knowledge, though it is precisely what is needed to set her free.
For Freud, successful analysis was nearly impossible. If the analyst was going to cure, he required a formidable suite of psychic, epistemic and ethical virtues. Perfect normality was an 'ideal fiction' that even the analyst could only approximate. Nonetheless, the analyst required 'a considerable degree of mental normality and correctness', and indeed 'some kind of superiority, so that ... he can act as a model for his patient'.
It is hard not to bristle at that phrase, 'some kind of superiority'. Hearing it, we should think - again, insofar as we are thinking politically - of psychoanalysis as a materially instantiated practice, one that has so often been recruited for projects of social repression and normalisation, especially of female and queer sexuality. Lacan's horror of the analyst's enactment of epistemic 'superiority' and hermeneutical prowess, and his disavowal of such claims in Freud, has its mirror in liberalism's horror of claims to privileged knowledge on the part of a designated sect, class or nation - claims, as Rawls says, that destroy the 'game of reasoning'. For Rawls, the remedy is to meet reason only with reason. But for Lacan, this would amount to meeting the other's ego with one's own, when it is precisely the ego - our sense of ourselves as unified, coherent wholes - that needs to be ruptured. Reason is not to be met with reason, but with punctuation, silence and what Lacan calls 'oracular speech', gnomic utterances that disrupt the analysand's smooth understanding of herself. 'You say you cannot be safe so long as Palestinians want you dead. What dead do you want?'
There  is a difference, I want to suggest, between allowing a rational fear of domination to shape our politics, and making that fear the totality of our politics. When we think of hermeneutical knowledge and its assertion, and the political risks such assertions carry with them, we should not think only of doctors and scientists and other custodians of expert discourses, whom Adrienne Rich called 'the makers and sayers of culture', and who are always presumptively male and Western and educated. To do so would be to abandon something vital to any liberatory politics, namely the recognition that knowledge often resides precisely where ideology says it is least likely to be found. Or, as Hegel put it, that it is the slave who knows the master best.
In 1931, Ferenczi wrote some notes published under the extraordinary title 'Aphoristic Remarks on the Theme of Being Dead - Being a Woman'. He asks whether becoming a woman is a process of traumatic adaptation, a 'partial death'. If so, could this explain 'the higher intellectual faculties' found in women? 'In the moment of the trauma,' Ferenczi writes,
some sort of omniscience about the world associated with a correct estimation of the proportions of their own and foreign powers and a shutting out of any falsification by emotivity (i.e. pure objectivity, pure intelligence), makes the person in question ... more or less clairvoyant ... the instant of dying - if perhaps after a hard struggle the inevitability of death has been recognised and accepted - is associated with that timeless and spaceless omniscience.

We should hesitate to go all the way with Ferenczi. Trauma is no guarantee of pure objectivity or omniscience, as indeed the Nakba and everything that has followed, including the atrocities perpetrated by Hamas on 7 October, remind us. It would be a dangerous romanticism to think that the Gaza genocide will result only in Palestinians seeing Israelis with greater psychic and moral clarity. Ferenczi himself thought that the same traumatic mechanism that produces women's 'omniscience' also produced the capacity to take pleasure in renunciation and self-destruction - the pathology of female masochism.
But surely there is something to the idea that some people, by virtue of the place they are allotted in the world, do see things more clearly than others - indeed, sometimes see others more clearly than those others see themselves. We can ask: what is lost, ethically and politically, when this something is abandoned, so that we can uphold politics as a 'game of reasoning'? Is this game guaranteed to end in dignity? Can the occupier be trusted to know himself?
Psychoanalytic practice  is essentially dyadic, a collaboration between patient and analyst, however asymmetric or uneasy, and however many others (mother, father, society, Other) may invisibly populate the analytic scene. In this sense, the use of psychoanalysis to illuminate politics - in theoretical texts by Butler or Rose, Fanon or Firestone - is, strictly speaking, not an instance of psychoanalysis, but a derivative application of its theory. In such cases, the subject of the analysis cannot speak back; 'collaboration' becomes an effective impossibility. Resistance is almost guaranteed.
It follows that the political import of psychoanalytic texts rarely comes from any transformation in the psyches of the subjects they analyse - from emancipating the minds of far-right populists, climate-denialists or genocidaires. As political theory rather than praxis, psychoanalysis can do other things. It can help us better understand how the world, including our oppressors, works, and so what we might do about it, and them; and what wishes we might have for collective life, and which of these the reality principle demands we set aside.
Perhaps it is churlish to ask psychoanalysis to do more. But it is important, I think, to see that the distinctive connection between knowledge and freedom that Freud drew, operating through the crucial mechanism of the second-person address, is - in the standard way of bringing psychoanalysis to bear on politics - no longer at work. This is not a criticism. But it may contain a warning. In a moment in which psychoanalytic theory is returning to the cultural centre, but psychoanalysis as a therapeutic practice remains exceedingly rare, it is very easy to forget what underwrites Freud's original promise to liberate: that is, a conversational encounter between self and other. So too is it easy to forget that, from the psychoanalytic point of view, the will to greater and greater theoretical mastery can itself be a form of resistance to the real work of practical transformation.
Indeed, I find it striking how few thinkers propose to bring psychoanalysis into politics as a technical craft (the 'talking cure') that might make us more effective political agents, more endowed with the judgment and tact required to engage our fellow humans, especially when they are ensnared in bad ideology. The contributors to the 2020 Routledge Handbook of Psychoanalytic Political Theory apply a psychoanalytic lens to illuminate contemporary political phenomena, including populism, racism, nationalism, capitalism and neoliberalism. In an essay on the climate crisis, Sally Weintrobe observes that:
disavowal is disavowal. There is no talking to someone who does not want, is not able, or is not ready to take something in. Climate communicators seem to forget that when they argue over the best way to tell people about climate change. The implication is if they could just find the 'right way' to break the news, then people would take the subject seriously. Psychoanalysts are familiar with this issue in the clinical setting, aware that insight, while it can be helped to form, can never be 'imparted' from analyst to analysand. It is always a spontaneous, owned, creative construction of the analysand that involves a radical shift in perspective.

This seems an important corrective. A friend of mine who has worked in climate advocacy for decades calls the idea that you can just tell people the facts and their behaviour will change 'the lie of the 1990s'. Talk of ecological apocalypse, when global capitalism has alienated most of us from almost any sense of social belonging and collective power, is more likely to deepen impotence than it is to enliven agency. So it would be welcome were Weintrobe - a practising psychoanalyst - to offer guidance on the way to achieve 'a radical shift in perspective' in those who currently deny reality. But Weintrobe does not offer this. Instead she gives a theoretical account of the relationship between climate disavowal and neoliberalism: a perfectly plausible account, but not one that responds to the practical problem with which she opens - and on which our collective fate as a species, and the fates of many other species, rests.
In another chapter in the Routledge volume, on 'Hate', C. Fred Alford argues that psychoanalysis illuminates the importance of early bystander intervention in an unfolding genocide. Such intervention, Alford argues, interrupts the 'shared pleasure in hatred and destruction' of the genocidal psyche. But the intervention, he cautions, should not take psychoanalytic form: 'It is neither necessary nor desirable that bystanders interpret the acts they observe as ones of sadism and pleasure in destruction.' In other words, we should not speak aloud the psychoanalytic understanding of genocide. To do so would be to betray genocide's ethical significance: to mistake 'mass murder' for 'a teachable moment'. We are left then only with the recommendation that bystanders should intervene. But this thought, Alford concedes, is 'not new'; it's a standard 'part of literature on genocide and its prevention'. On the practical question of what to do or how to do it, psychoanalysis has nothing to add.
Slavoj Zizek, the most famous of the so-called 'Left Lacanians', comes closest to modelling political action on psychoanalytic technique. Zizek celebrates what he calls 'the Act': an intervention that would, he says, 'traverse' the 'fundamental fantasy' of the hegemonic political order - just as the Lacanian analyst, at the moment of cure, ruptures his patient's relationship to the phantasy that sustains her falsely coherent sense of self. But for even Zizek this is more analogy than application. Examples he gives of the Act include the French and Russian Revolutions, hardly instances of the attentive listening and sparse interjection that Lacan prescribes to analysts.
If such instances are going to be found in politics, it will be in the practice known as 'organising': the laborious task of persuading ordinary people, person by person, that their sense of powerlessness in fact conceals an untapped power. Indeed, the most effective political organisers may know already what psychoanalysis can hope to teach them: about being sensitive to unspoken fear and desire, listening more than speaking, holding space for agency while acknowledging constraint, the importance of timing and 'empathy' and 'tact', even the workings of transference and projection.
In the 1940s, the American civil rights leader Ella Baker travelled extensively in the American South, visiting churches, barber shops, pool rooms and grocery stores to organise poor black people. Despite her relative privilege - Baker was middle class, university educated and lived in New York - she dressed with deliberate modesty. Reflecting on this choice, Baker said:
I've had women come up to me and say, 'Your dress is just like mine.' And that's an identification. See, they don't know how to deal with the verbal part, but they are identifying with you. And instead of you turning up your nose to turn them off, you can say something that shows that that's good. We've both got good dresses.

Baker sees in the comment 'Your dress is just like mine' nothing less than a moment of identification, not only with Baker herself, but more incipiently, more unconsciously, with the 'verbal part', the content of Baker's speech: with the desire for Black liberation. And she answers with an affirmation of the unspeakable desire: 'We've both got good dresses.'
But not everyone is Ella Baker, with a preternatural ability to have what the American labour organiser Jane McAlevey called 'hard conversations'. The recentring of psychoanalysis in contemporary left thought provides a renewed impetus to see conversation as a technical craft, one, as McAlevey put it, that aims at getting people 'to self-analyse the crisis in their life'. In turn, a left that was better at having hard conversations - at listening to the desire behind the refusal, the anxiety behind the apathy; at asking the right question in the right way at the right moment - is a left that would have less reason to treat theory as a refuge to which to flee.
For organisers, 'self-analysis' is a means rather than an end. The aim of organising, unlike that of psychoanalysis, is always collective action - with emphasis on both those terms: 'collective'; 'action'. And underlying this difference in aims is a subtly different account of the relationship between mind and action. For Freud, as for Plato, behaviour flows from the psyche; the symptom speaks the truth of the subject's inner reality. To change our behaviour, we must first change our mind. Here, despite their apparent differences, is a fundamental moment of convergence between psychoanalysis and philosophy. Both presume that real change in our outward lives - becoming ethically better, less neurotic, more capable, as Freud says, of 'love and work' - requires first an inner, epistemic shift. It is knowledge that will set us free.
But organising rests on the insight - which was also Aristotle's rejoinder to Plato - that the psyche can flow from action, that what is sometimes needed to become the sort of subject who feels empowered to stand up to the boss or the police or the state, is simply to act, in some small way, as if you already were that sort of subject. To stand up, and find yourself standing with others, find yourself winning with others. And then to find yourself a subject with a greater measure of freedom and power, and more desire too, than you ever knew.
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Marching Orders
  David Todd repeats de Gaulle's claim that, apart from a few foreign photographers and reporters, 'only Frenchmen' took part in the victory parade he led down the Champs-Elysees to celebrate the  liberation of Paris on 26 August 1944 (LRB, 4 December). In fact, dozens of Spanish Republicans took part, too, notably the crews of the four armoured  vehicles - bearing the names Don Quichotte, Ebro, Guadalajara and Teruel - that provided security at the head of the march.
  The Spanish belonged to 'La Nueve', the nickname for the 9th Company of the Regiment de marche du Tchad, making up 146 of their 160 members. They richly deserved their place in the parade: La Nueve  was part of the 2nd Armoured Division led by General Leclerc, who had sent them as an advance party into Paris on the evening of 24 August - the first Allied troops to enter the city. Its soldiers  went on to play a decisive role in the liberation of the capital, taking control of the HQs of the German military and the Gestapo, among other key sites. Although more than fifty members of La  Nueve were subsequently awarded the Croix de guerre for bravery, it wasn't until 2004 that their contribution was officially recognised in Paris with a plaque. Since 2015, under the Spanish-born  mayor Anne Hidalgo, an annual remembrance ceremony has been held in the garden of the Hotel de Ville, renamed Jardin des Combattants de la Nueve.
  Even before D-Day, de Gaulle had insisted that any parade should be a French-only affair. But as the historian Olivier Wieviorka revealed in 2007, Allied Supreme Command only agreed to his demand  on the condition that it should also be whites-only (American troops were segregated; the British raised no objection). There was just one problem: because of the large number of African colonial  conscripts in the Free French army, all its divisions were majority black. The only French formation that wasn't was Leclerc's 2nd Armoured Division, which was brought back from Morocco in time for  the Normandy landings. Its non-white soldiers - about a quarter of the total - were replaced by white troops from elsewhere in the army and some paler-skinned soldiers from Syria, Morocco and  Algeria.
  Two black men did manage to take part in the victory parade. One was the French-born Claude Mademba-Sy, a member of Leclerc's division, whose father was a commander in the French army and who went  on to have an illustrious military career. The other was Georges Dukson, a 22-year-old African ex-sergeant who had escaped from a German POW camp and ended up a hero - the 'Lion of the 17th  arrondissement' - during the liberation of Paris. Having been captured on film apparently gatecrashing the parade close to de Gaulle, Dukson was later arrested for black-market activities and died  after being shot as he tried, unsuccessfully this time around, to escape.


Neil Foxlee

				Lancaster
			


Two by Two
  David Runciman, writing about population decline, assumes that the population growth required to prevent human extinction (the 'replacement rate') is best described by the Malthusian formula 'one  couple = two children' (LRB, 20 November). He may have in mind white, European, monogamous couple-based families, but in general human reproduction  simultaneously requires much more and much less than a couple. On the one hand, conceiving and delivering a baby can involve more than two people (surrogate parents, sperm donors, online fertility  supplement markets, the vast range of formal and informal institutions from fertility clinics to birthing and maternity wards, doulas and adoption regulators); on the other, it needn't require a  couple at all. More important, to think of reproduction rates as decided by the ratio of children to presumptive progenitors is misleading: humans are uniquely ill-equipped to survive without  extensive networks of support at least until late infancy (and, as many parents of millennials and Gen-Zs will know, possibly much longer). In this sense, the replacement rate would be better  defined as something like 'approximately two people alive on Earth for every two people that were alive one generation prior'.
  From this perspective, the picture begins to look very different. Not only is there no discernible threat of extinction of the human species as such, but the decline of population looks set to be  governed by factors other than the rate of reproduction: wars and other forms of violence, drought and flooding caused by climate change, the collapse of food systems and so on. The picture looks  more different still when we realise that when the term 'replacement rate' is used, it isn't even to mean 'for every two humans alive on the planet now, two humans alive a generation later', but  instead something like 'for every two humans likely to rely on pensions or public health in x years' time, two humans entering the labour force (and paying contributions) now'. If it takes a  village to raise a child (or two), it takes a lot more to raise a taxpayer: usually, a nation-state or other territorially bounded political entity with a system of public collection, distribution  and enforcement.
  This is where the true parochialism of the 'two for two' formula becomes apparent. There are societies that do not value people only or primarily for their ability to engage in productive (waged)  labour or provide reproductive (usually unpaid, or at least worse paid) care labour. These societies do not treat elderly members as a burden on the tax, public health and care systems; many  Indigenous cultures of the Americas are examples of this, as is China. It is a feature of this increasingly violent phase of capitalism that elders are treated as a burden; there are modes of  production, redistribution and exchange that do not require the increased extraction of labour power to justify maintaining or improving living standards for those outside the confines of  state-sanctioned social reproduction.
  One thing that Runciman infers correctly from the data is that, on the whole, people tend to reproduce less (if at all) once there is no pressure to do so. What the books he is reviewing seem to  conclude is that people (and women in particular) should be persuaded otherwise. Even if we discount the horrid ways in which this is already happening - in the US, for example, not only in the  states that have made abortion illegal, but also through the reduction of access to free, safe and universally available abortions - how about concluding that having children isn't so great after  all?
  There would be nothing wrong with there being fewer humans, especially in the global North, whose population also tends to weigh heaviest on the environment. As degrowth theorists have argued for  years, we need to produce and consume less. Unless we rapidly find a way to do that, we are likely to see massive population shrinkage anyway, but not of the voluntary sort. This, as we know, is  likely to have the first and greatest impact on those least responsible for climate overshoot.


Jana Bacevic

				Durham University
			


Chaucer's Career
  Ysenda Maxtone Graham, writing about the Strand, refers to Geoffrey Chaucer in passing as a 'clerk', housed in the Savoy Palace (LRB, 4 December). Not  so. During his youth, he was first a page and then an esquire in a series of royal households: first that of Elizabeth de Burgh, countess of Ulster, then that of Lionel of Antwerp, then their  combined household, and finally that of Edward III. These roles were based in Westminster. Subsequently, Chaucer became a civil servant and diplomat. There is no reason to surmise he would have  been resident in John of Gaunt's Savoy Palace for any significant period, particularly since in May 1374 he was granted a lease for life, rent-free, of a fine apartment above Aldgate, just before  his appointment in June that year as controller of the wool custom of the port of London. As Maxtone Graham says, the suggestion that Chaucer might have written the Canterbury Tales at the  Savoy doesn't hold water, since it was destroyed during the Peasants' Revolt in 1381, several years before he started work on the Tales. Finally, she refers to 1353 as the year in which  the Black Death 'swept through London'. The disease made landfall in Dorset during the summer of 1348, reached London by early 1349, and had subsided by the end of that year.


Malcolm Andrew

				Tavistock, Devon
			


Mary's Life
Chris Townsend writes that texts such as The History of Mary Prince (1831) were shaped largely by white abolitionists to appeal to a white readership (LRB, 6 November). This is only partly true of Prince's story. Her amanuensis, Susanna Strickland (later Moodie), recorded having written 'black Mary's life from her own dictation ... adhering to her own simple story and language without deviating to the paths of flourish or romance'. Strickland was living under the roof of Thomas Pringle, the abolitionist writer and secretary of the Anti-Slavery Society, who had given Prince work in his household. Strickland called her written text 'verbatim', but Pringle edited it. He probably cut detailed accounts of the sexual abuse Prince had suffered, and added preface, postscript, notes etc. None of this was enough to save him from having to pay heavy damages for libel. Twenty years later, Susanna Moodie's novel Flora Lyndsay depicted a US plantation owner's wife recoiling from The History of Mary Prince as if from a serpent, and calling it an odious tissue of falsehoods.


Isobel Grundy

				Edmonton, Alberta
			


Something in the Air
  James Lasdun is sceptical of Caroline Fraser's claim that serial killers were often deranged by exposure to industrial pollution (LRB, 6 November). I can  add one more reason for scepticism. Fraser attributes John Wayne Gacy's crimes to his being 'swept by the purifying fumes of leaded jet fuel' from Chicago O'Hare Airport. Tetraethyl lead was once  used to suppress the damaging phenomenon of detonation (aka 'knock') in petrol engines, including those of propeller-driven aircraft. The issue does not exist for jet engines, however, so lead was  never added to jet fuel.


Don Lock

				Bethlehem, Pennsylvania
			


Under a Microscope
In her review of my book Love and Need: The Life of Robert Frost's Poetry, Clare Bucknell rejects the central argument of Chapter 4, which is that Frost's first collection, A Boy's Will, owes a structural debt to Tennyson's elegy sequence In Memoriam (LRB, 4 December). One piece of the argument is a paragraph laying out a series of resemblances between the first nine poems in Frost's book and the correspondingly numbered canto in Tennyson's. Bucknell calls the chapter's case 'tendentious' on the grounds that 'several' resemblances claimed in the paragraph are not there or are trivial. She cites two. While it bears noting that none of the chapter's other evidence for a structural debt depends on the two parallels to which she objects, both are in fact there and non-trivial.
First, Bucknell contests my observation that Tennyson's ninth canto, like Frost's ninth poem, intones a prayer to the wind. The canto prays, 'Sleep, gentle winds, as he sleeps now.' Second, she disputes the parallel between canto six and Frost's sixth poem, 'Stars', on the grounds that 'Stars' has no traveller and that its female figure is a blind statue. 'Stars' is spoken by someone walking (travelling) through snow towards 'a place of rest', and the ending's comparison of the stars watching over them to the eyes of Minerva that turn out to be marble and sightless is the heart of the parallel between poem and canto (both use, as I wrote, 'a similar frame tale to illustrate a sense of cosmic meaninglessness and loss: a female figure expecting someone home from his travels whom, as we learn in the end of each poem, she will never see again'). With the sentence under a microscope, I might drop the word 'again' - but the resemblance is clear enough, as are those in the other eight poems with which A Boy's Will begins.


Adam Plunkett

				Seattle, Washington
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When the Messiah Comes
Jacqueline Rose on her encounter with Benjamin Netanyahu

3092 wordsThe  language and conduct of Israel's unceasing war against Gaza suggests that there is something more than the rational interests of a nation-state at play. The sheer extent of the carnage hints at a pleasure in destruction, not to speak of a drive towards absolute victory which is bound to be self-defeating. However shattered the force of Hamas, however long it takes the Palestinians to re-enter the struggle, the actions of Israel will surely guarantee the permanence of this war. In this context, Trump's claim in October to have personally resolved a '3000-year' conflict acquires another layer of irony. It is hard not to see his proposal earlier this year as madness: a 'riviera' in northern Gaza with international, above all US, protection, and the ever dwindling fragments of the rest of the Strip to remain as ruins into the mists of time. 'There are no metaphors in Gaza,' the Palestinian journalist Abdullah Hany Daher writes. 'There is only what is gone and what remains.'
 The proposal is a parody in miniature of the two-state solution to which it also pays lip service. Reference to a potential state for Palestine was hedged in with conditions and, with considerable reluctance on the part of Netanyahu, was only included in the final hour. What it offers is two utterly unequal peoples up close and personal, divided by an ever shifting, Israeli-imposed, land-grabbing Yellow Line, which is rapidly hardening into a partition of Gaza in all but name. On 7 December, Israel's army chief, Lieutenant General Eyal Zamir, called the line - which gives Israel control over 58 per cent of the territory - a 'new border'. Israel appears to want two things: to achieve a total victory and to guarantee that the war with the Palestinians never ends. Not all but a significant majority of Israeli Jews support the war. It seems fair to ask: what is Israel thinking of?
 In a cabinet meeting convened on 7 October 2024 to mark the first anniversary of the Hamas attack, Netanyahu called for the war to be renamed War of Resurrection or War of Revival. Operation Iron Sword, as it had been called until then, downgraded the cause. It was more suited to an incursion than to the full-scale military campaign unleashed in response to Hamas's onslaught. Some ministers objected to the link with the 1948 War of Independence, or Nakba, to use the Palestinians' term, a link made explicitly by Netanyahu. The war, they argued, was not a battle for the creation of the nation-state, even if it was deemed to be an existential fight for its survival. For Netanyahu, however, revival was of the essence: 'We rose from the terrible disaster of 7 October. We rose with momentum to our feet and we returned war to our enemies. We established the national revival enterprise in the Land of Israel, in our strong and prosperous state. The same applies to the entire campaign: this is the war of revival for our people, a direct continuation of the War of Independence.'
 If 'revival' is presented here as a smart business deal with a new shot of investment, the idea of 'returning' war to the enemy can be read in more than one way. Is Israel raining war down on the 'aggressor', no holds barred, or is violence being dispatched back to where it came from - 'returned' - in so far as Israel always presents violence as the responsibility of everyone apart from itself? Either way, Israel is rising from the ashes as a warrior state. In the eyes of Netanyahu's critics, however, the war merited no new, grandiose title since the Hamas attack that provoked it was only made possible by criminal negligence on his part. Yair Lapid, the leader of the opposition, took to Twitter/X to address the prime minister: 'You can change as many names as you want; you will not change the fact that on your watch the most terrible disaster since the establishment of the country happened to the people of Israel. This government is not the government of revival, it is the government of guilt.'
 The new title, official and permanent, was approved by the Knesset. For Netanyahu, this was no small victory. It gave him carte blanche to proceed with an endless war that - for all the talk of a ceasefire - continues to flout the Geneva Conventions and international humanitarian law. If we are dealing with a 'revival', or even a 'resurrection', with its unmistakeable claim to divine authority, then anything is permissible. Genocide is turned into an act of God and Israel's crimes against the Palestinian people are raised to the status of a cosmic event. State violence has been sanctified. Netanyahu has saved his soul, absolving himself of sin. 'The government of guilt' walks free. In late November, he requested a pardon from President Herzog to release him from outstanding charges of corruption and bribery. In the eyes of many, a desperate attempt to forestall the resumption of his trial has been his unspoken rationale for prolonging the war.
 As commentators hastened to point out, a pardon is granted to someone who has confessed to his crime. Herzog can only pardon criminals. A pardon requires an admission of guilt, which is immediately stripped of all consequences. Netanyahu, though, is trying to absolve himself of a guilt whose reality he denies. He wants to be declared innocent without being convicted of anything. He seems blithely unaware that the more one tries to repudiate guilt, the more it entrenches itself, bringing the wrath of the gods, so to speak, down on your head: guilt is tenacious or it is nothing. For all Netanyahu's political pirouettes, his kowtowing to Herzog and Trump, who proposed the pardon, guilt cannot exonerate itself. This is not to mention the arrest warrants issued in November 2024 by the International Criminal Court against Netanyahu and his former defence minister, Yoav Gallant, for crimes against humanity and war crimes.
 My only meeting with Netanyahu took place in 2002, when I had been invited to make a film for Channel 4 - Dangerous Liaison: Israel and America - that tried to come to grips with Washington's unconditional military and political support for Israel. No longer prime minister - he had been voted out in 1999 - Netanyahu received me in a small room with the notice 'Office of the Prime Minister' affixed to the door. He must have carried the plaque to his new premises with uncanny confidence, not to say patience. Two years had passed since he lost the previous election to Ehud Barak. It would be another seven before he was returned to office to become the longest-serving prime minister in Israel's history - a moment reached on 20 July 2019, when he recorded 4876 days (exceeding the record of David Ben-Gurion).
 Netanyahu began the interview by boasting about the extent of American popular support for Israel. Citizens accosted him on trips across the US, hardly any of whom, he insisted with pleasure, were Jews. The subtext was that anyone in their right mind would support Israel. Why were we wasting our time? When we saw the rough cuts, I was dismayed to find that all my reaction shots in the conversation had been replaced with footage from an interview I did with Ofer Shelah, a veteran who had lost an eye in the 1982 invasion of Lebanon. For Shelah, the invasion was a turning point in Israel's history: the first war that the state could not even begin to justify in terms of self-defence, or by 'any other means'. He was one of our film's heroes (he has also repeatedly spoken out against the current war). I am not proud to admit that I spent the interview with Shelah wreathed in smiles. Apologetically, the film's director explained that they had been unable to use the footage of my reactions to Netanyahu since I had spent the whole interview, back rigid, disgust written over my features, sitting hard and visibly uncomfortable on clenched fists.
 The truth is that I had felt pretty useless faced with Netanyahu's disarming - or not quite disarming - eloquence. He is the only person I have met who speaks in perfect paragraphs (speaking in sentences is bad enough). He had clearly rehearsed his lines before a video camera, something I later discovered he always does, left profile visible in order to conceal a scar on his other lip: as a young child, he had fallen from the playful grasp of his older brother, Yoni. The only Israeli officer to be killed in the 1976 raid on Entebbe, Yoni has been a model of heroism for his brother ever since.
 In the course of the interview, Netanyahu played a cool hand. That he was performing for my benefit was not something he had the remotest interest in trying to hide. He prided himself on speaking English with a flawless American accent and no trace of Hebrew. He would lead his people, even if, or especially if, his most fervent supporters turned out not to be Jews. He appeared to delight in the fact that no one could tell from his speech or demeanour that he himself was anything other than an American-born Jew. In fact he was born and raised in Israel until the age of fourteen and returned there for his military service four years later, before spending the mid-1970s at MIT and Harvard. As a student in the US, he had changed his name to Ben Nitay, easier to pronounce for the middle American audience he most wanted to impress - a 'vast and secret continent', he explained, that stretches from about twenty miles west of New York and Washington to roughly twenty miles east of LA, and accounts for 45 per cent of the population. The Jews, on the other hand, make up a paltry 2 per cent of the American people and Christian conservatives a mere 12.
 Above all, I was struck by his aura of pragmatism. To get his own way, there was nothing, it seemed, he would not do, nothing he was unwilling to contemplate, no question or challenge to which he did not have a pat reply. When I asked him how he could welcome the support of Christian evangelicals, given their belief that the coming of the Messiah would involve the mass slaughter of Jews on the plain of Armageddon and the conversion of all who remain, he replied without a blink: 'I say that when the Messiah comes, we will argue about that.' He could talk himself out of any fix. Not for nothing has hasbara or good-news publicity on behalf of Israel been seen as his special, perhaps only, political gift.
 He also appeared to believe that there was no limit to his political influence. In his 1993 book, A Place among the Nations: Israel and the World, he argues that diplomacy - the power of political persuasion - is a weapon at least as indispensable as guns. 'It matters little,' he writes without a trace of self-consciousness, 'if your cause is just or unjust, moral or immoral.' The only thing that matters is to persuade an international audience that you occupy the high moral ground. Before he became an ambassador and then a politician, his career had included management consultancy and a brief stint in marketing for an Israeli furniture manufacturer. It's very hard not to read the whole book, and indeed his sordid glibness, as his way of rehearsing the requisite skills and advertising himself for the job. Hard, too, not to believe that he is more than fully aware of the inhuman cruelty and injustice he has unleashed against the Palestinians. So long as he keeps his American audience on board, he could not care less.
 He was also convinced, and determined to convince me, that his personal influence had changed the contours of the world. 'Ronald Reagan read a book I wrote,' he told me. According to George Schulz, it 'mightily' influenced Reagan's policy on terrorism. Israel had not therefore hijacked American policy on terror after 9/11 to clamp down on the Palestinians in the West Bank and Gaza, as had mostly been assumed, but the other way round. Swayed by Netanyahu's persuasive powers to toughen their line, successive US governments had been aligning their strategy with Israel's for years.
 Running through the heart of Netanyahu's philosophy is the question of power. A people who lose their grip on power are at permanent risk of annihilation. The Jewish people have made a fatal mistake in allowing themselves over centuries of persecution to be coerced into laying down their arms, to the point of reaching a condition of 'perfect powerlessness'. From the Middle Ages onwards, culminating in the Shoah, the Jews had slowly but surely been driven to relinquish any viable means of self-defence. 'If you cannot carry a sword, you soon forget to use one,' he writes in 'The Question of Jewish Power', the central chapter of A Place among the Nations. Both the 'physical and the psychological preparedness to resist eventually atrophy' ('atrophy' here not a noun or condition but a verb, something you actively choose to do). Without power, no place in the world. Those who turn the 'unique vulnerability' of the Jews into a 'universal virtue' are special targets of his venom, calling up disaster by transforming 'Jewish weakness into a positive good'. Only the rise of Israel has allowed the Jews to wrest redemption from the agony of the past. Up until that moment, the Jewish people were no more or less than 'a people that other people killed'.
 When the documentary was being made in 2002, Israel was recognised as one of the most powerful military nations in the world, largely as a consequence of US support and supplies. Today, it has the world's second highest defence expenditure as a percentage of GDP, and few militaries are more technologically advanced and proficient than the IDF. The idea of super-efficiency might, however, give us pause. It can only hold if you deem Israel's conduct of the war deliberate, planned, fully intended, never failing in its aims. This in itself poses a serious challenge to Israel's repeated claim that it is not guilty of genocide. Manifestation of intent is central to the legal definition of genocide. Such intent has been amply provided by the extreme right-wing members of the cabinet on whom Netanyahu, increasingly and more and more precariously, relies.
 Similarly against all evidence, Israel persistently denies the deliberate targeting of civilians. In the interview, Netanyahu took this as the moral divide between the conduct of the IDF and the 'terrorism' of the PLO. But carefully collated army testimony cites a tolerated ratio of one hundred civilians dead for every senior Hamas commander, up to twenty civilians for low-ranking personnel. This is one of the few statistics to emerge from Israel which does not provide estimates of the actual numbers of the dead: hundreds of thousands if we count those still buried beneath the rubble. In the words of the former Israeli negotiator Daniel Levy, writing on the so-called 'ceasefire', 'they have smashed the whole place up and can kill as they please.' Consider one example out of so many: the case of Jumaa and Fadi Abu Assi, brothers aged nine and ten, killed in the town of Bani Suheila by a drone attack on 29 November (the agreed first date of the ceasefire was 10 October). They had been picked out as legitimate targets when they approached the Yellow Line in search of firewood.
 What, exactly, is on offer? To 'kill as they please', or to become one of those people - Jews - who, in this sinister account, are there to be killed. In Netanyahu's twisted vision, the Jews are always on the verge of catastrophe. Either you become a killer or you die. One thing seems certain. If you accept these terms, there will never be enough corpses to go around.
 One more strand takes us back to Netanyahu's Knesset speech of 7 October 2004 and what has unfolded since. When Netanyahu was a child, his father, the distinguished Jewish scholar Benzion Netanyahu, was writing his biography of the 15th-century sage Don Isaac Abravanel, who offered a messianic vision to save the world. The book was published in 1953, thanks to the painstaking efforts of Benzion's wife, Tzila, who had deciphered and transcribed his handwritten manuscript. Reverence towards Abravanel passed down through the generations, seeping into the family atmosphere.
 Following the expulsion from Spain, Abravanel fervently believed, there would be no redemption, no safe haven or national home for the Jews, without a divine force that would arise at the climax of an apocalyptic catastrophe. According to Avner Ben-Zaken, an Israeli historian of science, Abravanel has attracted followers among political philosophers and Hebraists from the beginning of the modern era to the present day. Fearful for the future, they shared a need and longing for political stability, which could only be achieved by insisting on a political threat, 'even', in Ben-Zaken's words, 'one that may be fictitious'. Abravanel was anticipating one of the most dangerous components of modern Israeli statehood as it would come to be personified by Netanyahu. Israel is always on the brink of disaster, as indeed are all the Jews. It will take catastrophe and a war of resurrection to save them. What should be aimed for is a 'restrained catastrophe', to be managed as a perpetual state of war which will render any definitive settlement impossible. Never ending the conflict with the enemy will act as an 'adhesive' to maintain the political unity of the Jews. It is a strategy fraught with risk - a breakdown of all restraint and a slide into new catastrophe. In 2015, when Ben-Zaken wrote his essay, no one was yet talking about genocide.
 Netanyahu's abiding fear is not that peace can never be achieved but that it might be. He is the Israeli leader who has most fully actualised Abravanel's age-old dream. On his way to address Congress in March 2015, Netanyahu stopped off to visit his father's grave and then released a press statement: 'My father was never afraid to go out into the storm' - the exact image used by Benzion Netanyahu to describe Abravanel. Legend has it that the Lubavitcher Rebbe, Rabbi Menachem Mendel Schneerson, once told Netanyahu that he would be the last prime minister, the one destined to transfer the leadership to the Messiah. Meanwhile, bodies trailing behind him, he still seems to believe he can sweet-talk his way to the stars.
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Two Pins and a Lollipop
Bee Wilson

7530 words'It's hard to explain  what it's like to have a film corporation for a parent, but when my father died, Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer more or less adopted me,' Judy Garland once said. To get a tiny idea of the strangeness of her position, watch the recording made in 1937 of the 14-year-old Garland with a sweet, rounded face and kiss curls singing 'You Made Me Love You' as a fan letter to Clark Gable, with a scrapbook of his pictures propped in front of her. The recording comes from a film called Broadway Melody of 1938 in which Garland stars with Robert Taylor and Eleanor Powell. It was her first feature-length film for MGM. She had performed the song earlier that year at Gable's on-set birthday celebrations: he was the studio's biggest star. Garland made a surprise appearance at the party, posing as a die-hard fan (in some versions of the story she leaped out of a giant birthday cake). Roger Edens, an MGM composer who was Garland's music coach, and perhaps the most important artistic influence on her career, had written a new arrangement of the song (which was twenty years old). 'Dear Mr Gable,' Garland sings,
I am writing this to you
And I hope that you will read it so you know
My heart beats like a hammer
And I stutter and I stammer
Every time I see you at the picture show.
I guess I'm just another fan of yours
And I thought I'd write and tell you so.

She then starts to sing the familiar words:
You made me love you.
I didn't want to do it, I didn't want to do it.
You made me love you
And all the time you knew it, I guess you always knew it.
You made me happy, sometimes, you made me glad.
But there were times, sir, you made me feel so sad.

When you hear Garland singing these words in her low, liquid mezzo, a teenager's banal crush on a famous film star becomes something deep and interesting and very, very poignant.
At the age of fourteen, Garland's voice already had a raw pleading and a ravishing beauty of tone without ever seeming forced. On the phrase 'You made me happy, sometimes,' a tiny look of doubt flickers over her face and she pauses slightly before singing 'sometimes', telling us both that her fandom has made her suffer and that she loves Gable too much to tell him so directly. The delicate art of sparing other people's feelings while revealing the cost to her is something Garland does better than any other singer; see also her meltingly sad rendition of 'Have Yourself a Merry Little Christmas' in Meet Me in St Louis, a song of consolation which leaves the consoler herself unconsoled. In 'You Made Me Love You', she sells the song with such an impression of sincerity and sweet touches of childish humour that you almost forget how creepy it is for a 14-year-old girl to be singing a love letter to a moustachioed man more than twice her age.
Apparently, Gable was so moved by her performance that he kissed her, at which Garland burst into tears (Mickey Rooney, her teenage co-star and classmate in the schoolroom on the MGM lot, joked that it was probably Gable's bad breath that made her cry). Louis B. Mayer, the studio boss, held out his arms and Garland ran into them. Two years before The Wizard of Oz, this was already an artist in full mastery of her astonishing talent, yet MGM was using her as a party entertainer. Gable attended Garland's official fifteenth birthday party on the set of Broadway Melody of 1938. He gave her a charm bracelet, which she kept for years. Her future third husband, the thuggish Sid Luft, was also at the party, with his then girlfriend, Eleanor Powell, Garland's co-star. Luft recalled thinking that Garland was 'full of beans, but she seemed a child'.
If you know anything about the life of Judy Garland, you know that she became a byword for the brutal and controlling ways of the 'Hollywood factory' and its tendency to swallow up child stars. You've probably heard that MGM encouraged Garland's use of drugs - 'pep pills' to get her to work and suppress her appetite, downers to help her sleep - only to criticise her for being unreliable when she became an addict who sometimes couldn't show up for work. Eventually, the studio dropped her. She wasn't yet thirty. Even by the standards of MGM, Garland was overworked and undervalued. She starred opposite Mickey Rooney in a slew of teenage musicals for the studio and although the pair were equal in many ways - two multi-talented vaudevillian kids with sweet faces who had been singing and dancing on stage since they could talk and walk - Rooney, two years her senior, was paid up to three times as much per picture.
This difference in pay reflected the diminutive Rooney's extraordinary - and to modern eyes, not entirely fathomable - box-office appeal. From 1939 to 1941, he was the top box-office draw in Hollywood and his Andy Hardy films (sixteen of them) together grossed almost $1.9 billion worldwide. The hokey plots of most of Rooney and Garland's movies were constructed on the understanding that he was a bigger deal than she was. In the Andy Hardy series, Rooney was an Everyman teenager - girl crazy and car crazy - living in the fictional Midwestern town of Carvel. He had the cheeky personality that middle American audiences adored. In the 'let's put on a show' musicals they did together, he is a theatrical genius. Garland is usually the girl next door, who is repeatedly rejected or ignored by Rooney in favour of more sultry beauties, even though she acts and sings those beauties off the screen, as she does Rooney himself. Garland and Rooney played out this dynamic in real life too, with Rooney - who let Garland know he wasn't romantically interested in her - seducing a string of famous pin-ups including Lana Turner, Norma Shearer and Ava Gardner, who became his first wife. 'Who wouldn't want to go out with me?' Rooney asked. 'I had my own car, I had some nickels in my pocket and I was somebody.'
Being 'somebody' didn't come with the same benefits for Garland as it did for Rooney. From the moment she arrived at the studio aged thirteen, MGM executives gave her the impression that there was a problem with the way she looked. Louis B. Mayer's secretary, Ida Koverman, described her to an MGM representative as 'really a marvellous child' and a 'little genius', but the studio did little to nurture her self-esteem. They made her wear rubber discs to turn up the tip of her nose and removable tooth caps to fix her smile (these beauty rules were later referenced in A Star Is Born). They criticised her perfectly healthy teenage body until she starved herself enough to meet their standards. Her battles with MGM's 'doctors' over her weight seem to have started soon after she signed her first contract in 1935. When the producers felt she had gained too much weight, the MGM cafeteria was told to serve her nothing but chicken broth, no matter what she ordered, 'but not a noodle in it, because I had baby fat'. It was under the direction of Dorothy 'Dottie' Ponedel, the make-up artist on Meet Me in St Louis, that she finally dispensed with the tooth caps and nose inserts. 'I don't see anything wrong with your nose and your teeth look perfect to me,' Ponedel said. 'Let's put these things in the drawer and forget about them.'
Garland, born Frances Ethel Gumm, the youngest of three musical sisters from Grand Rapids, Minnesota, seems to have fared worse than most of the stars at MGM. One reason was that the start of her career there coincided with the loss of her father, Frank Gumm, a small-town vaudevillian. Her first stage performance, at the age of two, was at the theatre he owned in Grand Rapids. She sang 'Jingle Bells' and loved it so much she wouldn't stop, singing the song over and over again. Frank carried her off stage, laughing so hard he was crying. She often said that his sudden death from meningitis in 1935 was the most terrible thing that ever happened to her. In his lavish and loving new book about Garland's MGM years, Scott Brogan (who runs several websites devoted to her life and career) wonders whether she might have had an easier time of things, at MGM and beyond, had Frank lived longer.
One of Frank Gumm's singing partners said he had the most beautiful voice she had ever heard. A handsome and dapper man whose affairs with men put a strain on his marriage, he was the first gay man to love Garland and to be loved by her (two of her five husbands were gay or bisexual). He died less than a year after she changed her name from Frances Gumm to Judy Garland in preparation for stardom. Shortly before his death, he wrote to a friend that - after years of Garland's mother, Ethel, trying to break the children into Hollywood - 'Baby' had finally got a seven-year contract with MGM at $150 a week: 'a very attractive deal. Of course, it's all on six months' options and she has to make good or they have the privilege of letting her go.' The studio prevented Garland from visiting Gumm in hospital the day before he died, insisting that she keep a singing engagement at the MGM Club. He had taken one of her blankets to hospital with him; after he died, Ethel threw it away. This was one of many things Garland couldn't forgive her mother for, along with telling her that she had tried to abort her, remarrying on the anniversary of Frank's death and colluding with MGM to keep her daughter on a diet and on performance-enhancing drugs (she had given all three girls drugs to keep them going during their stage performances long before Garland arrived in Hollywood).
MGM's abusive treatment of its stars was supposedly justified by the dazzling films produced by the studio system. The company excelled at ambitious and glamorous musical numbers. These were produced by the so-called Freed Unit, led by Arthur Freed and staffed by brilliant choreographers, composers, dancers and musicians, many of them gay men (studio insiders referred to the unit as 'Freed's Fairies'). The most important person in the unit as far as Garland was concerned was Edens, who remained a friend and collaborator all her life. He gave her daily singing lessons from the time of her arrival at MGM and helped her learn to sell and shape a song. Listen to a 1935 recording of Garland singing 'Broadway Rhythm' and compare it with anything in The Wizard of Oz, which came out four years later, to get a sense of how much her phrasing and vocal control improved. She said that Edens - who first got involved with MGM as the accompanist to Ethel Merman, one of the great stage musical stars of the 1930s - taught her intonation and to 'feel a song'. He was adept at choosing songs that would suit her voice and personality and at writing arrangements to maximise the impact of her delivery.
It was thanks to the Freed Unit that the adult Garland appeared in so many fabulous MGM set-pieces in which she emerges from a sea of besuited men or lipsticked chorus girls. My favourite, although it's not in colour, is 'Embraceable You', from the lush Gershwin score for Girl Crazy (the last of her musicals with Rooney). 'Embraceable You' was choreographed by Charles Walters, a Broadway dancer and choreographer who would direct Easter Parade and Summer Stock. In the scene, Garland's character has been given a white piano for her birthday: she sits on it and is wheeled round the room by a crowd of young men in dinner jackets who are supposedly students at an all-male college. Walters himself dances with Garland as she spins round the room with a Ginger Rogers-ish velocity and style. Her dress is floor-length and fitted down to the hips, with embroidery where it flares that makes it look as though she's wearing a G-string. The whole sequence is joyously camp. The precision and lightness of the dance moves combined with the swoony romance of Garland's voice and the humour of her singing a love song to a roomful of men adds up to the kind of sumptuous entertainment at which MGM in its heyday excelled.
Brogan writes that Garland was 'the studio's top leading lady' in the age of the MGM musical. His hefty book - many years in the making - is a rich resource for anyone who wants to gaze on hitherto unpublished photographs of the wondrous one. Almost all of them are 'from the author's collection', including such gems as a snapshot of Liza Minnelli posing with her mother in 1948 on the set of In the Good Old Summertime, wearing matching turn-of-the-century frocks and hats. Brogan's favourite Garland song-and-dance scene is 'Who?' from the Technicolor film Till the Clouds Roll By, a bloated biopic of the songwriter Jerome Kern. The sequence was created by her second husband, Vincente Minnelli (Garland was pregnant with Liza at the time). It starts with a series of circus acts, including a trapeze artist and gold-painted elephants. It then segues to Garland, as Brogan writes, 'floating down a flight of stairs surrounded by formally attired chorus men ... She's costumed in a beautiful yellow-gold gown with almost blonde auburn hair, which works perfectly against the backdrop of the male dancers all in black. Never was Garland more luminous.'
Brogan has studied  Garland since he was a child in the 1960s, living with his military parents on a US base in Bahrain, where he spent his pocket money on vinyl recordings and any biographies of her he could find, waiting weeks for them to arrive. His decades of devotion allow him to clear up some myths, including a few of the tall tales told about The Wizard of Oz. None of the Munchkin actors hanged themselves on set, for example. It is also false that the studio wanted Shirley Temple to play Dorothy (the role and the songs were clearly written for Garland). It's true, however, that the original Tin Man (Buddy Ebsen) had a bad reaction to the silver make-up and nearly died, and that the film was transformed by George Cukor, who came on set for a week after Richard Thorpe, the original director, was fired and before Victor Fleming took over. Cukor changed the bricks of the Yellow Brick Road from oval to rectangular and gave the Wicked Witch a bun to make her look scarier. He transformed Dorothy from blonde to brunette, toned down her make-up and advised Garland to act more naturally. She later said she learned more from Cukor in two days than she had 'ever learned at any one time before', because he knew how to talk to people her age. (He also directed her in A Star Is Born, arguably her greatest performance.) As Dorothy, she out-performed some of the most experienced vaudeville stars in Hollywood in the form of the Scarecrow (Ray Bolger), the Tin Man (Jack Haley) and the Cowardly Lion (Bert Lahr). The film lasts 101 minutes and Garland is on screen for all but five. If we had nothing to go on but The Wizard of Oz, it would be hard to disagree with Brogan's thesis that 'MGM was the best possible place for her talent to grow and thrive, and thrive she did.'
Was MGM really the best place for Garland to flourish? Brogan is right that she is now widely recognised as 'the greatest female musical star in the history of film' and that this reputation rests on her time at MGM, where she spent by far the largest portion of her film career. The more of her performances I watch, the more I think it's pointless even to attempt to write about Garland's art without superlatives. You don't have to be a gay man to be a friend of Dorothy; you only have to have seen The Wizard of Oz as a child. I asked some professional musicians to explain what made her voice so great but even they were mostly reduced to mute gestures of love (though some disliked the exaggerated vibrato of her later years, when live shows had mostly taken the place of movies). Luft's characteristically churlish explanation for his wife's singing talent was that, despite her tiny frame (she was 4 feet 11 inches), she had an 'enormous ribcage which gave her the advantage while performing - all the juice came from there.' Yet this cannot explain the way that, as Susie Boyt has written, her singing makes 'a direct assault on the heart'. Nor can it explain her humour, dancing and acting ('Make like you're singing it,' Rooney told her when, as a teenage rookie, she was nervous about saying her lines). 'That pathetic cry in her voice will do things to you,' Merle Potter wrote in 1941, reviewing Ziegfeld Girl, a picture in which Garland played second fiddle to the more glamorous and grown-up Lana Turner and Hedy Lamarr, but outshone both of them the moment she opened her mouth.
No one at MGM could have taught her to sing the way she did. When the Gumm Sisters played San Francisco and Los Angeles in 1932 and 1933 - with Frank opening for them and Ethel on piano - all the reviews singled out the youngest sister for praise, although some argued she must be a very tiny woman because a child couldn't sing with such power. The reviewer for the Los Angeles Record wrote that ten-year-old Frances was 'astounding. Her singing all but knocks one for a loop, her dancing is snappy and clever.' You just have to listen to a few tracks by Edens's other protegee, Ethel Merman, whose voice, though full of character and oomph, was brassy and unsubtle, to see that there was only so much Edens or anyone could teach Garland about singing. Yip Harburg, who wrote the lyrics for The Wizard of Oz, said that she 'sang not only to your ears but to your tear ducts', comparing her to a Jewish cantor and adding that she had 'one of the rare voices of that half-century'.
Cukor's week of tactful and productive work with her on the set of The Wizard of Oz was an exception. More typical was her treatment on the set of Summer Stock. Garland missed days of filming due to illness. According to her fellow actor Eddie Bracken, the 'upper echelon' at MGM consisted of people 'yelling at her, telling her to do this, telling her to do that, and she refused to do it. If someone had asked her nicely, it would have been done in one second.' The film's director, Charles Walters (the choreographer from Girl Crazy), wasn't one of those who yelled at her; he was aware that 'Judy needed more reassurance than anyone I've ever known.' But the studio bosses, who now included Dore Schary as well as Mayer, hounded her about her weight. Garland had started the film drug-free and healthy but recalled that 'they kept telling me the rushes looked awful' and that she was 'too fat', so returned to a regime of 'Benzedrine and no food', which left her nervous and sleep-deprived. Her attendance on set dropped, making the bosses even angrier. 'I was in the trap again.'
How many Judy Garland movies can you name? The Wizard of Oz, of course. And then what? Garland made 27 feature films for MGM over fifteen years. Of these, three were out-and-out masterpieces: The Wizard of Oz, Meet Me in St Louis and The Clock. Of these, only the first two are widely remembered. Her fourth masterpiece, A Star Is Born, was made by Warner Brothers in 1954. It's striking that two of her three most acclaimed films for MGM were directed by Minnelli, who was one of the very few MGM directors to understand the greatness she was capable of and whose lens gazed at her with love (except in The Pirate, a deeply weird film in which he transferred his gaze from Garland's face to Gene Kelly's thighs, much to her distress).
The bosses didn't just treat her badly but squandered her talent. The Freed Unit worked its magic on the song-and-dance numbers but the scripts and direction were often puerile. Take Girl Crazy. Despite the dreaminess of 'Embraceable You' and the other Gershwin numbers (Garland's rendition of 'But Not for Me' has never been bettered and 'I Got Rhythm' with Tommy Dorsey and his orchestra is so much fun you would hardly know how much Busby Berkeley bullied her while directing it, except for the fact that she looks thin and manic in her cowgirl outfit), the non-musical narrative arc of the film fails to ignite. Girl Crazy is a rom-com that is neither funny nor romantic.
As Garland grew up, she was keen to move beyond the 'kid sister' persona MGM had created for her, but the studio was determined to keep her pigeonholed as a teenager, both in her films and her private life. At the same time, many MGM executives groped her or demanded sex. 'Don't think they didn't all try,' she once said. Mayer liked to touch her left breast while praising her for singing from the heart (he also joked that she looked like a little 'hunchback'). In 1939, two months before The Wizard of Oz was released, she celebrated her 'Sweet Sixteen' (she was actually seventeen but the studio had rewritten her age) at Mayer's beach house. MGM sent reports and photographs to all the fan magazines showing Mayer presiding over events like a proud parent. All 'the gang' were there to share the huge cake: Mickey Rooney, Jackie Cooper, Ann Rutherford and more. Cooper later said that the party guests had been told to follow a script. The studio's habit of managing her friendships took a still more disturbing turn later that year, when they planted a studio spy, Betty Asher, to act as Garland's publicity aide. Garland considered Asher a close friend for many years, not realising that Asher was pumping her for information about her life - sometimes getting her drunk first to loosen her tongue - and feeding it back to the studio bosses. When Garland became pregnant by her first husband, a musician called David Rose, the studio encouraged her to have an abortion: a baby would have ruined her image as a girlish ingenue.
Garland felt the oppression of being an eternal teenager so keenly that she didn't immediately welcome Meet Me in St Louis when discussions about it first took place in 1942. Brogan reports that she thought 'taking the role of a love-sick girl in high school in a seemingly bland story, adapted from a series of virtually plotless New Yorker short stories by Sally Benson about a family in 1903/1904 St Louis, Missouri, was a step backwards for her career.' Her lover at the time, Joe Mankiewicz, agreed that Meet Me in St Louis was a poor fit. Mankiewicz - who also convinced her to go to therapy to talk about her father's death and her mother's cruelty - felt that the studio was putting Garland in shallow roles that left her gifts untapped. It was the right argument about the wrong film. In the end, it was the movie's director, Minnelli, a former window-dresser from Chicago (a background that informed his remarkable sense of colour and style), who recognised what a showcase Meet Me in St Louis could be for Garland. When she tried to get out of it, telling Minnelli the script was 'not very good', he replied: 'I see a lot of great things in it. In fact, it's magical.' As Brogan writes, 'the more Garland saw herself ... through Minnelli's eyes, the more she saw how beautiful she looked, and the more she began to love him.' In turn, he felt she was capable of 'anything she wanted' as a performer. His faith in her is apparent in everything, from the humour of her scenes with Margaret O'Brien as her younger sister, Tootie, to the trolley scene, which has a rare interiority for an MGM song-and-dance scene as well as the usual Technicolor surface charm. Through Minnelli's direction, we seem to be both inside and outside Garland's head as she scans the crowd for her boy. He once said that she was 'as great as Duse, or Bernhardt, or Garbo'.
Many of those Garland worked with agreed that her talents outshone all those around her. Take Gene Kelly. Despite his reputation for being excessively critical and demanding of female co-stars, when it came to Garland, Kelly had only praise, marvelling at her ability to know a song after hearing it once and to 'pick up a step instantly'. Fred Astaire, that other dancing perfectionist, said that she was 'the greatest entertainer who ever lived - or probably will ever live'. Astaire was her co-star in Easter Parade, the highest grossing musical of 1948 and one of many extremely silly movies that she succeeded in turning into something sweet and profound, notably in the scene when she sits at the piano to sing 'It Only Happens When I Dance with You', a song of sincere love that almost makes you forget that Astaire is an odd-looking fifty to her radiant 26. 'The rest of us will be forgotten,' Frank Sinatra said. 'Never Judy.' To Lucille Ball, she was the most 'naturally funny woman in Hollywood', who made Ball look like 'a mortician' by comparison. Harold Arlen, who composed the music for 'Over the Rainbow', said that while the rest of the cast 'come off excellently, she alone shines'. Because she elevated almost everything she was in, it can be hard to recognise how bad most of the films MGM put her in were.
After The Wizard of Oz, the studio plunged her back into a series of slight and absurd teenage musicals in which she is not even the main star. Babes in Arms was released in 1939, the same year as The Wizard of Oz. It was the first of her films to be directed by the tyrannical and alcoholic Berkeley, a director she loathed, but with whom the studio repeatedly paired her. Berkeley's idea of direction was to shout at her: 'Eyes! Eyes! I want to see your eyes!' Garland and Rooney play the children of vaudevillians who decide to put on their own show with an orchestra of other children. The film's high point is when Rooney and Garland sing 'Good Morning' with immense sunniness, a song that features more famously, though no more winningly, in Singin' in the Rain. The low point is when the pair put on blackface for an extended minstrel show sequence. Garland was also required to put on blackface in Everybody Sing and Babes on Broadway and brownface in Ziegfeld Girl for a number called 'Minnie from Trinidad'.
In Andy Hardy Meets Debutante, she finally got to kiss Rooney on screen, although once again, his romantic feelings for another woman form the main plot. Nothing else in the film comes close to Garland's sublime performances of 'All I Do Is Dream of You' and 'I'm Nobody's Baby'. She delivers the latter with jaunty phrasing, perfect tone and the power of a singer twice her age as Rooney looks on, increasingly smitten. In 1940, she was at last given a leading role, appearing as both mother and daughter in Little Nellie Kelly, a musical about an Irish dynasty. The film is mainly remembered for 'It's a Great Day for the Irish', which is still sung in St Patrick's Day celebrations. In her death scene as the mother, her acting was so extraordinary, one of the other actors recalled, that 'the grips, electricians, carpenters and all these so-called hard-bitten workers were so affected that they had to get off the set so that their sobs would not disturb or disrupt the soundtrack.' But Little Nellie Kelly was hampered, as Brogan admits, by a 'very thin story and cartoonish characterisation'.
In For Me and My Gal, released in 1942, Kelly's character tries to persuade Garland's character to join his vaudeville act: 'You sing like a bird, dance like a deer ... but that act you're in, that's two pins and a lollipop.' He could have been talking about her relationship with MGM. All the same, For Me and My Gal, a black and white musical drama set during the First World War, was a huge step up from the Rooney musicals. It was the first feature film Kelly starred in, ten years before Singin' in the Rain, and the first Garland musical since The Wizard of Oz in which the songs and the emotional storyline were integrated to some extent. It was directed by Berkeley, and Kelly remembered that Garland took him under her wing and fought his corner against Berkeley, even though he was a decade older than her.
Like many of Garland's early films, For Me and My Gal is a love letter to vaudeville. Kelly is brilliantly cast as the arrogant but talented Harry Palmer, who tries to persuade Jo Hayden (Garland) to quit the act she is in and join him, in the hope of playing the Palace Theatre on Broadway. There are setbacks, including the disappointment of finding that the first 'Palace' they are booked into is in Newark not New York; then, more seriously, Jo's younger brother is drafted. Garland performs her agony at her brother leaving for the front like something out of a Verdi opera; and her sense of betrayal when Harry injures his own hand to escape fighting is an acutely observed study of a woman waking up to the fact that her charismatic partner is a narcissist. The second part of the screenplay descends into conventional wartime propaganda, but no matter. For Me and My Gal was yet more proof that when Garland was given material that was even halfway good, she could turn it into something extraordinary.
To understand  the greatness of Judy Garland as a screen performer, don't start with The Wizard of Oz, where the effect of watching and hearing her sing 'Over the Rainbow' a mere five minutes in is so exquisitely intense that it's hard to retain your critical faculties. Instead, watch two less heralded films from 1945 and 1946. The first shows that she could carry a drama even when she didn't sing a note, the other that when cast in a spectacular MGM musical entertainment with the best dancers and singers Hollywood could buy, she was still in a different league from everyone else.
Start with The Clock, which Richard Brody described as having a greatness that extends in 'many dimensions': a war film about the home front, a portrait of a city and 'one of the most rapturous, tender and indeed erotic romances released by a classic-era Hollywood studio'. It's a romantic drama co-starring Robert Walker. If you only know Walker as Bruno, the creepy murderer in Hitchcock's Strangers on a Train, it's quite a shock to see how well he works here as a 'green as grass' boy from Indiana. Garland plays Alice Maybery, a wistful secretary who, after breaking the heel of her shoe on an escalator at exactly the right moment, meets Corporal Joe Allen (Walker). He has two days in New York before he is posted overseas and persuades Alice to show him the city. During a series of encounters with strangers at all hours of day and night, they fall in love, then have to face the bureaucratic and emotional trials of getting married in a hurry in wartime. The film is sensitively directed by Minnelli, who had just become Garland's husband. During Meet Me in St Louis they had had a brief affair, despite the fact that Garland was still married to Rose and it was generally known on set that Minnelli was gay. But Garland admired his cultured sophistication and when shooting for The Clock finished, she sent him a desk clock as a gift with a note saying: 'Only you could give me the confidence I so badly needed ... my darling Vincente.'
Part of what makes the love story of The Clock so affecting is the sense Minnelli gives of Joe and Alice as just one young and fragile couple in an anonymous crowd of similar couples. At one point, they sit next to another couple wearing exactly the same outfits and you realise that Alice's lace-trimmed dress is a cheap off-the-peg number - no less a uniform than Joe's military dress. It is rare in a Hollywood film to have the uniqueness of the heroine's dress undermined. Other than Minnelli's direction - in which the skyscrapers of New York have never looked more exciting or terrifying - the film's other great asset is Garland, who is vulnerable and funny and sincere. In The Clock, even without music, Garland gives us emotions we didn't know we were allowed to feel. After she and Walker marry in a rushed ceremony, her response is not elation but a mix of terror, disappointment at the ugliness of the ceremony and humour at the sheer absurdity of the situation, most of this conveyed with a few subtle adjustments of her eyes. At one point, she thinks she has lost Joe for ever to the faceless mass of the city and her forlorn sadness is as raw and authentic as it was in The Wizard of Oz when Miss Almira Gulch takes Toto away. It is only when you get to the end of the film that you realise she hasn't sung or danced at all.
Now - as if leaving the grey of Kansas - step into the Technicolor splendour of The Harvey Girls, which was MGM's answer to the stage version of Oklahoma! As one of the reviewers at the time commented, The Harvey Girls is a 'lot of malarkey' about a group of waitresses who travel to a small frontier town to set up a wholesome restaurant where they face opposition from the local saloon-owner and the 'dance-hall girls' led by a scheming Angela Lansbury. It is as unserious and fun as The Clock is earnest. The musical is enjoyable if forgettable, but Garland's performance is dazzling.
The movie's most famous sequence - 'On the Atchison, Topeka and the Santa Fe' - is on YouTube. It's an earworm of a song about the magic of train travel and won the Oscar for Harry Warren and Johnny Mercer. The sequence lasts eight minutes and 25 seconds. For the first five minutes, we are given the full MGM chorus plus various character actors celebrating the arrival of a steam train in a fictional frontier town called Sandrock, New Mexico. An ambitious overhead shot shows the arrival of the Harvey Girls as a sea of townspeople gather excitedly. All the glamour of MGM is on display. The women are in red lipstick and calico dresses. They introduce themselves with a series of sassy one-liners ('We were schoolmarms from Grand Rapids, Mich. But reading, writing, 'rithmetic were not our dish'). The men are in colourful kerchiefs and cowboy hats. To top it all, we have Ray Bolger, the Scarecrow in The Wizard of Oz, singing 'Give me a girl and a holster for my hip' and leaping in the air in a checked suit. But the moment Judy appears, wearing a lavender grey dress, all this sumptuous entertainment seems mere scenery. The first words she sings are conventional, yet they feel human and uplifting: 'What a lovely trip/I'm feeling so fresh and alive/and I'm so glad to arrive.'
Her attendance on set, as so often, had been erratic. She always found Technicolor films exhausting because the make-up took so long: she had to arrive two hours before filming started. The day that 'On the Atchison, Topeka and the Santa Fe' was filmed, Garland turned up at 1 p.m. The rest of the cast and crew had been rehearsing the number for days. After a quick run-through, Garland did the whole thing - a series of intricate dances with different sections of the chorus segueing into a dance with Bolger in which they both mime being a steam train - in a single perfect take. The director, George Sidney, said she 'did it like she had been rehearsing it for six months', which made up a tiny bit for the rest of her behaviour, which included phoning the assistant director at 3 a.m. to say how tired she was.
Some MGM studio executives, including Dore Schary, saw Garland's behaviour on set as 'obstinate' and self-indulgent. He was one of the key figures in her eventual dismissal in 1950 from Royal Wedding (another film opposite Astaire) and then from the studio itself. But the drug-taking that led to her unreliability while at MGM was clearly a response to overwork and the perceived need to diet. After her death aged 47 from an accidental overdose, the head of the US Bureau of Narcotics, Harry Anslinger, said that he had met with her in 1949, and thought her 'a fine woman caught in a situation that could only destroy her'. She told him she was exhausted from a work schedule that involved 'taking amphetamines when she got out of bed in the morning, minor stimulants during the day, a shot of morphine before fulfilling night-time engagements and finally, a sleeping pill'. No wonder she was on edge. After she got the news about her dismissal from Royal Wedding, she ran to the bathroom and scratched her throat with a broken drinking glass. Minnelli broke down the door and became hysterical when he saw all the blood.
Any honest account  of Garland as a performer has to acknowledge that part of the reason her singing speaks to us so deeply is the pain in her voice. After her death, James Mason, her co-star in A Star Is Born, said that she gave so much of herself on stage and screen there was 'no currency in which to repay her'. One of her favourite currencies seems to have been applause, and after MGM dropped her, singing on stage became her most important work. On 23 April 1961 she sang at Carnegie Hall, where the adoring audience included Marilyn Monroe, Richard Burton, Bette Davis, Julie Andrews, Debbie Reynolds and Mickey Rooney. The recording of that concert spent thirteen weeks at number one on the Billboard album charts. Like 'taking nineteen hundred wake-up pills' was the way she once described the thrill of hearing an audience responding to her voice. On at least one occasion, in London in 1968, she produced a similar sense of emotional connection by asking the audience to sing 'Over the Rainbow' to her, when she lost her voice. In a series of rambling and emotional tape recordings she made between 1964 and 1967 - with a view to turning them into an autobiography - she complained that 'sure, I've been loved by the public' but she couldn't 'take the public home with me'. She wanted to set the record straight and give her side of the story. 'For openers,' she says, 'I don't know how to work this machine. I'm just astounded at this machine! This is the silliest way I've ever known of spending your nights alone. Talking to yourself into an obvious Nazi machine ... But that's the story of my life.' She asks at one point whether Luft's mother made the tape recorder.
It's tempting to join Brogan in imagining an alternate reality in which, had her father stayed alive, Garland might have enjoyed all the perks and wonders of being an MGM musical star - being pushed around on a white piano by a sea of handsome men - with none of the exploitation, drugs and despair. To be a Garland fan is to have the illusion that you can save her from the wounds of the world, even as her voice and her eyes and her gloriously melodic laugh seem instead to be saving you. Many fans harbour fantasies of looking after her, as Susie Boyt explores in My Judy Garland Life (2008), by far the best Garland book I've read. Boyt surveyed a hundred Judy fans and found that most of them dreamed of caring for her, whether by brushing her hair, making her feel cherished in ways that MGM and most of her husbands failed to do, or keeping her away from pills.
Much as we may fantasise about comforting her, we will never know whether a happier Judy would have moved us as much. One of the great mysteries about Garland is the extent to which her vulnerability when performing was a calculated act. She seems to have had an excruciating need for validation as a performer: a neediness we can almost touch on screen. Yet she told Dirk Bogarde - her co-star in I Could Go on Singing, her final film - that she knew how to hurt audiences where they thought they wanted to be hurt. When trying to set the record straight about her life, she repeatedly rejected the idea that she was tragic or a victim, arguing that she should be seen as hard-working, happy and essentially comic. Certainly, as a performer, she had the most extraordinary ability to project a full-throated joy in her singing, even when life was not going well for her.
Consider Summer Stock, the final film she completed for MGM and the last one in which she teamed up with Kelly, although their chemistry is nothing like as vivid as it was in For Me and My Gal. The film is yet another 'let's put on a show' movie in which Garland is a farmer who allows Kelly's musical acting troupe to rehearse in her barn. If Summer Stock endures, it is primarily for a single song-and-dance sequence at the end which has little or nothing to do with the plot. Maybe it doesn't matter that the rest of Summer Stock can't measure up to the three shining minutes of Garland's 'Get Happy' number. Maybe a better way to look at it is to say that these three minutes are so potent that they alone redeem the entire legacy of MGM musicals.
Garland had told Minnelli, to whom she was still married, that 'if I can just get one great number across, I won't mind the story too much.' She had had the idea of adding the old Harold Arlen revivalist song 'Get Happy' as a coda to the film. During the filming, she was again often ill or absent, and in the eyes of the studio executives, she was overweight. Until she sings 'Get Happy', Garland is dressed as a matronly older sister in farm overalls, although she was only in her late twenties and looks perfectly lovely. After all the hounding about her weight, she took a break for a couple of weeks and lost twenty pounds - apparently the result of hypnosis - then came back and performed 'Get Happy' with an air of carefree lightness. As in 'Embraceable You', Walters provided the choreography. After the first take, she was angry and upset when he told her she was 'too tentative', but he went to her dressing room to calm her down and told her to 'be Lena Horne', which clearly worked.
She emerges from behind a sea of male tap-dancers wearing a tuxedo, tights and a Dietrich-esque fedora tilted over her eyes as the men in their pink shirts collapse around her. Some of her movements are so insouciant and subtle in their isolations that they are more like poses than dance steps; they clearly influenced the moves Bob Fosse gave Liza in Cabaret. Arlen described the song, with its references to 'the judgment day', as a 'rhythm number with the feel of a spiritual', but Garland's performance turns these potentially heavy themes into a song of infectious sexiness, which seems to reach inside you and force you to feel better. The playwright Edward Albee recalled that when he saw Summer Stock at the Capitol Theatre in New York the audience burst into 'sustained applause' when Garland finished singing. 'Nothing has instructed and gratified me more,' he said, 'than the time she convinced a bunch of afternoon movie-watchers that a strip of celluloid was the real thing'.
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Fatal Realism
Andrew O'Hagan

4238 wordsOn  9 February this year, Elon Musk, then in charge of the US Department of Government Efficiency, posted a message on X calling for a number of American media outlets to be closed down. He criticised, among others, the public service broadcaster Voice of America, which began transmission in 1942 with 'The Battle Hymn of the Republic'. 'Daily, at this time,' the station announced, 'we shall speak to you about America and the war ... The news may be good or bad - we shall tell you the truth.' Since then, VOA has produced content in 83 languages and is one of the few independent sources of information available in China and Iran (it was blocked by Russia in 2022). 'It's just radical left crazy people,' Musk wrote on his platform, 'talking to themselves while torching $1B/year of US taxpayer money.' Donald Trump agreed, and on 14 March placed its employees on administrative leave. Reporters without Borders, VOA and union members filed a lawsuit, and on 22 April Judge Royce Lamberth, who was appointed by Ronald Reagan, instructed that the broadcasts be resumed so that VOA could 'fulfil its statutory mandate'. Late in September he ordered the Trump administration to reverse its sacking of hundreds of VOA employees. Despite this, the liquidation of the organisation continues, with plans to replace its broadcasts with material provided by One America News Network, a right-wing conspiracy station. The administration's attack dogs are devoted to scolding, ridiculing, banishing and suing media organisations - helped of course when those organisations make errors of judgment. The errors, by the way, are never as severe as Trump's own, and they always arise from an overzealous wish to expose underlying truths that he wants to deny. Witness, for instance, the roasting of the BBC, a few of whose journalists got sloppy while trying to show an obvious truth, that Trump's speech of 6 January 2021 was understood by some to be incendiary.
Richard Nixon hated the press and had plenty of rude things to say about Katharine Graham and Ben Bradlee of the Washington Post, but it never occurred to him that he could actually close the paper. John F. Kennedy took a different tack, mugging up on things that individual journalists might like to be praised about. He understood writers' egos, and major hacks visiting the White House would be greeted by JFK as if they were just the adviser the country needed. According to Arthur Schlesinger, Kennedy considered making Walter Lippmann his ambassador to Paris, but Schlesinger told the president he was more useful in the papers. When Lippmann visited the Oval Office on 8 November 1962, Ronald Steel tells us in Walter Lippmann and the American Century (1980), Kennedy tried hard to make him feel important. He showed Lippmann the secret messages he and Khrushchev had exchanged during the missile crisis. 'The president seemed eager,' Steel reports, 'to have him understand that the Russians wanted to carry out their part of the bargain.' A journalist of Lippmann's magnitude was part of the process, a voice you had to cultivate and perhaps listen to, because it spoke four times a week in the public's ear and was a fact of democracy.
Lyndon Johnson wanted democracy to come to heel, and to that end spent a lot of time stroking the press. The veteran Lippmann was trouble: he gave Johnson a sore head, mainly because he advertised rather persistently the kind of liberal values that Johnson wanted to believe in but found difficult to cajole into policy. In 1937, long before any talk of LBJ's Great Society, Lippmann had written a book called The Good Society, and he would define, through six decades of the 20th century, a liberal urban modernity, what that study called 'the inwardness of the liberal conception of life ... the logic of its principle and the grammar of its intuition'. Johnson, no doubt, would have said he had reality as well as principle to deal with as he pushed through legislation (such as the Civil Rights Act) that Kennedy did not live to fight for. In doing this rough work he proved the classic if wily liberal, the man whom his biographer Robert Caro has spent a lifetime revealing as an evildoer for good. 'He shows himself to be a passionate seeker,' Lippmann wrote of Johnson in his syndicated column in the New York Herald Tribune, 'with an uncanny gift for finding, beneath public issues, common ground on which men could stand.' Despite all this, and despite Lippmann's being generally credited with coming up with the expression 'Cold War', he features very sparsely in the first four volumes of Caro's Life of LBJ.
In any event, Lippmann believed Johnson was listening to him in September 1964. The president had given him the Medal of Freedom, attended Lippmann's 75th birthday party and provided him with every certainty that he would be seeking a negotiated settlement in Vietnam. Lippmann, in all the pomp of his liberal majesty (unimaginable in a newspaperperson now), then flew to Paris, where he spent time with the president, Charles de Gaulle; the minister of foreign affairs, Maurice Couve de Murville; and the new general secretary of the French Communist Party, Waldeck Rochet. From there, Lippmann flew to Rome, where he met diplomats from the Vatican and leaders of the Italian Communist Party. When he returned, he went to the White House to explain the nature of the European alliance to Johnson and his national security adviser, McGeorge Bundy. These two men had already decided to escalate the war in Vietnam, but they couldn't bear to tell Lippmann, who had been criss-crossing the globe in support of the opposite. Lippmann was invited again and again by the administration to outline his 'peace offensive', but, while they were keeping him sweet, they were laying plans for Operation Rolling Thunder.
'In order to rationalise, that is to sell, the wider war,' Lippmann wrote in his column on 30 March 1965, 'we are being told by Secretary McNamara and others that this war is a decisive test for the future. It will decide the future of "wars of liberation". This is a profoundly and dangerously false notion, and it shows a lamentable lack of knowledge and understanding of the revolutionary upheavals of the epoch in which we live.' Lippmann was right to see imperial overreach as the problem for American foreign policy that just wouldn't go away. We will have to wait for Caro's final volume to find out what he has discovered from the Oval Office recordings, but we already know Lippmann could send Johnson into a rage over his cornflakes. 'Traitorous, irrational or senile', he called him, according to Steel. 'A political commentator of yesteryear'.
Lippmann was called the greatest journalist of his age, but his claims as an original thinker rest on his book Public Opinion, published in 1922. In a way that we might find startlingly relevant today, the book posits that modern man responds not to accuracy but to the power of public fiction, not to real environments but to the invented ones that large numbers of people agree on, common prejudices that become 'their interior representations of the world' (such representations might explain Nigel Farage). Individual citizens cling to their fictional environments so thoroughly, Lippmann argued, that they could be living in different worlds from those who don't share them. 'More accurately,' he writes, 'they live in the same world, but they think and feel in different ones ... [and] these fictions determine a very great part of men's political behaviour.' Lippmann is said to have been the first person to use the word 'stereotype' in its modern application, and in Public Opinion he considers the way we seek to have our most beloved fictions reinforced in the public sphere:
If the newspaper gives a satisfactory account of that which we think we know ... it is fairly certain to be immune from violent criticism by us. What better criterion does the man at the breakfast table possess than that the newspaper version checks up with his own opinion? Therefore, most men tend to hold the newspaper most strictly accountable in their capacity, not of general readers, but of special pleaders on matters of their own experience ... The body of the news, though unchecked as a whole by the disinterested reader, consists of items about which some readers have very definite preconceptions. Those items are the data of his judgment, and news which men read without this personal criterion, they judge by some other standard than their standard of accuracy. They are dealing here with a subject matter which to them is indistinguishable from fiction. The canon of truth cannot be applied. They do not boggle over such news if it conforms to their stereotypes.

People reading newspapers, Lippmann observed, were not offended by stories of unfairness and corruption, they were offended by what those stories said about themselves, and taking public events personally proved habit-forming over the 20th century and into the 21st. If you look at the coverage of terrible events that gave rise to a disquiet about the play of fact and fiction in their reporting - from the Soviet famine to Vietnam, from the Falklands conflict to the Grenfell Tower fire - you can feel the imprint of Lippmann's definition of enhanced opinion and manipulated fact. 'For one item suppressed out of respect for a railroad or a bank, nine are rejected because of the prejudices of the public. This will anger the farmers, that will arouse the Catholics, another will shock the summer girl ... In that subservience ... is the reason why American journalism is so flaccid, so repetitious and so dull.' At his peak, Lippmann was writing on three or four subjects a week; he believed, as Tom Arnold-Forster puts it in his biography, that 'journalism was a vocation with political responsibilities to inform public opinion and help democracy function.' Lippmann did recognise the increasing capacity of people to select their own facts, a trend which faces us with a large question. As Arnold-Forster puts it: 'If lying journalism defined the public sphere, was democracy really free?'
In a career involving millions of words and spanning sixty years, Lippmann only had writer's block once, when he tried to write a memoir. His first memory, aged four, was of the financial crisis of 1893, and he became a theorist of causes and effects, of reporting and public opinion and the possibility of common decency in a corporate society. At Harvard, he was, at different times, an assistant and acolyte to William James and George Santayana, and he came to believe that reality was something one had to fight for, that personality and expertise had their parts to play, and that 'psychology mattered in politics.' He wanted to see what the papers were saying but also why they were saying it, something that becomes clear in a study published as a supplement to the New Republic in 1920. Lippmann and Charles Merz, both editors at the magazine (Lippmann had helped found it), attempted to evaluate the New York Times's coverage of the Russian Revolution, studying more than a thousand issues of the paper published between 1917 and 1920. 'The investigators came up with some bitter conclusions,' David Weingast wrote in 1950:
They found the Times guilty of having misled its readers on one of the most stupendous events in modern history. The paper had failed in its primary responsibility to publish accurate, reliable information. Whatever its purpose, the Times had not given its readers even the core of established facts on which intelligent judgment could be based. The two analysts saw as a 'fundamental task' of the 20th century the supplying of accurate news. It was imperative, they wrote, that the newspaper industry police itself. It would have to establish a code of honour and enforce it. Almost three decades later the Commission on Freedom of the Press, after an elaborate and costly study, proposed reforms that strikingly paralleled those suggested by Lippmann and Merz. In the fullness of time Charles Merz has himself come to be editor of the New York Times, and Walter Lippmann is recognised as the dean of America's serious columnists.

By this point, Lippmann was hated by right-wing populists, ridiculed by the likes of William F. Buckley for being a Cold War liberal; yet he was, for all that, a true believer in what America imagined it stood for. He 'saw American power through a politics of empire', Arnold-Forster writes. 'He was ideologically committed to imperialism and framed global dominance as "The American Destiny" from 1938 to 1941. He then helped naturalise US empire as "world leadership" from 1942 to 1945. On a world scale, Lippmann's liberalism was fully compatible with these imperial commitments. Indeed his imperialism was bound up with both his internationalism and his realism.' Fatal compromise and fatal realism can sometimes be hard to tell apart, especially now, but journalistic dexterity depends less on the ability to please your friends, or your party, than on your ability to maintain a healthy level of ambivalence about most things. 'What kills political writing,' Lippmann wrote, was the 'absurd pretence that you are delivering a great utterance. You never do. You are just a puzzled man making notes on what you think.'
The tone of his thinking feels contemporary, notes towards the supreme fiction we are now living with. (I don't believe Lippmann ever met Wallace Stevens, but I imagine they would have had a lot to say to each other. Stevens, his senior by ten years, thought that 'reality is an activity of the most august imagination.') 'For Lippmann, the problem of representation was ultimately not so much political as epistemological,' John Patrick Diggins wrote in 1991 in an essay in Political Theory:
In Public Opinion, he suggested that the political misinformation plaguing the American people might be corrected by a bureau of experts capable of screening and organising the news to make it more intellectually responsible. By the time he wrote The Phantom Public three years later, Lippmann doubted that the 'medium of fictions' that kept people from understanding the external world could be penetrated. No one, neither administrative experts enlightened by scientific intelligence nor the masses moved by interests, neither the few nor the many, can claim a privileged grasp of the objective truth about the public good. America, it seemed, left political man where Machiavelli had found him, a private creature whose 'visions could never be corrected.' The res publica commanding citizens and directing the course of events is a 'phantom'.

Lippmann had started out in the era of muckraking, when journalism was a hotbed of scandal-making and intolerance. He understood that a news organisation, whether good or bad, is a political institution. 'Daily journalism may become the special province of the neurotic partisan,' Lippmann's early mentor Graham Wallas had written, 'whose emotions can be trusted to react immediately to the weakest stimulus.' (I give thanks that neither Wallas nor Lippmann lived to enjoy Elon Musk's X.) Yet for all the smoke-filled rooms around and inside him, Lippmann distinguished himself by having a terrific sense of metaphor, a radiant writing style and a clear instinct for the consequences of powerful men's actions on those who live without power. He included the actions of powerful editors and newspapermen - indeed, Lippmann was one of the first to explore what we would now call the ethics of journalism. 'News and truth are not the same thing,' he wrote in Public Opinion, 'and must be clearly distinguished.' And what could seem metaphysical and dry in his more lugubrious books of the 1940s and 1950s boiled down easily in his columns to questions of fairness, logic and human decency. 'When the Titanic sank,' Arnold-Forster quotes Lippmann saying, 'it was very noticeable that the anguish of the first-class passengers meant more to the newspapers than did that of the crew or steerage.' He wanted the good journalist to raid the territory behind the headlines. 'Lippmann is still absolutist enough,' Robert E. Park wrote in the American Journal of Sociology in 1922, 'to assume that there is, somewhere, a Fact with a capital F, a fact in other words that can be so completely and accurately stated as to have for every individual, at any time and under all circumstances, one and only one meaning.'
Arnold-Forster's  book is not taken up with Lippmann's workaday experience with leaders, or his life as a man of influence, but instead synthesises the worlds and arguments inside his head. Leaving the biographical spadework to the rest of us, the book does what it says on the tin: it's an intellectual biography, well timed for our own period's tussles with democracy, free speech and new ways of mobilising public opinion. But Lippmann was early to the table when it came to explaining that reality is not a choice one might make, not a thing to opt in and out of as suits your self-interest, but a bulwark against propaganda and censorship, the essential currency of a free press. In Liberty and the News, he anatomised a problem that is even more evident a hundred years later. Could 'government by consent ... survive', he asked, 'in a time when the manufacture of consent is an unregulated private enterprise?'* 'This was the "exact sense",' Arnold-Forster writes, 'in which Lippmann claimed that "the present crisis of Western democracy is a crisis in journalism."' Arnold-Forster leaves us to see how this might apply not only to Lippmann's Cold War era, but also to our own.
Whether or not the state was at war, 'the news of the day as it reaches the newspaper office is an incredible medley of fact, propaganda, rumour, suspicion, clues, hopes and fears,' Lippmann wrote, 'and the task of selecting and ordering that news is one of the truly sacred and priestly offices in a democracy. For the newspaper is in all literalness the bible of democracy,' he stressed, 'the book out of which a people determines its conduct.'

Lippmann wasn't alone in these arguments. Upton Sinclair, an altogether more rabble-rousing and pugnacious character, in 1919 published The Brass Check: A Study of American Journalism, which produced contradictory waves of repulsion and assent. I checked, and the book had ten editions before 1928, selling 144,000 copies, exclusive of translations, and this despite many newspapers, including the New York Times, refusing advertisements for it. 'The thesis of this book,' Sinclair wrote,
is that our newspapers do not represent public interests, but private interests; they do not represent humanity, but property; they value a man, not because he is great, or good, or wise, or useful, but because he is wealthy, or of service to vested wealth ... Journalism is one of the devices whereby industrial autocracy keeps its control over political democracy; it is the day-by-day, between-elections propaganda, whereby the minds of the people are kept in a state of acquiescence, so that when the crisis of an election comes, they go to the polls and cast their ballots for either one of the two candidates of their exploiters. Not hyperbolically and contemptuously, but literally and with scientific precision, we define journalism in America as the business and practice of presenting the news of the day in the interest of economic privilege.

Again, I can only give thanks that he never met Jeff Bezos, the present owner of the Washington Post, which recently ran an editorial headlined 'In Defence of the White House Ballroom' (Bezos happens to be one of those paying for the golden edifice). In backrooms as in ballrooms, in real life as in farce, it is not always possible to see what kind of too much is too much, but journalism is supposed to be able to tell. For Sinclair and the more clubbable Lippmann, 'mankind will not consent to be lied to indefinitely,' while for others in the period, T.S. Eliot for instance, 'humankind cannot bear very much reality.' In The Method of Freedom (1934), Lippmann suggested that America should tax the rich and build schools but Eliot, reviewing the book, called it 'a rotten cultural product of liberal social decay' and took the position, as Arnold-Forster parses it, that 'secular liberals were latently totalitarian.'
Bernard Levin is reported to have said that a good columnist should get your engine started in the morning. Lippmann wasn't all that interested in mobs or demagogues - he knew that anything was sayable within self-protecting 'speech environments'. His biggest argument was that liberty should never be a matter of one man feeling free to say one thing. 'Truly free speech meant something more than lawful toleration of individual speakers,' Arnold-Forster says. 'It meant cultivating media institutions and political environments that ideally sustained an engaged and critical public opinion. For Lippmann, democratic liberty was lost or found in the public debates that shaped opinion formation.' He knew that individuals - and cults of the individual - could become perniciously lost in their own pseudo-environments and their own justifications, losing touch with objective reality. He always worried that fictions and false pictures might 'flood the whole consciousness', making the world unreal. And he didn't trust the average Joe to make sense of it by himself: in that respect, he distrusted the masses.
Lippmann had his critics, not least H.L. Mencken, described by the historian David Greenberg as 'the literary slasher for the Baltimore Sun', who found Public Opinion laborious and cod-mystical. According to Mencken, Lippmann's view is that 'we must keep on hoping that the mob will one day grow intelligent.' Another critic, Edward E. Hunt, objected to his 'annoyingly Olympian attitude'; he was hardly 'a Manhattan Zeus' but, as Lippmann himself put it, 'merely a writer with an acute international anxiety neurosis'. The labour writer Benjamin Stolberg argued that Lippmann's politics were 'a liberal apology for prevailing conditions, not the kind of critique that could produce a different world'. Yet the New York Herald Tribune sold him as 'the Spokesman of American Liberalism', and, at his height, he was syndicated to more than a hundred newspapers with a collective readership of ten million readers. When he wrote US Foreign Policy: Shield of the Republic in the spring of 1943, it was condensed in Reader's Digest and the Ladies' Home Journal. In popular culture, he provided the image of a smart person perpetually raining expertise on the congenitally distracted. In a San Francisco nightclub in the film Pal Joey (1957), the former stripper played by Rita Hayworth sings: 'Zip! Walter Lippmann wasn't brilliant today.'
Perhaps he was a man of the 20th century in constant argument with the 19th, a commentor dismayed by the notion that science and technology appeared to have improved mankind for the worse. His modernity could rely on some old optics. 'Lippmann had long seen international relations through the lens of empire,' Arnold-Forster writes. 'He saw the ultimate end of US foreign policy as the realisation of universal order through American power.' Yet by the mid-1960s the man who had argued for presidential power - 'the public acts only by aligning itself as the partisan of someone in a position to act executively' - saw he was mired in an argument with anti-Soviet Cold Warriors agitating for American dominance. If you read Lippmann's columns in the era of 'duck and cover', of threatened nuclear annihilation, you find a man suddenly opposed to any sort of 'ideological crusade', who saw Soviet expansionism as a feature of Russianness, as opposed to communism, a matter on which he has been proved correct.
The escalation in Vietnam seemed almost like a personal catastrophe to Lippmann. It brought the curtain down on his influence, but also on his hopes for a truly liberal America. He was one of those who had helped create a daily appetite for America's stately ambitions, including ambitions for its journalism, and yet, when the overreach came, bringing a war that was manifestly created by liberals and cheered on by conservatives, he seemed to be a man who had arrived at an overreach of his own. Never bellicose, he saw the war as a disaster for the liberal consensus in America, and long before the burning of draft cards, he seemed to be a lone voice against the direction taken by the US. The man at the typewriter, the popular philosopher of liberty, was finally at a standstill. It was a crisis of politics itself, and he dreaded what might be coming. 'We are suffering not from communism and radicalism but from nihilism,' he wrote in one of his later columns.
Appearing on television in 1967 to be quizzed by a group of students, Lippmann, rheumy-eyed, wearing a grey suit and a claret-coloured tie, approaches their questions with friendly tolerance, finally admitting that the period they are living through is the worst he's ever known. 'What I see is the disintegration of morale,' he says, before outlining what he feels have been the great periods for change, the 'Elizabethan' moments, such as the New Deal and Kennedy's presidential campaign. What he loves most, he says, is the sense that problems are really capable of being tackled. His fingers stroke the air and one imagines the typewriter keys he had been tapping his whole writing life. He believed with every last thing he had that journalism could make a difference. 'It really is the fascinating way to live,' he says.
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Poem
Lieu Vague
Anne Carson

357 words1
breakfast is ready Dad
happy birthday to you
 it's not my birthday
you better get a move on
 sit down Dad
who's been using my razor
 you don't have a razor
why don't you just bugger off
 sit down eat your eggs
that's a hot mess
 I know you don't like the yolks so eat the white okay eat the toast
too late too late
 Dad don't cry
you been using my razor
 okay yes I got up early to shave off my lips
2
the more I read the less hope I have the more I think the
 sadder I get
 everything turns into a proof or an argument or a flail
 maybe it's my
 so-called academic training all those gentlemen with
 lexicons open
 at the page for smikrologia anyway reasoning (mine)
 always goes
 round the back of itself ends up howling for the opposite
 of what I
 started out to prove which now seems also true or not
 exactly
 the opposite (that would be 'within reason') just some
 other angle
 some smashed piece of it that turns up in a ditch after
 the argument drove past when all
 I really wanted to say was 'look at that horse' well
 maybe not all I wouldn't be this fluffed up if it were all would I
 I wouldn't be passing for sane
3
hand me another of those ah you let the tray go by
 sorry
is that a moth
 so many questions I want to ask you
I deeply dislike moths
 you're a very tiny man
that's not why I dislike moths
 I understand your father was a banker
what is that scuttling
 your father was a great system
if nothing broke can we stop
 oh it smells oh it broke
throw it over the wall
 you were close with him your dad I think
candour ruins paranoia
 how would you describe this century so far
all-consuming
 famously you have spoken of the uselessness of interviews
have I
 can you
if we
 I wanted to use the word 'labyrinthine'
everything gets very thin in this light
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King of Cannibal Island
John Lanchester

7160 wordsThe tulip bubble  is the most famous financial bubble in history, but as historical examples go it is also, in one crucial respect, misleading. That's because anyone can see the flagrant irrationality which was at work. At peak tulip madness in 1637, rare bulbs were so expensive that a single one was worth as much as a fancy canalside house in Amsterdam. You don't have to be Warren Buffett to see that the disconnect between price and value was based on delusional thinking.
Most bubbles aren't like that. Even the South Sea Bubble, the event which gave its name to financial bubbles, had an underlying rationale: who can deny that the expansion of global networks of trade and capital turned out to be a vitally important and vastly lucrative event? Even if all the investors in the original bubble - including Isaac Newton, who realised it was a bubble, but got caught up in the excitement anyway - lost their shirts. The historical pattern is typically that a big, genuine innovation is spotted on the horizon. Money floods in to take advantage. Too much money. The flow of capital is so great that it is impossible to allocate it correctly, and distinctions disappear between what is likely and what is impossible, what is prudent and what is reckless, what might happen and what never could. After the flood of money, the doubts; after the doubts, the crash; and after the crash, the gradual emergence of the phenomenon that got all the speculators so excited in the first place. It happened with the South Sea Bubble, with the many railway manias of the mid-19th century, with the electrification mania of fifty years later and with the dot-com bubble at the turn of this century.
That is where we are now with AI. In the deep historical past of 2018, Apple became the first public company in the world to have a market capitalisation of more than a trillion dollars. Today, each of the ten biggest companies in the world is worth more than $1 trillion. Only one of them, the Saudi oil monopoly, Aramco, has nothing to do with the future value of AI. The top company, Nvidia, is worth $4.45 trillion. Not by coincidence, Nvidia shares are the purest bet you can make on the impact of AI. The leading firms are lending money to one another in circular patterns, propping up turnover and valuations. Colossal amounts of money are pouring in. Is it a bubble? Of course it's a bubble. The salient questions are how we got here, and what happens next.
How did we get here? That story is among other things a narrative about two men, who gratifyingly correspond to the two main character types of the tech age: academically overachieving immigrant (Elon Musk, Sergey Brin, Sundar Pichai, Satya Nadella) and US-born college dropout (Steve Jobs, Bill Gates, Mark Zuckerberg). Companies founded or run by such men are the first, second, third, fourth, fifth and seventh most valuable in the world. Their combined value is $20.94 trillion - one sixth of the entire world economy.
Let's begin in medias res. In the spring of 1993, three nerds visited a lawyer in Silicon Valley with the intention of setting up a company to make computer chips. The men were Curtis Priem, Chris Malachowsky and the person they had chosen to be their CEO, Jensen Huang, a Taiwanese-born electrical engineer with a talent for management and business. Malachowsky and Priem, according to Stephen Witt's Thinking Machine, had complementary skills - they were, respectively, an architect and a chip mechanic. They wanted to make a new kind of chip, optimised for a rapidly growing sector: video games. Their employer, the large chip company LSI Logic, didn't like the idea, so the three men cooked up a business plan, working mainly in a branch of the 24-hour chain restaurant Denny's that was accessorised with bullet holes from drive-by shootings. Huang didn't think the new company was worth launching until they had a credible chance of making $50 million a year in revenue. Fiddling with spreadsheets over long sessions at Denny's, he eventually made the numbers add up. The three amigos went to see Jim Gaither, a lawyer well known in the Valley. Gaither filled out the paperwork, with the company's name left as NV, for New Venture. Malachowsky and Priem were entertained by that: they had been playing around with company names that suggested their chip would leave competitors sick with envy. The coincidence was too good to resist. They decided to call their company Nvision. When the lawyer checked, it turned out that Nvision was already taken. They chose a backup: Nvidia.
Good choice of CEO, good choice of name. A third of a century later, Huang is the longest-serving CEO in the industry and Nvidia is the most valuable company in the world. Nvidia's share of global stock market value is historically unprecedented: its shares make up a greater part of global indices than the entire UK stock market.
Huang had a hard start in life. He arrived in the US in 1973 aged nine, small for his age and not speaking much English. His parents, Hokkien-speakers from Tainan who had emigrated to Bangkok, had attempted to teach him and his brothers English by making them learn ten words a day, chosen at random from the dictionary. They sent Huang to the Oneida Baptist Institute in Kentucky under the mistaken impression it was a posh boarding school. In fact, it was a reform school for unruly boys whom the regular US education system couldn't handle. Huang's academic abilities meant that he was put in a class with boys a year older. If you were designing a formula to make a child a target for bullying, you couldn't do much better. On his first night, Huang's roommate pulled up his shirt to show him the scars he had accumulated from knife wounds. The newcomer, who stayed at school during the holidays because he had nowhere else to go, was given the job of cleaning the toilets.
This might sound like a deprivation narrative. Huang doesn't tell it that way. He taught his roommate to read, and his roommate taught him to do push-ups - a hundred a day. The bullies stopped trying to tip him off the rope bridge he had to cross on the way to school. Huang says it toughened him up and, according to Witt, in a commencement speech in 2020 he 'said that his time at the school was one of the best things ever to happen to him'. After two years in Kentucky, Huang moved to Oregon, where his parents had immigrated. He went to school and university and married there, before starting his career at the Silicon Valley microchip design company AMD. Many promotions and one job move later he met Malachowsky and Priem through LSI.
The trio's new venture was far from an overnight success. There were at least 35 companies competing to build a specialised chip for video games, and it was evident that most of them were going to fail. When Nvidia's first chip, the NV1, bombed, it looked as if their company was going to be one of them. 'We missed everything,' Huang later said. 'Every single decision we made was wrong.' He laid off most of the company's employees and bet the shop on the successful design of their next chip, the NV3. (The NV2 was cancelled before launch.) Rather than build the chip the traditional way - they couldn't do that, because they would have run out of money before it was finished - they used an emulator, a machine designed to mimic chip designs in software rather than silicon, to test it virtually. When the first real NV3 chip arrived, there was a crucial test. If even one of the 3.5 million transistors on the chip was flawed, it would be dead on arrival and Nvidia would disappear. It wasn't and it didn't. 'To this day we are the largest user of emulators in the world,' Huang says.
By this point, in 1997, Huang had made two big bets: one on video games' insatiable demand for better graphics, and one on the emulator. Those successful bets kept Nvidia alive, and growing. He would make three more. The first was on a type of computing known as parallel processing. A traditional computer chip, such as the one inside the laptop I'm using, runs with a Central Processing Unit, a CPU, which works through computations in sequence. As chips have grown in power, the length and complexity of the computations have too. But chips had become so small that they were starting to run up against the laws of physics.
Parallel processing instead performs calculations not in sequence, but simultaneously. Rather than working through one huge calculation, it works through lots of small calculations at the same time. On YouTube, you can find the MythBusters, an excitable duo of American science-explainers, demonstrating the difference at an Nvidia conference in 2008 (Huang commissioned the demo). The MythBusters set up a robot gun to fire paintballs at a canvas. The first run works like a CPU: the robot fires a rapid sequence of blue paintballs, adjusting its aim after every shot to paint a smiley face. It takes about thirty seconds. Then they set up another robot gun, this time shooting 1100 paintballs simultaneously. The guns cough and in a fraction of a second - eighty milliseconds, to be precise - on the canvas appears a paintball copy of the Mona Lisa. The instant Mona Lisa is a visual metaphor for the way the new chips worked: instead of huge calculations done in sequence, a vast number of short calculations done at the same time. Parallel processing.
The video games industry loved the new chips, and demanded an update every six months, to render the ever more complex visual environments inside their games. Keeping up with that appetite was demanding and expensive, but it took Nvidia to a leading position in the chip industry. In The Nvidia Way, Tae Kim describes Huang's relentlessness in keeping ahead of the competition. 'The number one feature of any product is the schedule,' Huang said, marking a difference between engineering elegance and Nvidia's emphasis on getting-it-done, getting-it-shipped. The company's chips were by this point so powerful that it began to seem bizarre that their only use was in allowing people to go online and shoot one another in increasingly complex and well-rendered sci-fi settings. At this point, Huang made another of his bets. He set Nvidia to develop a new kind of chip architecture, which he gave the deliberately obscure name CUDA, an acronym of Compute Unified Device Architecture.
The term doesn't really mean anything, which was part of the point - Huang didn't want the competition to realise what Nvidia was doing. Its engineers were developing a new kind of architecture for a new kind of customer: 'doctors, astronomers, geologists and other scientists - highly educated academic specialists who were skilled in specific domains, but who maybe didn't know how to code at all'. In Witt's metaphor, the CPU is like a kitchen knife, 'a beautiful multipurpose tool that can make any kind of cut. It can julienne, batonnet, chop, slice, dice, or hack ... but the knife can only ever chop one vegetable at a time.' Nvidia's processor, which the company was now calling a GPU, or Graphics Processing Unit, was more like a food processor: 'loud, indelicate and power-intensive. It cannot chiffonade tarragon or score a crosshatch on a tube of calamari. But to mince a bunch of vegetables quickly, the GPU is the tool.' The CUDA architecture took this tool and repurposed it for a new audience. In effect, gamers were paying for the chip development costs of the scientific users who Huang believed would show up. It was a version of 'if you build it, they will come.'
They didn't, or not in sufficient numbers to make CUDA a success. Demand failed to surge, and so did the company's share price. There are many examples in the history of technology of an invention waiting for a 'killer app' - an application or function that suddenly gives the invention an irresistibly compelling purpose. The killer app for the PC, for instance, was the spreadsheet: overnight, a new technology that allowed a user to experiment with numbers and parameters and see what would happen if you tweaked a and b with the intention of arriving at z. It's no exaggeration to say that spreadsheets remade capitalism in the 1980s by making it easy to run multiple alternative business scenarios and continue until you'd come up with something that made sense. Nvidia's amazing new chips and their CUDA architecture were waiting for a killer app.
Salvation arrived in the form of an unfashionable branch of computing called neural networks. This was a field dedicated to the idea that computers could copy the structure of the brain by creating artificial neurons and connecting them in networks. Early neural networks were trained on labelled datasets, where the answer for each image was known in advance. The network made a prediction, compared it with the correct label, and adjusted itself using an algorithm called backpropagation. The major breakthrough came when researchers learned how to train networks with many layers of artificial neurons - 'deep learning'. These deep networks could detect increasingly complex patterns in data, which led to dramatic progress in image recognition and many other areas. A computer scientist at Google, for instance,
fed their deep learning net a random sampling of ten million still images taken from YouTube and let it decide which patterns occurred frequently enough for the net to 'remember' them. The model was exposed to so many videos of cats that it independently developed a composite image of a cat's face without human intervention. From then on, it could reliably identify cats in images that were not part of its training set.

Three things came together: algorithms, datasets and hardware. Computer scientists had developed the first two. It was Nvidia's chips that brought the third - because, as it happened, the parallel processing of these chips was perfectly adapted for the new El Dorado of deep learning. Multiple calculations happening at the same time was exactly what constituted neural nets. These neural nets are the foundational technology for what was once called machine learning and is now generally referred to as AI. (Machine learning is a more accurate and helpful term, in my view, but that's a topic for another day.)
The head scientist at Nvidia was a man called David Kirk. As he told Witt,
'with parallel computing, it really took us a fair amount of convincing to talk Jensen into it ... Same with CUDA. We really had to make the business case.' But with AI, Huang experienced a Damascene epiphany. 'He got it immediately, before anybody ... He was the first to see what it could be. He really was the first.'

Huang reasoned that if neural nets could solve visual learning, they had the potential to solve everything else too. He sent out a company-wide email one Friday saying that Nvidia were no longer a graphics company. One colleague recalled: 'By Monday morning, we were an AI company. Literally, it was that fast.' That was in 2014. It was the fifth and most successful of Huang's five bets, and the one that has made Nvidia the planet-bestriding colossus it is today.
Soon after this, if you were a nerd or nerd-adjacent, you started to hear about AI. Talking to people who knew more than I did about technology and economics, I would often ask questions along the lines of 'What's next?' or 'What's the next big thing?' and increasingly the answer that came back would involve AI. I have a particular memory of talking to an astute tech investor a few days after the Brexit vote, and asking him what he thought was going to happen. I've forgotten the details of his answer - we were drinking martinis - but the gist was AI advances in China. What struck me most was that I was asking about Brexit, but he regarded AI as so much more important that it didn't even occur to him that was what I meant.
There was, however, a frustrating aspect to these conversations, and to pretty much everything I read about AI. People seemed convinced it was going to be a huge deal. But they were short on details. It was easier to feel the heat than to see the fire. That remained the case even after the high-profile triumph of an AI, AlphaGo, over the world Go champion, Lee Sedol. Games happen within a fixed set of parameters. Because of that, the idea of solving them through algorithms is not astonishing a priori. The closest glimpse I had of the new possibilities came in the unlikely setting of a hotel room in Kobe in November 2016. I was woken up by a text in Japanese. I opened Google Translate, hoping that I would get at least a rough and ready version of the message, and instead found a complete and clear warning that a powerful tsunami had occurred just off the Hyogo coast, right next to Kobe. The good news came at the bottom of the text: 'This is a training message.' That was my introduction to Google's new neural-net-based translation, which by bizarre coincidence had launched in Japan that very day. It was the neural net that took my screenshot of the message and turned it from incomprehensible katakana characters into panic-inducing English. That was a vivid lesson in what neural nets could do - but it was also, for me at any rate, an isolated lesson. Daily life did not suddenly fill with new evidence for the power of AI.
What made me, and much of the rest of the world, wake up to the power and potential of the new technology was the launch, in November 2022, of ChatGPT. The people at OpenAI, the company that created ChatGPT, saw it as a low-key rollout of a new customer interface. Instead, it was the fastest growing tech launch of all time. AI went from a niche interest to the top of the news. It has stayed there. This paradigm-shifting event brings us to our second protagonist, the co-founder and head of OpenAI, Sam Altman.
If Huang is  modern tech overlord type one, the academically overachieving immigrant, Altman is type two, the American college dropout. He was born in 1985, the son of a dermatologist and a real-estate broker. Altman had a conventional clever kid's childhood at the local posh school in St Louis, with the distinguishing feature that he came out as gay in his teens and spoke to a school assembly on the subject. He went from there to Stanford and caught the start-up bug, dropping out in his second year to found a location-based social app, Loopt. The name doesn't mean anything but at that point successful start-ups tended to have two Os in their name: Google, Yahoo, Facebook. (They still do: witness Goop, Noom, Zoopla, and my personal favourite, the 'technology platform that connects the faith ecosystem', Gloo. One day soon I plan to launch a nonsense-detecting start-up called Booloocks.)
More important than Loopt was the world to which it introduced Altman. His mentor was a British-American software mage called Paul Graham, who had written a famous programming textbook and then made his fortune selling a web company to Yahoo. In 2005, he and his wife, Jessica Livingston, set up a project called Y Combinator, based where they lived in Cambridge, Massachusetts. The idea was to offer funding, mentorship and support to start-ups. The target audience was superbright college kids, and the idea was that instead of doing some boring, CV-polishing internship over the summer, they could come to Y Combinator, which would pay them $6000 and put them through a start-up boot camp, with Graham and his circle of contacts giving them education, advice and networking opportunities.
Y Combinator has been a huge success, and many of the companies it launched are internet-age household names: Airbnb, Reddit, Stripe, Dropbox. The central lesson of the 'incubator', as Y Combinator called itself, was that the character and talent of the founder were more important than the specific idea they were working on. Example number one: Sam Altman. He applied to join the first batch of Y Combinator recruits. Graham tried to put him off for a year, on the grounds that, at nineteen, he was too young. Altman didn't take no for an answer - a key personality trait. In that and in other respects, he made a big impact on Graham. 'Within about three minutes of meeting him, I remember thinking, "Ah, so this is what Bill Gates must have been like when he was nineteen."' He once said: 'Sam is extremely good at becoming powerful.' In case that doesn't make his view of Altman clear: 'You could parachute him into an island full of cannibals and come back in five years and he'd be the king.'
Parmy Olson's lively Supremacy is essentially positive about Altman, whereas Keach Hagey's thorough and clear-headed The Optimist is more equivocal. She makes Graham's remark sound light-hearted, joshing and essentially complimentary. Karen Hao's much more sceptical Empire of AI makes Graham's words illustrative of an unprincipled ambition so intense it has a tinge of sociopathy. This duality of perspectives runs through Altman's story. At almost every point, it is possible to see his actions as benign, if sometimes 'conflict averse' in a manner that causes misunderstandings. It is also possible to see him as a much darker figure. In the case of that apparently ordinary childhood, there is his version, and then there is the version of his sister, Annie, who in 2021, under the influence of memories recovered through therapy, said on Twitter that she had 'experienced sexual, physical, emotional, verbal, financial and technological abuse from my biological siblings, mostly Sam Altman and some from Jack Altman'. Altman's mother told Hao that the allegations were 'horrible, deeply heartbreaking and untrue'. No outsider can adjudicate that sad story. But the existence of radically different versions of the same events is a recurrent theme in Altman's life.
This is true even of the founding of OpenAI. By 2014, Altman was king of the cannibal island. Loopt hadn't taken off, but when Graham stepped down as head of Y Combinator he chose, to general shock, the unknown 28-year-old as his successor. Altman was already unfathomably rich, thanks to a venture capital fund he had set up, Hydrazine, which invested in the star graduates from the start-up incubator. To take just one example, he owned 2 per cent of the payment company Stripe, which at the time of writing is worth roughly $107 billion. He was on his own account no longer motivated by money, but by a longstanding ambition to make an impact in the non-digital world - and to be fair, that was what he demonstrated at Y Combinator during his leadership.
Altman's interest in technologies with consequences in the physical world led him to the subject of AI. Specifically, it led him to the idea that a rogue AI could prove an existential threat to humanity. This anxiety is widely held in certain tech circles. 'Doomers', as they're known, talk about 'p(doom)', or the probability of humanity being destroyed by an AI superintelligence not aligned with human interests. Altman, influenced by these worries, emailed Elon Musk, a Doomer with 'a more paranoid, pessimistic' view than others in the industry (says Olson). The idea was that 'someone other than Google' should develop the technology, so that it 'belongs to the world'. Musk thought it was 'probably worth a conversation'. The result was a meeting at a Silicon Valley hotel, with attendees including Musk (who turned up an hour late), Altman, the prominent AI researchers Ilya Sutskever and Dario Amodei, and the star Stripe programmer Greg Brockman, who was in search of a new challenge. As a result of that meeting, Musk funded, and Altman helped to set up, OpenAI, whose purpose was to develop a safe version of superintelligent AI. The new company was to be a non-profit; its only function was 'to advance digital intelligence in a way that is most likely to benefit humanity as a whole, unconstrained by the need to generate financial return'. The company would publish its research discoveries - hence the 'open'.
That seems clear. It turned out not to be. Musk's overriding obsession was the need to beat Google in the race to develop AI. He had developed one of his hyperfixations on Demis Hassabis, the British founder of the AI company DeepMind, which was bought by Google in 2014. To Musk, Hassabis was, as Hao puts it, 'a supervillain who needed to be stopped'. (Hassabis won the Nobel Prize for chemistry last year, for solving the question of how proteins fold. But wait - maybe that's exactly what a supervillain would do?) The way to stop Hassabis was to develop AI before he could, and the first stage of doing that was to attract talent. Altman was good at that, and OpenAI soon had several star researchers and programmers, including Sutskever - he was an especially important figure because the image recognition software he had helped to develop, AlexNet, had been one of the breakthroughs in the field of neural nets.
So far so good. The problem was that all this was expensive. Musk had thought that OpenAI needed $1 billion to play with to have a fighting chance of competing with Google. That turned out to be a big underestimate. Computer scientists were starting to find that size was fundamental in the training stage of creating AI - the point at which the data were fed into the algorithms and the neural net went to work. In civilian life, 'compute' is a verb. In AI, it is a noun, denoting the size of your computing power. Some AI programs have proved to be, once trained, relatively compact - the Chinese company DeepSeek, for instance, has a cutting-edge model that will work on an ordinary personal computer. I know a couple of people who run it on their laptops. But getting to that point, training the program, is another story, one in which the scale of your compute is all-important. In the tech world, it's the ultimate example of a contest in which men fight for the right to say, 'mine's bigger.'
Google's was bigger. OpenAI needed to scale up. Altman's method for doing so was to cut a deal with Microsoft, in which the unloved software giant would give OpenAI $1 billion in funding in return for the exclusive use of OpenAI's products in its own software and a share in any profits. To ensure that investors didn't make an exploitative amount of money from the arrangement, returns were capped at a hundred times the initial investment. Microsoft stood to make a paltry $100 billion. Also, the deal would end if and when OpenAI developed Artificial General Intelligence, on the basis that existing forms of money would no longer have any value.
The deal was to be contained within a new, for-profit subsidiary of the parent non-profit. That might sound odd, but the set-up in which a for-profit company is owned by a non-profit entity isn't unique. Denmark's Novo Nordisk, for instance, maker of the magic weight loss drugs Ozempic and Wegovy, is majority owned by a non-profit foundation. There are other examples. What is bizarre about the OpenAI arrangement is that the non-profit and the for-profit have contradictory premises. What's more important: developing 'aligned', benign AI, for the benefit of all humanity? Or making enormous amounts of money as quickly as possible by commercially exploiting your new technology? As for the 'open' bit, forget it - that aspect of the company's mission was quietly forgotten. Any discoveries OpenAI might make were now proprietary.
Musk was livid. He saw the Microsoft deal as a betrayal of the company's vision and purpose. Not long afterwards, at the end of 2018, he rage-quit (as gamers call it); later, he announced that he was setting up a competitor, xAI. That company now owns what used to be Twitter and is training on its data. Musk's alternative to Altman's company is an AI trained on pornbots, Nazis and spam, with a heavy emphasis on parroting his own worldview. Lovely.
AI had turned into a race. One of the key components in the race was talent, where the company's position was strong, and another was funding, which was a permanent struggle. To attract attention and therefore funding, the company needed stunts - high profile events like DeepMind's development of AlphaGo. Altman turned to multiplayer online video games, which, because of their fluidity, complexity and the unpredictability of human behaviour, are significantly harder for computers than finite rule-based games such as chess and Go. The chosen game was a multiplayer online contest called Defence of the Ancients 2, universally abbreviated to Dota 2. By 2017, OpenAI had developed a program that could beat a professional Dota player in a one-on-one contest. By 2019, it could play as a full team of five players and beat teams of five professionals. A remarkable achievement, with one catch: hardly anybody noticed or cared. The company's next stunt, in 2019, was to announce that the second version of its showcase product, GPT-2, had such powerful potential for harm that the company had to put restrictions on its release. The software's ability to generate text attracted a decent amount of attention in the tech world, without making a real dent in public attention.
That came on 30 November 2022, with the launch of a consumer interface to a recent version of the company's software. The underlying software was GPT-3, a model trained with five hundred times more compute than GPT-2. The interface - basically a wrapper, or shop window, for the underlying model - was called ChatGPT. There was nothing about the program that existing models could not already do, which is the reason nobody inside OpenAI was expecting what happened next. Within hours of what was supposed to be a low-key trial, the comments on Altman's launch tweet were, in Hagey's words, 'increasingly rapturous screenshots of people asking the bot to do their homework, locate the clitoris and tell them the meaning of life'. In two months, ChatGPT reached a hundred million users, 'making it the fastest-growing consumer tech product in history'.
This was the point at which everything blew up. The value of the world's top ten companies is $25.6 trillion. Of that, $15.1 trillion has accumulated since 30 November 2022 and is directly linked to the AI boom. Nvidia's technology was the first factor driving the explosion - its most powerful chip, the H200, is a must-have for 'frontier' AI developers. A single H200 retails for between $30,000 and $40,000, depending on the configuration. The company is worth over eleven times more than it was on the day ChatGPT launched.
After Nvidia's chips, the second big factor driving the boom was the hype created by Sam Altman and OpenAI. Hang on, though - isn't this the guy who was worried that AI might destroy humanity? The same guy who said, 'AI will probably, most likely, lead to the end of the world' and 'the bad case is, like, lights-out for all of us.' You know, the Doomer? Well, yes, and it's not as if people didn't notice. It was part of a pattern whereby Altman said different things to different people. On Friday, 17 November 2023, the board of OpenAI, accusing Altman of not being 'consistently candid' in his communications, but not giving any further detail, sacked him. It came as a shock. When an employee said that Altman's departure might mean the death of the company, Helen Toner, a member of the board, said: 'That would actually be consistent with the mission.' True - though that's not what OpenAI's employees, many of whom stood to make an enormous amount of money from the commercialisation of their work, wanted to hear.
The pushback was immediate. Microsoft offered to hire Altman and anyone else from OpenAI who wanted to join him. More than seven hundred of the 770 OpenAI staff signed a petition calling for Altman's reinstatement. On Tuesday, 21 November, four days after being sacked, Altman was reinstated and the board members who wanted to sack him were forced out. A new chairman was appointed, the well-known ethical titan Larry Summers. Sutskever, the lead researcher at OpenAI and a board member, went on to resign and started a new company, Safe Superintelligence. Amodei, another lead researcher, had already left, questioning Altman's commitment to AI safety: he founded the company Anthropic, also dedicated to safe AI. This means that three of the principals at the Silicon Valley meeting that led to the creation of OpenAI - Musk, Sutskever and Amodei - had fallen out with Altman. For each of them, the issue was whether he believed the things he had said about the importance of safety in developing AI. In the lawsuit that Musk eventually brought, he accused Altman of having mirrored his views in an attempt to gain his trust and his funding.
There's that duality again. Good Sam, bad Sam. We keep encountering these moments in Altman's story. In 2023, OpenAI approached Scarlett Johansson to provide the voice for a ChatGPT interface (she had played the voice of the intelligent android in Spike Jonze's movie Her). She said no. When the software launched, its voice sounded a lot like Johansson's. Altman celebrated the launch with a one-word tweet: 'her'. (He is too advanced to use capital letters.) When Johansson objected, OpenAI put out a statement: 'We cast the voice actor behind Sky's voice before any outreach to Ms Johansson.' But ... according to Johansson, you were approaching her agent two days before the launch. Goofy or sinister? When the company launched an image creation app that would make images in the style of the great Japanese anime house Studio Ghibli, Altman talked about 'the breadth of creative use cases' made possible by the AI generation of images. But the maestro of Ghibli, Hayao Miyazaki, who in many people's opinion (including mine) is the greatest living exponent of animation, has said that AI art is 'an insult to life itself' and added that 'I would never wish to incorporate this technology into my work at all.' Altman can't possibly think that typing a few words into an image generator - 'J.D. Vance kissing a frog in the style of Studio Ghibli' - is a form of creativity. His advisers would certainly have told him Miyazaki's views, if he didn't already know them. In saying what he did, was Altman displaying the boyish enthusiasm of a 40-year-old multi-billionaire - or were his remarks smirking, taunting trollery?
As for Altman's embrace of Doomerism, there are two ways you can look at that, too. He might have believed it, once upon a time. But talking about the existential risk to humanity posed by AI is also, let's face it, a wonderful marketing tool. This stuff is powerful - so powerful - too powerful - it might even kill us all! Roll up, roll up, and ask it to design a poster of the world's cheeses in ascending order of strength - before it kills everybody! Our tech overlords like the idea of being Thomas Edison, genius inventor-businessman, but they often have more in common with P.T. Barnum, genius of marketing and hype. Altman could go toe-to-toe with Barnum, and I wouldn't want to pick a winner.
In addition to being a superb marketing tool, Doomerism is also an excellent distraction from the real-world harm being done by AI right here, right now. One of Altman's signature moves is to loudly and frequently call for the regulation of AI. But there is a distinction between AI safety, which is hypothetical, and AI harm, which is happening now. For one thing, much of the data on which AI models have been trained is stolen - including, as it happens, from me. The only reason I know that is because my books are on a list of works that have been illegally used in training data. Many more people's work has been stolen without any evidentiary trail to show it.
And then there is the tendency of AI models to, in Hagey's words, 'make things up, discriminate against women and minorities and produce toxic content'. A model trained on datasets that incorporate historic patterns of discrimination and bias will inevitably replicate those same patterns. The process of using human feedback to adjust and improve the models' output is vividly described by Hao: it involves the extensive use of poorly paid foreign labour and is both exploitative on its own terms, and prone to introducing other forms of bias. (The over-correction to bias in AI output is what led to Google's Gemini model serving users images of black women when asked to show typical popes or Vikings.) AI consumes unconscionable amounts of energy, much of it in the pursuit of obviously trivial output, and it's not clear when this demand will slow. Sutskever has said: 'I think that it's fairly likely that it will not take too long for the entire surface of the Earth to become covered with data centres and power stations.' That's not an opponent of AI talking - it's someone who is working as hard as he can to create the AI future.
So  what happens next? The next big question is what happens when the bubble pops, and what it means for the future of AI and, for that matter, humanity. Jeff Bezos has spoken of AI being an 'industrial bubble', resembling the huge capital investment soaked up in the creation of the railways, rather than a financial bubble, based on pure speculation, which leaves nothing behind it when it pops. That seems reasonable to me.
There are four main possibilities. The first is that AI is a giant nothingburger. Large Language Models - the current market leader, thanks to OpenAI and its competitors - turn out to have insuperable limitations. People have noticed that the models don't learn from input and have a tendency to 'hallucinate'. (That word, by the way, is another piece of disguised salesmanship. Talk of 'hallucinations' distracts us from the fact that AIs get things wrong all the time. The implication is that the mistakes are a side effect of being sentient - because only sentient beings can hallucinate. AIs aren't sentient, and can't hallucinate, any more than a fridge or a toaster can. They also can't lie, because that involves intention. What they can do is get things wrong.) Everyone gives up on AI and the whole story goes away. This seems to me to be the least likely scenario, because of the various impacts AI is already having.
Scenario number two: somebody builds a rogue superintelligence, which destroys humanity. Preventing this was, let's not forget, the motive behind the creation of OpenAI. The apocalyptic scenario seems to me unlikely, for reasons linked to the issue of sentience. AIs can mimic intent, but they can't possess it. So why would they bother to kill us? Again - a fridge can kill you (there's a memorable death-by-fridge in a novel by A.S. Byatt) but it can't do it on purpose.
Third scenario: AI leads to the 'singularity', the point at which computers become more intelligent than human beings; learn to self-program and self-improve; do so at speed and at scale; and lead humanity to a new era of, to use the latest hot term, abundance. Artificial general intelligence, or artificial superintelligence, creates a new era of cheap energy, drug discovery, desalination, an end to hunger, you name it. 'Although it will happen incrementally, astounding triumphs - fixing the climate, establishing a space colony and the discovery of all of physics - will eventually become commonplace.' That's from an essay by Altman published last year, titled 'The Intelligence Age':
Here is one narrow way to look at human history: after thousands of years of compounding scientific discovery and technological progress, we have figured out how to melt sand, add some impurities, arrange it with astonishing precision at extraordinarily tiny scale into computer chips, run energy through it and end up with systems capable of creating increasingly capable artificial intelligence. This may turn out to be the most consequential fact about all of history so far.

Fourth scenario: AI turns out to be what Arvind Narayanan and Sayash Kapoor call a 'normal technology'. It is an important invention, just as electricity or the internet are important, but it is not a radical discontinuity in the story of mankind. This is partly because computer intelligence is inherently limited and partly because of 'bottlenecks', human obstacles to the adoption of technology. Some things stay the same, and some change radically. Some jobs, especially entry-level white-collar jobs, are automated away. Back-end processes in logistics and suchlike become more efficient. Some forms of labour become more valuable and some less. There are breakthroughs in some fields, such as drug discovery. Other areas are largely untouched, and there are many areas in which AI is a strange combination of surprisingly useful and profoundly unreliable.
The last of those options - 'normal technology' - seems to me to be the most likely, not least because it is the version that is already, to some extent, here. Some forms of inequality are already being magnified by AI - the one between capital and labour, for a start. Young people are already noticing the impact of automation on starter-level employment. Freelance wages in some areas of the economy are already down. If you had to pick a single text to sum up the last few decades in political economy, it would be 'for he that hath, to him shall be given.' If I had to bet, it would be on the continuation of that trend. You know what, though? One of the fun things about AI is that, unlike pretty much every other area of politics and economics, we're going to get a clear answer. 'It's hard to even imagine today what we will have discovered by 2035,' Altman has written. By 2035, we'll either be extinct, on the verge of unimaginable prosperity for all humanity or kind of the same, but more so. Pass the popcorn. Or wait until your robot butler can do it for you.
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Short Cuts
Labour's Complacency
James Butler

2387 wordsThe Misery Index 
, a crude measure of economic discomfort, was thought up by Arthur Okun, a neo-Keynesian who chaired Lyndon B. Johnson's Council of Economic Advisers in the late 1960s. Okun's formula simply added together the unemployment rate and the rate of inflation. A good Misery Index might be about 5 (2 per cent inflation and 3 per cent unemployment); Britain's currently sits at 8.8, down from 14.6 at the height of the inflationary spike in 2022.
 Little of the country's palpable misery is captured in that number. Okun's measure is a rough one, and many refinements have been proposed, including the addition of interest rates or GDP shortfall. A measure devised in the golden age of American growth might well miss something of Britain's decade and a half of real wage stagnation, its stubbornly low productivity or the learned helplessness of its institutions. Two other numbers serve as political barometers of public misery: Keir Starmer's staggering unpopularity (a net negative approval rating of -61) and the sustained poll lead, since April, of Nigel Farage's Reform.
 Both factors have shaped British politics over the past year. Starmer's perceived fragility means he has made little use of his landslide majority. Difficult decisions have been postponed, or were deferred until last month's budget. Timidity is punctuated by spasmodic panic over Farage and authoritarian posturing over migration or crime. Backbenchers are truculent: many MPs elected on Labour's extremely efficient 2024 vote, which was praised as strategic genius at the time, now face very thin majorities and the likelihood of wipeout at the next election. Incentives for loyalty are few. If, in January, it could be argued that the jury was still out on a relatively new government, by December that verdict has hardened. Starmer vies with Macron for the accolade of least popular European leader.
 It may be cold comfort in Number Ten, but Starmer is only repeating the pattern established by Britain's post-Brexit leaders. Each takes office lauded by the press as offering a new vision for British politics - May's sketch of a British Christian Democracy, Johnson's regional developmentalism as a 'Brexity Hezza'- only to collapse on contact with reality. It's not obvious that anyone else would fare much better. The weaknesses of Labour's plans (where plans existed at all) were clear before their election. The manifesto amounted to little more than an assertion that Labour would grow the economy. Where weakness was acknowledged, the view of the cognoscenti was that Rachel Reeves was engaged in a bout of necessary lying and would reveal her ambitious plan for national renewal once in office. Only slowly has it dawned on the centre-left press that they were the marks in a shell game.
 Plotting is rife in Westminster and significant energy is now wasted in tamping down plots to remove the prime minister. Starmer was more secure before Angela Rayner's departure in September for dodging PS40,000 in stamp duty. Rayner, popular with the trade unions and the party's soft left, was favourite to replace him, but there was sufficient dislike of the prospect among the rest of the party to keep him in place. His main challenger from the right, the glozingly smug Wes Streeting, sits on a tiny, precarious majority and espouses a worldview repugnant to most of the voting membership (though he has recently attempted to burnish his left-wing credentials). Lobby journalists, always afflicted with political attention deficit, have recently begun to confect adulation for the stolidly authoritarian home secretary, Shabana Mahmood.
 The few optimists in Labour shrug this off as mid-term noise or claim that polling numbers aren't meaningful this far from an election: faced with a contest between Labour and Reform, the duopolistic tendency of British politics will reassert itself to the party's benefit. This is fatal complacency. Never has so long a period passed without Labour or the Conservatives leading in the polls (the closest in living memory was the brief Liberal-SDP hegemony at the end of 1981). The anti-systemic mood is not a fleeting one.
 The most consolatory interpretation is that Britain is transitioning to a model in which voters' sympathies transfer within broad left-right blocs. One reading of Reform's rise is that, in keeping with other European countries, an old right-wing party is being replaced by a sharper-toothed nativist party which has a more porous interface with the far right. In this, Britain is little different from France, Germany or Italy, but our electoral system struggles in multiparty contests. In 2024, this benefited Labour by splitting the right-wing vote. In 2029, it won't.
 Strategists argue that there is a solid floor of voters - between 15-20 per cent - who will never abandon the duopoly. Reality is more complicated. If the bloc thesis is correct, it suggests that Labour's 'hero voters' (older white social authoritarians, on whom the party believes its fortunes depend) are largely a mirage, and its sentimental pursuit of them alienates its actual supporters. Familial class ties that once bound voters to parties have weakened. Recent research shows that those attracted to challenger parties - both the Greens and Reform - are more likely to say that their preferred party reflects their values and desired policies. In contrast, voters for the historic duopoly mostly cite the lack of a better alternative that can plausibly win. If that sense changes, the floor will vanish beneath Labour's feet.
 Reeves's budget was sufficiently competent to stave off decapitation by either Labour backbenchers or the market, at least until the local elections next May. It was mildly redistributive, with some good measures: taxation on electric vehicles, on dividends and on gambling revenues. Imposition of a levy on property worth over PS2 million, in itself unobjectionable, ducked the more difficult reform of the outdated council tax system. It's hard to credit Reeves with compassion or boldness in abolishing the two-child limit on benefits - unanimously called for by experts in child poverty - given she did so reluctantly and only under extreme backbench pressure. Despite repeatedly stressing the centrality of growth, none of the new measures has been positively scored for growth by the OBR.
 The budget has also stored up trouble for the future. It requires PS16 billion in efficiencies - cuts - from non-ringfenced departments (education, health, military spending and, de facto, pensions are protected). It assumes taxes will rise in the last year of this parliament, which, for an unpopular government in an election year, would be a suicide note. The government's determination to drive down migration also drives down migrants' economic activity - and tax receipts. The employment rate, especially among young people, looks sickly. Food price inflation, which has been more pronounced in the UK than other countries, is sticky, and while its rate has slowed, its effect on the cost of living persists. By freezing tax thresholds, Reeves has tried to make inflation the Exchequer's friend, shunting more people into paying more tax without increasing rates. But the trick only works if the government faces down public sector wage claims and wider use of benefit entitlements, both of which are likely to spike as a result. It is not a recipe for popularity among Labour-inclined voters.
 For every budget, the OBR produces a graph that indicates what the return of a rise in the fuel duty escalator - frozen since 2011 - would mean. It is now a rather funny record of misplaced optimism, with ghost lines of rising revenue at every budget round. The cumulative total over the last decade and a half amounts to PS120 billion missing from the public finances, a gift to both fossil fuel companies and the motorist lobby. The graph is predicated on the assumption, shared far beyond the OBR, that Britain will at some point return to the status quo ante and increase fuel duty. But elsewhere, in reducing its expectations of productivity gains (a basic engine of economic growth) for example, the OBR has begun to acknowledge that, in the words of a different Labour leader, that option no longer exists.
 The experience of living in Britain is unlikely to change significantly on the basis of these policies. Regional inequality will remain staggering, with oases of wealth insulated from rundown streets and decaying schools and hospitals. Prices will creep upwards while wages mostly don't. Household spending, which has stagnated since the pandemic, will continue to flatline. Home ownership will remain out of reach for many. The suspicion that someone else is benefiting at your expense will become ubiquitous. Political despair will seem inviting, as will its pathologies: violent hatred of the other, false nostalgia for stolen pasts, the isolated pursuit of self-advantage.
 What does Reeves lose by not being bolder? She is constrained by her own fiscal rules and Starmer's fragility. It's true that she is in a tougher spot than many of her predecessors. She can't borrow at zero cost, an opportunity squandered by George Osborne. She didn't begin her tenure with a buoyant economy, like Gordon Brown. But popular patience has evaporated. A tendency to govern the country Labour wishes it had rather than the one it has is clear in its punishment of a successful export industry in higher education: a new levy on international students may well send some institutions over the edge. Would the government be so cavalier in its treatment of a major manufacturing exporter?
 There is consensus in government that the UK has suffered from chronic underinvestment - the lowest in the G7 for 24 of the last 30 years. This is changing, and were investment ambitiously directed to explicit goals, and protected by a willingness to use state capacity, it could transform the country. Reeves has on occasion used the measures at her disposal to stamp on inflation: freezing some rail fares, for example. Her apparently relaxed attitude to stagnating household spending may derive from the belief that investment will eventually produce greater prosperity and higher living standards. (This was the argument of the Resolution Foundation under Torsten Bell, now a Treasury minister.) But 'eventually' is not a politically promising slogan.
 Reform has benefited from right-wing realignment, but its popularity also represents a shift within politics itself. Farage's core coalition includes 'race realists' - read racists - and transatlantic MAGA cultists. They may prove liabilities. James Orr, a Cambridge theologian who inveighs against Britain's 'invited invaders', decries 'toxic femininity' and gay marriage, and admires America's gun laws, was appointed Farage's senior adviser in October. An advocate of an anti-egalitarian politics of national preference, which can accommodate some traditionally left-wing policies such as the nationalisation of monopolies, Orr told the Today programme in July that a Reform government would have to push through 'very unpopular' policies, akin to forcing 'nasty cough medicine down the country's throat'. It appears to have been a successful job interview.
 Mainstream political strategists are hopeful that either Farage's tendency to blow up his vehicles through egomania or Reform's poor performance in local government will be enough - if combined with a change in Conservative leader or sufficient anti-migrant posturing by the present government - to undo the party before 2029. Yet Reform is a more considerable organisation than Ukip ever was, and Zia Yusuf, its head of policy, an unusually canny operator. The party is serious, for instance, about making gains in outer London, using a right-coded version of the Liberal Democrats' localist strategy. Promises to rid local government of 'woke DEI' spending have faltered on the realisation that education and adult social care swallow most of council budgets, but only a terminally blithe technocrat could imagine that Reform will be punished for failing to grasp how the system works. The fact that, in most people's experience, the system doesn't work is the basis of its appeal.
 Farage has been wrongfooted recently by resurfaced allegations about racist and antisemitic jibes made during his time as a pupil at Dulwich College. His denials were unusually conditional (he claims to have 'never directly racially abused anybody') and culminated in a bizarre press conference rant about the BBC and Bernard Manning. Liberal defences of Farage have turned on the idea that pursuing him for adolescent behaviour distracts from criticising what he advocates now. But the point is how little distance he has travelled since then.
 The same anti-systemic mood that benefits Reform ought to benefit the left. The catastrophic launch of Your Party, mired in poisonous spats, contrasted sharply with Zack Polanski's election as leader of the Greens: his relentless media schedule has led to a rapid increase in party membership. The perspective of the socialist left is rarely adequately represented in British politics or media, despite persistent popular appetite, and it's refreshing to have someone on TV willing to defend the benefits of migration and attack oligarchy. Polanski is sometimes derided as unserious by the political centre, or as an opportunist by the doctrinaire left. A better interpretation would see his journey from Liberal Democrat to socialist(-ish) Green as a response to the failure of successive governments to improve prospects for his millennial cohort. If Polanski profits from the right advice (he is no policy specialist) and focuses on core issues - political equality and civil liberties as well as affordability - then the Greens could benefit enormously from intra-bloc realignment. The threat of this might even induce Labour to pay attention to its crumbling left flank.
 Leftists sometimes argue that the collapse of the old duopoly, or the chaos ushered in by a Reform government, might widen the scope of political possibility to their advantage. Sweeping change is overdue and has been since the global financial crisis. The collapse of American norms, the bonfire of moral credibility over Palestine and the collective impassivity over climate change also seem like apposite conditions. Yet there are risks to undervaluing democratic politics. Gramsci's now cliched diagnosis of morbid symptoms seems to me less relevant than a 1905 warning from Jean Jaures. Responding to the assumption that a European war would accelerate revolution, he cautioned that any such victory would be followed by 'crises of counterrevolution, furious reaction, exasperated nationalism, suffocating dictatorships, monstrous militarism - a long chain of retrograde violences and of base hatreds, of reprisals and of servitudes.' Much of this was true in the 20th century. It need not be true today.
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Puffing on the Coals
Nick Richardson

3456 wordsThe alchemist  in his laboratory was a popular subject for Dutch painters of the 17th century because it allowed them to show off their skill with light. Mattheus van Helmont's A Savant in His Cabinet, Surrounded by Chemical and Other Apparatus, Examining a Flask (1670s), one of the splendid plates in Philip Ball's introduction to alchemy, depicts an alchemist at work, brandishing a beaker of pale blue fluid in one hand, surrounded by the implements of his craft. The room is unkempt: hundreds of glass and earthenware vessels, glinting in the dim window light, are strewn about the floor, along with tatty leather-bound tomes and discarded notepaper. To one side looms the athanor (from the Arabic for oven, at-tannur), a coal-fuelled brick furnace where oils were distilled and metals smelted. Among the flasks, phials and funnels are a number of alembics. The alembic, perhaps the most iconic piece of alchemistic labware, also takes its name from Arabic: al-anbiq refers to the long, sloping neck that protrudes from the instrument's gourd-like body. It was used for distillation, a stock-in-trade of the alchemists and a process they believed could release the spirit of a substance - the 'spirit of wine', for instance, which had medical applications in addition to those for which it's better known.
A picture of the alchemist's laboratory from a hundred years earlier - a satirical woodcut by Pieter van der Borcht - depicts the alchemist, his wife and children as apes, surrounded by broken equipment, hopelessly puffing on the coals of their furnaces. In the background, another ape family can be seen at the door of the poorhouse accepting a parcel of food. At a time when alchemy was supposedly in its heyday, the print offers a popular view of the alchemist as a deluded fool, absorbed in his quest for the philosopher's stone while he and his family sink into poverty. The philosopher's stone, a mythical substance that could transmute any metal into gold, was the alchemist's main preoccupation for hundreds of years. In that time, though the stone remained elusive, the alchemical laboratory produced many useful things, including dyes, medicines and porcelain. The recipe for porcelain, which had been imported from China, remained a mystery in Europe until an alchemist at the court of Augustus II, King of Poland, discovered it by accident in 1704 when his clay crucible (containing kaolinite) was transformed by intense heat into white ceramic. In 1669, phosphorus was isolated by a German alchemist, Hennig Brand, who distilled large volumes of urine, believing it to contain the crucial agent of transmutation, until he was left with a soft metallic substance that glowed, ignited in air and gave off a garlicky odour.
Belief in the possibility of chrysopoeia, the artificial production of gold, was based on a theory of the elements first expounded by Empedocles in the fifth century bc and later taken up by Plato and Aristotle. Empedocles proposed that all matter is constituted by the four elements of earth, air, fire and water, and that these elements are not immutable: solid substances could be melted to flow like water, while water could be frozen solid. According to Aristotle, each element possesses two of four distinct qualities - hot, cold, dry and wet (water is cold and wet, fire is hot and dry). One element could be transformed into another by altering its qualities: 'Water becomes earth (cold and dry) by changing wetness to dryness, and becomes air (hot and wet) by changing cold to hot through heating.' If an earthy substance could become an airy one, then the transmutation of one metal into another, ostensibly a less drastic change, didn't seem implausible.
Ball traces the roots of alchemy to the metallurgists of ancient Egypt, who mastered the arts of smelting, bronze-making and iron-working. Papyri containing the trade secrets of fourth-century artisans include instructions for 'making' (or faking) silver from copper, and for giving copper 'the appearance of gold'. Zosimos of Panopolis, a late third-century metalworker from Alexandrian Egypt, also writes of the 'tingeing' of metals, which he describes as the transfer of the pneuma ('spirit') of one metal to the soma ('body') of another. But it was in the work of medieval Arabic alchemists that the art of chrysopoeia acquired a firm theoretical basis, and what we now think of as alchemy took shape.
The eighth-century alchemist Jabir ibn Hayyan (known in English as Geber) claimed that all metals are composed of the same two ingredients in different proportions: sulphur, which is hot and dry, and mercury, which is cold and wet. This was taken as a given by the generations of alchemists that followed, though it's often unclear whether they meant the elements themselves or something closer to their 'essences' (alchemical texts refer to 'Philosophic Mercury' and 'Philosophic Sulphur'). According to Geber, one metal could be transformed into another by altering its proportions of mercury and sulphur to match those of gold. This could be achieved via an elixir, a dry powder that combined mercury and sulphur in the perfect ratio. This elixir came to be known as the philosopher's stone, or lapis philosophorum, thanks to a Latin text attributed to Geber but probably written by an Italian monk five centuries later. Pseudo-Geber claimed that while certain agents of transmutation could create the appearance of gold, only the philosopher's stone made the real thing.
The principles behind the philosopher's stone help to explain some of the more enigmatic alchemical art. An image of Mercurius, a figure symbolising the completion of the alchemist's work, appears alongside Ball's commentary on chrysopoeia. In this picture, taken from a Rosicrucian compendium of 1760, Mercurius appears as a three-headed dragon. The first head, a moon with the face of an eagle, symbolises mercury; a second, representing sulphur, takes the form of a cheerful yellow sun; while the third is a sun-moon fusion combining the astrological symbols for mercury and the sun. From the third head protrudes a long beak, grasping the pale tip of the dragon's tail. The base of the tail is darker, greenish and emerges from a dark blue body that possesses a fourth head, charcoal-black and ugly as a troll's. There are allusions here to the Ouroboros - the snake that eats its tail, a common motif in alchemical art, signifying the union of opposites - and to the process by which the philosopher's stone was supposed to be manufactured. For the alchemist's ingredients to metamorphose into the philosopher's stone they had to be forced through a series of colour changes: an initial phase, the nigredo, or blackening, was followed by albedo, whitening. In the final phase, rubedo, the stone turned red. Ball, drawing on alchemists' notebooks and lists of ingredients, makes an educated guess as to what was going on here: lead, when heated in air, forms black, yellow and red oxides. Red lead (lead tetroxide) had been used as a pigment from antiquity.
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Mercurius, from a Rosicrucian compendium (1760)
[image: ]
A page from the 'Splendor Solis' (1582)
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Detail from the Ripley Scroll (late 16th Century)
[image: ]
Satirical woodcut by Pieter van der Borcht (c.1580)
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'Nutrix ejus terra est' from Atalanta Fugiens, composed by Michael Maier (1617)
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There are many accounts of the successful fabrication of gold by alchemists, though we can be sure that, at least by the standards of modern chemistry, a transmutation never took place. Ball explains that though there were charlatans who set out to trick people, many alchemists genuinely believed their attempts had worked. For one thing, it was difficult to establish whether what they had produced was real gold. The technique used for verifying gold was an unreliable process known as 'cupellation', in which metals were separated from each other by melting and then weighed. If a chunk of putative gold weighed the same after cupellation as it did before, it passed the test. The definition of gold was also unstable. It was widely believed that transmutation could happen in stages - an alchemist could produce a substance that was approaching gold or near enough to gold - and if a metal possessed some but not all the properties of gold, it might be gold but of an inferior sort.
Another three-headed dragon, from a German manuscript of 1738, makes an appearance in Ball's book. It has a sulphur head and a mercury head, but its third signifies 'salt', a category that encompassed a broad variety of compounds, as it does in modern chemistry. It was introduced into alchemy by perhaps the most famous alchemist of the Renaissance, Philippus Aureolus Theophrastus Bombastus von Hohenheim, better known as Paracelsus. He believed that these three ingredients determined the form not only of all metals, but of all matter, including plants and animals. The proportions of sulphur and mercury in a substance determined its combustibility and liquidity, whereas the amount of salt decided its solidity.
Paracelsus's doctrine of the tria prima informed his work as a physician. Syphilis and periodic outbreaks of bubonic plague had exposed the medical orthodoxy of the time - based on Galen's theory of the four humours and heavily reliant on bloodletting - as worse than inadequate. Paracelsus, a vicious critic of Galenic doctors ('a misbegotten crew of approved asses'), transformed the field of alchemy by instructing his peers to make medicines, not gold. Though he was despised by the medical establishment, he became a well-reputed doctor: Erasmus was one of his patients, and he was appointed city physician and made a professor of medicine at Basel. He was the first doctor to prescribe laudanum; he promoted treatments using tinctures and alcoholic extracts; and he is now regarded by many as the father of toxicology. But he was also an occultist and mystic, whose writings are sprinkled with sigils, astrological seals and instructions for kooky charms - a trident made from a horseshoe, for example, intended to restore potency to those cursed by witchcraft. The story of his life was embellished by legend: it was widely believed that he carried the elixir of life in the pommel of his broadsword, rode a magical horse all over Europe to meet with demons, and that he had created a homunculus.
Alchemists have been often written about as failed scientists, crippled by their spiritual beliefs, or as mystical philosophers whose hours at the athanor are beneath notice. Ball, a former editor at Nature and a biographer of Paracelsus, rescues their scientific reputation while recognising the importance of the mystical philosophy that informed their work. This philosophy can be tricky to pin down: partly because it changed shape, especially during the Renaissance, when translations of Neoplatonist and Gnostic texts from Greek and Arabic appeared, and partly because it differed from alchemist to alchemist. But at its core were the teachings of Hermes Trismegistus, a mythic composite of the Greek god Hermes and the Egyptian moon-god Thoth. The most popular source for Hermes' teachings was the Emerald Tablet, a cryptic text which spread through Europe after it was translated into Latin in the 12th century. Its best-known line ('What is below is like what is above, and what is above is like what is below') encapsulates the Hermetic view of reality, in which the microcosmic mirrors the macrocosmic: smaller systems reflect larger systems, at every scale. Chemical reactions reflect human dramas, which reflect celestial movements, which reflect the mind of the divine. Hermes goes on: 'All things came from the One ... All things are born from this One by adaptation ... This is the force of all forces, for it overcomes all that is subtle and penetrates solid things.' The alchemist's lab work and the philosophy were inextricable: working with material substances was a sacred endeavour, because matter and spirit were modalities of the same substance.
Books of alchemy constantly draw out the connections between worlds. The heavenly bodies each have a corresponding metal: the Sun gold, the Moon silver, Mars iron. The various states of the philosopher's stone are represented by animals: the red dragon of rubedo, the white eagle or dove of albedo, the green lion devouring the sun to bring about nigredo. Paracelsus devised a 'doctrine of signatures', according to which medicinal herbs and minerals resembled the parts of the body they could be used to heal - heart-shaped leaves were good for the heart, and so on. In the thick of these endless correspondences, the alchemist saw himself operating on multiple levels of reality. By examining the behaviour of metals, he hoped to gain insight not only into their material properties but into the most profound mysteries of the universe.
The belief in the interrelation of the various planes of reality formed the basis for what came to be known as 'spiritual alchemy'. This is the idea that alchemical transformations correspond to spiritual transformations in the alchemist, and that the real goal of alchemy is not the creation of the philosopher's stone but the realisation of spiritual enlightenment. Alchemical texts often seem to be hinting at this inner work. The Compound of Alchemy, written in the 15th century by a canon of Bridlington called George Ripley, describes the twelve 'gates' of purification through which the stone must pass if it is to be successfully manufactured, or - reading between the lines - through which the soul must pass to be successfully redeemed. Metaphors of 'body' and 'spirit' are used so prolifically that the line between metaphor and referent becomes blurred: Ripley instructs his reader to 'make a marriage the Body and Spirit betwixt' and writes of the 'Cojunccion made of thyngs three,/Of Body, Sowle, and Spyrit tyll they not stryve,/Whych Trynite must be brought to perfyt unyte'. This is not just a recipe for lead tetroxide.
Acrucial influence  on spiritual alchemy was the Lutheran mystic Jakob Bohme, a shoemaker from Gorlitz who had a powerful experience of divine revelation in 1600 as he gazed into a beam of sunlight reflected in a pewter dish. Bohme believed that in this moment God had clarified the spiritual structure of the world, and the nature of good and evil. In his books - the first of which, Aurora, was written twelve years after the vision - Bohme used alchemical language to describe the stages by which the soul could be restored from its fallen state into one of divine grace. His ideas were adopted by the Rosicrucian movement, which aimed to guide humanity's spiritual evolution and bring about a new, more harmonious era. By the end of the 17th century, alchemists had divided into two irreconcilable camps: the toilers in the lab on one side, and the Rosicrucians, who believed that 'godless and accursed gold-making' was less important than the work of inner purification, on the other. As practical alchemy was subsumed into science, spiritual alchemy became the prevailing form. It was a component of the occult revival of the late 19th century: the Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn incorporated spiritual exercises based on alchemy into its training programme, which aimed to dissolve the false persona and release the initiate's true self. In the 1940s, Carl Jung co-opted spiritual alchemy as a metaphor for 'individuation': the repressed, mercurial unconscious would combine with the dominant, sulphuric consciousness to produce a unified self.
It's unclear whether spiritual alchemy was any more successful in purifying the spirit than lab alchemy was in fabricating gold, but in pursuit of its goal, alchemy - both alchemies - deposited real treasure. The greatest books of alchemy contain exquisite illustrations alongside gnomic writing that, in its opacity and richness of imagery, resembles a kind of proto-Symbolism. Ball includes plates from one of the most celebrated books, Atalanta Fugiens, composed in 1617 by the German alchemist Michael Maier. An engraving entitled Nutrix ejus terra est ('the Earth is its nurse,' a line from the Emerald Tablet) depicts the Earth as a woman with the globe as her body, nursing a child, while at her feet a she-wolf suckles Romulus and Remus, and baby Jupiter is suckled by the goat Amalthea. On the opposite page, Maier has printed the tune and lyrics to a hymn of his own composition, which declares the nurse of the wise man, the source of his wisdom, to be the Earth herself. Another dazzling alchemical text, the Ripley Scroll - of which there are several known versions dating from the early 16th century to the mid-17th century, some of them twenty feet long - prints The Compound of Alchemy alongside ornate, symbolic imagery. A section on the 'Red Sea', for example, represents 'mercurial water' as menstrual blood raining from the body of a dragon with a crescent moon between her jaws. Perhaps the most beautiful alchemical book of all, not mentioned by Ball, is the Splendor Solis, an illuminated manuscript from the 16th century illustrating a text attributed to Salomin Trismosin, a teacher of Paracelsus. Many of the brilliantly coloured images from this work are representations of specific alchemical processes, in which a large glass flask containing symbolic creatures appears at the centre of the page, while outside the flask, detailed scenes from life play out under astrological portents. One page shows the flask with a peacock inside. Above the flask, Venus appears in her chariot pulled by turtle doves, while below, people make merry: a band plays music, a group sits at a table drinking wine, lovers embrace or stroll on the grass.
Alchemical art and literature was influential even in its time. Hieronymus Bosch borrowed from the pictorial language of alchemy, stuffing his Garden of Earthly Delights with its instruments and symbols: eggs and pelicans, glass tubes, a young couple pleasure-cruising in a glass sphere. The closed doors of the triptych show the Earth inside a transparent globe, with clouds condensing at the top of it. His Adoration of the Magi also alludes to alchemical themes: a small gold sculpture of the sacrifice of Isaac rests on three black toads, symbols of nigredo, while the buildings in the background look unlike those in any Dutch city but resemble contemporary drawings of the athanor. These references would have been recognised by many of Bosch's audience, some of whom would have had experience of the tools and symbols of alchemy. Whether Bosch wanted to convey some kind of Hermetic-Platonic subtext, or playfully suggest it, or whether like van Helmont he simply enjoyed the shape and shimmer of alchemical equipment, we can't be sure.
The Surrealists, similarly fascinated with psyche and symbolism, saw themselves as the alchemists' successors. Andre Breton, in his Second Manifesto of Surrealism, pointed to the 'remarkable analogy ... between the surrealist efforts and those of the alchemists'. Ball notes the influence of alchemy on the work of Max Ernst, many of whose pictures feature alchemical symbols and apparatus, and who was compared by Breton to the 'arch-sorcerer' Cornelius Agrippa. In 1976, Salvador Dali produced Alchimie des philosophes, his attempt at an alchemical tome in the tradition of Atalanta Fugiens or the Splendor Solis, consisting of ten alchemy-themed prints which were concealed in a box resembling two giant hidebound manuscripts. Its images of the sulphuric king and mercurial queen in blue and gold crowns, a peacock with a woman's body in the flames of a furnace, the snakes of the caduceus next to Adam and Eve (seemingly a direct reference to a picture from a Ripley Scroll), attest to a serious engagement with alchemical texts and symbolism.
But it's in the work of the British Surrealist and member of the Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn, Ithell Colquhoun, that the marriage of alchemy and Surrealism finds perhaps its fullest expression. Her paintings, the subject of an excellent recent retrospective at Tate Britain, replay over and over the dialectic of mercury and sulphur. In The Sunset Birth (c.1942), two megaliths, one fiery, one watery, engage in a tug of war: tendrils of blue and orange energy shoot out from the stones to twine around each other; a third stone - a red toroidal lapis - hangs between them. Pushkin Press has reissued some of Colquhoun's books, including her novel Goose of Hermogenes (1961), which is another term from alchemical literature for the philosopher's stone. The chapter headings refer to Ripley's twelve gates - 'Calcination', 'Solution', 'Separation', 'Conjunction' etc - but the story of its protagonist's escape from her uncle's island, where she has been imprisoned, is told in far from linear fashion. The novel is a fusion of Surrealism, psychoanalysis and adventure story, in which alchemy features as both a language for describing liberation from oppression, and a source of powerful oneiric effects: 'I open the veins of my arm with the cut of a sliver of silicon. Blood pours out from the left ... circling the island a ribbon of stain in the foam unmixing like a rusty chain to bind him in binding ... of mercurial metal.' In Colquhoun's hands, the trade secrets of ancient Egyptian metallurgists are realised as visionary literary modernism.
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Spellbound Gloaming
Michael Wood

2163 words'If only one could write! After that, perhaps one could think,' Gaston Bachelard writes in The Flame of a Candle, published in 1961, a year before his death. He is picturing himself at his desk, waiting in vain for the ability to write to return, for the solitude of the blank page to end. There were too many times, he says, when thinking he was thinking ('croyant penser'), he was dreaming. Is that so bad? Hadn't he spent much of his life, if not dreaming, then defending the power of dreams? This is just what Steven Connor suggests in his new book: 'Bachelard's work was a dreamwork, both in the sense that it performs work on dreams and in the sense it gives of a self-amusing dream of what intellectual work could be.' But then what about the writing and the thinking? Connor has some good commentary on those activities too.
Bachelard was born in 1884 in Bar-sur-Aube, a town in eastern France. He taught science in a school there, served in the First World War, and got a doctorate in letters at the Sorbonne. He hadn't left his earlier field entirely, though, because he became a philosopher of science. After that he became ... There is no simple continuation of this sentence, a fact which is a large part of the attraction of his career and of Connor's book.
After publishing, among other works, The Inductive Value of Relativity (1929) and The New Spirit in Science (1934), Bachelard turned to The Dialectic of Duration (1936). He then began work on what Connor calls his 'sequence of books on the elemental imagination', the result of 'his ten-year sabbatical among poets'. The elements involved are fire, water, air and earth, and the books are called The Psychoanalysis of Fire (1938), Water and Dreams (1942), Air and Dreams (1943), Earth and Reveries of Will (1948) and Earth and Reveries of Repose (1948). Later books include The Poetics of Space (1957) and The Poetics of Reverie (1960).
For Bachelard, the real in the age of relativity is not a 'given', or not only a given. It has to be 'taken' by someone or some culture. 'So the giving,' as Connor puts it, 'depends on the taking, rather than vice versa.' Bachelard plays with Descartes's dictum, which becomes 'it can be thought therefore it exists.' Connor suggests that 'it' does a little more than this in Bachelard's practice: 'To think was always to break with what was given or immediate in experience. Thinking was what freed you from a life lived unreflectively from day to day, and so in a sense was a refusal of mere life.'
We can see how this inference, if pursued too hard, could get out of hand, and in a way, this is what Bachelard wants. The mode is not realism but liberation of the mind. In his book on relativity, he writes:
The newness of relativity is not static in nature. It is not things which surprise us, but the mind which constructs its own surprise and submits itself to the play of questions. Relativity is more than a definitive renewal in the way in which the physical phenomenon is thought, it is a method of progressive discovery.

This tone reflects what Connor calls Bachelard's 'magical confidence', or more critically, 'the spellbound gloaming of magical thinking'. Connor also finds 'a hint of the Gothic' in Bachelard's prose, citing a passage from The Formation of the Scientific Mind (1938): 'Even in a clear mind there are dark areas, caverns still haunted by shades, and traces of the old remain in our new ways of thinking. The 18th century still lives secretly within us and may - alas - return.'
This metaphor may have sounded more mild and innocent in 1938 than it does now. And in a later text, Rational Materialism (1953), the Gothic shades and magical thinking have turned into history:
Through chemistry and nuclear physics, man is granted unexpected means of power, positive means which surpass all the philosophical reveries of power ... It seems that there too, in the psychological dimension, the will-to-power knows a chain reaction. The more one has, the more one wants ... While the will-to-power was naive, while it was philosophical, while it was Nietzschean, it was only effective - for good or ill - at the level of the individual ... But once man effectively appropriates the power of matter ... he becomes a veritable magician, a positive demon.

In a 1967 article, Leo Bersani called Bachelard 'the Freud of the French new critics', meaning literary critics; the identification works well, especially for the books resulting from what Connor calls Bachelard's sabbatical. Gilles Hieronimus says The Poetics of Space is 'the most popular and most cited of Bachelard's works'. Bachelard didn't abandon science but he did embark on a journey into the imagination and never came back for long. He was looking, in Bersani's words, for 'an acausal psychology'. It's true that phenomenology gradually took over from psychoanalysis, but the quest was the same: to live the unlived ('vivre l'invecu') by hanging out with poetry as if it were a composite friend, or 'as if the reader were the ghost of the writer'. But then we have to get beyond the obvious.
Rilke no doubt loved locks that close doors. But who doesn't love this kind of lock? Psychoanalytic literature is full of this theme ... Poetry overflows psychoanalysis from all directions ... The poet lives in a waking dream, and above all his dream remains in the world, faced with the objects of the world.

In The Psychoanalysis of Fire, Bachelard gets the idea of a 'complex' to do a lot of work. If you are the victim of a Prometheus complex, for example, you don't have to steal fire; you just have to want to 'know as much as our fathers, more than our fathers, as much as our teachers, more than our teachers ... The Prometheus complex is the Oedipus complex of intellectual life.' And more important, you have to begin to understand that 'dreams are stronger than experience.'
Bachelard knows he is on dangerous interpretative ground. With something like the wry humour of J.L. Austin talking about happiness rather than truth, Bachelard says 'words, which are made for singing and seducing, rarely meet up with thought.' And commenting on the blue flower of Novalis, he shows how easy (and entertaining) it can be for interpreters to steal the show. Can this miscoloured plant have anything to do with mythological fire? 'Just go to the bottom of the unconscious; find there, with the poet, the primitive dream and you will clearly see the truth: the little blue flower is red.' You might also note, if you were in the right mood, that 'red' can be a homonym of 'read'.
Bachelard has some eloquent pages on what he calls the 'Charon complex', broadly associating water with death and recalling Baudelaire's poem, where Death is a ship's captain and not a young man. The poet tells him it's time to leave: 'O Mort, vieux capitaine, il est temps! levons l'ancre!' There is an Ophelia complex too. A quotation from Hamlet is taken as an invitation to imagine a 'creature born to die in water', 'the woman who knows only how to weep for her sorrows' and whose condition brings out in Laertes 'everything that is woman in him'.
And, mermaid-like, awhile they bore her up;
Which time she chanted snatches of old tunes;
As one incapable of her own distress,
Or like a creature native and indu'd
Unto that element: but long it could not be
Till that her garments, heavy with their drink,
Pull'd the poor wretch from her melodious lay
To muddy death.

A drowning mermaid, clothes that drink. Could Shakespeare have been reading Bachelard? We should note that Ophelia is 'incapable of her own distress' for two reasons: she is mad and she is going home. Who are we in this context? Bachelard likes to play with pronouns. He starts a sentence with 'I' and ends it with 'one'. In other cases, he is 'we', and he says 'you' quite a lot. There are plenty of 'theys', 'shes' and 'hes' too. In its way, this confusion is a sort of theory. The writer is several persons and so is the reader. When Bachelard says that our 'intuitions of fire are epistemological obstacles all the more difficult to reverse because they are psychologically clear,' he is inviting us to go beyond what we think we know. That is, how to counter boring intuitions with interesting ones. But who is to say which is which? I suppose the answer depends on how we feel once we have accepted the invitation.
Northrop Frye thought 'myths' would have been a better word for what Bachelard called complexes. Freud's friend Ludwig Binswanger said of Bachelard's 'psychology' that 'we would call it an anthropology' and mildly complained that what is missing from his work is 'an anthropological, and even more, an ontological basis'. I wonder if a looser definition might make real room for Bachelard. We could take anthropology in the sense evoked by Claude Levi-Strauss or James Frazer: a study that hopes to understand a culture through its immaterial life, the stories it tells and the pictures it likes. Except that there is no single culture here, no indigenous world or classical country. There is whatever the imagination can learn about or attribute to the imagination. Or to alter the credit slightly, what a structuralist might find if she looked behind the scenery. Connor has a good line about 'turning glamour back into grammar'.
We can't fail to see the potential vagueness of the project, the vulnerability created by constant use of random examples (Connor says Bachelard's formulations are 'childishly easy to puncture'). But Bachelard has two devices in particular that help us to see what else he is doing. One is to be modern by sounding as old-fashioned as possible. We get this effect every time he uses the words 'reve' and 'reverie', and he has a marvellous excuse for being out of date: 'Dreams don't modernise themselves as quickly as our actions do.' The practice also responds to Connor's sense of Bachelard's life being 'never fully contemporary with itself'. But then he takes these old words as proof that we need to think again - with the same words. In Bachelard's usage, 'reve' and 'reverie' carry programmes that we don't meet in their ordinary translation, 'dream' and 'daydream'. 'Taken on its own,' Bachelard writes, 'reverie is a psychic instance we confuse too often with a dream.' In relation to reverie, the OED gives us 'a moment or period of being lost, esp. pleasantly, in one's thoughts', but Bachelard has in mind something more dynamic, almost a total contradiction of the term, like a drowning mermaid.
The other device is a distinction between metaphor and image, where metaphor gets to play the straight guy:
If metaphors are often only displacements of thought, driven by the will to say better, to say differently, the real image, when it is living its first life in the imagination, leaves the real world for the imagined, imaginary world.

This thought seems only to say that the imaginary is imagined, but Bachelard's point is that we should start rather than end there. He says an image can be 'a giver of being', 'une donatrice d'etre'. This is to suggest that the human mind and its images, in dreams as in the theory of relativity, are creators of each other.
There is a form of liberation in this idea. But there are many other, less attractive possibilities in it too, and this is where we need to return to Connor's sense of gloaming. The magic in Bachelard's work is often wonderful, but it may be even more remarkable for what it doesn't include, doesn't invite to the eclectic seminar. He began his sequence on the elements in 1938 and ended it in 1948 - or perhaps never ended it. Connor suggests the work done at this time represents 'a gradual movement away from historicity' and a new focus on 'cosmic archetypes'. There is also a movement away from history itself, and we may be grateful for that.
The working images Bachelard praises are in themselves wonderful performances: 'the poetic act has no past'; 'the soul announces its presence in a poetic image'; 'not-knowing is not ignorance but a difficult act of going beyond knowledge'; 'images do not go well with quiet ideas, or above all with definitive ones.' But taken together they begin to seem like a persistent rejection of a rational, intended world, or like a desperate plea on behalf of all those who can't bear to think of the modern 'power of matter'. We are not to talk of the Nietzschean magicians who became demons.
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A Kouros at the Met
T.J. Clark

5778 words[image: ]Marble kouros (c.590-80 BCE).




For young men, all things are as they should be when they are in the brilliant flowering of their youth, an object of admiration for men and desire for women, and beautiful in death in the front rank.
Tyrtaeus, 'Fragment 7'

It is  one of the wonders of the world. You round a corner from the Met's entrance hall and see the sculpture deep in a room to come, framed in a tall narrow door. There are windows opening onto Fifth Avenue. Light hits the sculpture from the left - light from the east, strong and steady. And always, whether it's years or days since the last time I stood here, it is the colour of the stone that takes me by surprise. Surely before it wasn't this pink! And what an inadequate word! The stone isn't flesh-coloured or rosy-fingered, it isn't male or female, it isn't flushed with blood. Maybe, on the plaited hair and immaculate eyelids, it looks a little 'made up'. It is stone partaking of life.
They say that statues like this originally had paint applied to them. I believe it; but the mind reels at the thought of what the painter could have been called on to do. The colour of the stone - the nakedness of the stone, the play between fleshiness and stoniness - was everything. Of course, the painter knew this. (I leave to one side the absurdities practised on the public in recent decades by archaeologists excited by the idea of Greek temples and statues blazing with reds and blues. Apollo in rouge, Venus in furs, the Panathenaea ambling by like dobbins on a carousel. We do have examples of Greek painting, these painters seem to forget, in the tombs at Paestum, at Vergina, on white-figure vases.)
There were, no doubt, workshop traditions in the period - habits of transparency and guides to just sufficient emphasis in paint - that are utterly lost to us, and which surviving paint traces can only hint at. There must have been skills - subtleties, certainties, observations, abstractions - meant to equal those that survive in the stone. We respond to what we have left. To call the figure in the Met a kouros is to adopt a term for the sculptural type (Greek for 'young man') that the ancients never used in the same way. They took the type for granted: it was everywhere in their world of representation. 'Like to a man, lusty and powerful, in his first bloom, his hair spread over his broad shoulders,' as a Hymn to Apollo has it. A naked man - the lack of clothing is essential and new, and seems to have derived from an emerging culture of homosociality - is shown standing tall, striding forward, weight evenly balanced, arms by his side but held in slight tension, fists wrapped tight around a remaining nub of stone. The man might be a famous athlete, or a fallen warrior, or a god.
'Nakedness in all its strength' is a verdict on the Met sculpture I remember. It struck me as a good beginning, and stays in the mind, but immediately (repeatedly) one realises there are other fundamentals to the sculpture that make 'strength' seem too pat as a summing up. The figure's smallness, for instance. Its proportions: the size of its head in relation to its torso and waist. The length - the restraint - of its stride. Nonetheless, there is something in the young man's presentation of his body (his chest, shoulders, abs) that speaks to hardness and training, not to say pride, poise, self-confidence, self-evidence, shamelessness, maybe even a steady (Nietzschean) provocativeness. And this, too, like the stone's pink, is a quality in the figure - an overall character - that seizes you as you look, breaking through your defences. Other onlookers, coming into the gallery, seem to experience the same shock.
I've never been in the room at the Met for long without a ripple of laughter filling the space. The laughter often comes from a group of youngsters, female and male; it's usually soft and a bit condescending, but you sense that they are genuinely nonplussed. The titters soon die out. But they are there, time and again, as a first, seemingly necessary, apprehension. The group sees the sculpture and sees what the sculpture wishes them to see.
I suppose what has viewers giggling is that the body revolves round its genitals. Never have genitals been so exposed. Size doesn't matter. Never has a body been so uncomplicatedly anchored to a single (threefold) masculine fact. The man's chest and shoulders are the fact abstracted. The rope lines of the groin attach the abstraction - just - to the body. The two hands, soldered to the thighs with a bridge of rough stone, seem needed to hold the essential extraneity in place.
So, the question of the Greeks and the masculine presents itself. The Greeks and power, the Greeks and patriarchy. In order to put the question properly, or at least to defer for a moment the (condescending) answer built into most forms of the question, I would like to enter as companion to the Met kouros a set of feminine faces dating from much the same time.
[image: ]Clay masks from the temple of Artemis Ortheia, Sparta (seventh to sixth century BCE).




They are masks found in the temple precincts of Artemis Ortheia at Sparta. It is impossible to date them securely, but they must have been made in the sixth or seventh century BCE. The Met kouros comes from the early years of the sixth century: 590-580 is the consensus. It is Attic (its exact place of discovery isn't known); the cult of Artemis, however, though firmly part of Greek religion everywhere, seems to have taken a special, perhaps peculiar, form in Sparta. Faces such as those found in the precinct are sometimes called Phoenician, but wherever they came from they were soon being made on site, in quantity. The masks were probably worn by young men as part of what we now uneasily call an initiation rite. (Parallels with present-day 'tribal' societies are seized on with less confidence than in the days of Nuer Religion.)
The masks from Sparta are grotesque, presumably meant to be comic. It is by no means indisputable that the faces are female, though they are certainly aged, wrinkled, gap-toothed. If the masks were instruments in the passage from boyhood to manhood, perhaps the youths putting them on thought they were adopting for a moment the infirmities of old age. Ageing can blur the lines of sexual difference - this may have been part of the comedy - but I have to say that these masks (and others like them from Sparta) look female to me. Maybe in the rite physical decrepitude and being old-womanish went together. And this possibility is all the more challenging, interpretively, if one recalls that the god superintending the revels was Artemis, god of female mystery/mastery, mistress of the animals, guardian of chastity, leader of the hunt. Her worshippers revered and feared her. The young men at Sparta were whipped as they danced. Blood flowed over the altar.
[image: ]Kore discovered in Keratea (570 BCE).




Artemis was also the goddess of the pains and dangers of childbirth, to be placated particularly as childbed drew near. Women, so the cult of Artemis affirmed, are the ultimate owners and tamers of the body - of the body's essential (maybe only) power, which is to reproduce itself. But for that very reason women are dangerous: to men, who will never stop resenting the fact that their power over women's bodies is the power, ultimately, of a handmaid to the perpetuation of the species; and to themselves. Here are the roots of misogyny.
The masks' grotesqueness needs to be supplemented, it follows, by images of Artemis' cruelty and authority. And also her loveliness. I need, beside the toothless crones, a figure of female self-sufficiency to put beside the Met kouros. What matters is conceptual and aesthetic dignity: for the moment, style and chronology cede to them. There is a funeral marble of a woman, found in Attica, most probably sculpted twenty or thirty years earlier than the kouros, that is in some ways a match.
[image: ]Artemis of Piraeus (fourth century BCE).




The woman is an aristocrat, dressed as Hades' bride in pleated red robe, folds immaculate as the fluting on a column, platform sandals, deathly pomegranate in one fist, expression studied yet complaisant, hair crimped for eternity, crown carved with procreant lotus buds. She is magnificent, but in the end too provincial - too pompous. To have her be the kouros's companion would play into a male-female contrast of naked versus clothed, actor versus icon, self-moving versus 'statuesque'. Artemis, like the woman kitted out for the underworld, is a god who stands tall - her epithet in Sparta was Ortheia, upright - but she is also dangerously mobile, urging her hounds to the quarry. She turns an implacable gaze on her worshippers. The representation of her that seems to me to gather all these threads - to stand opposite the Met figure as Greek culture's most complete image of the feminine - is a bronze from the second half of the fourth century BCE, now preserved in the museum at Piraeus.
The bronze in Piraeus is late, of course: an achievement from the period just before the decline of Greek classicism, as opposed to the kouros at its beginning. If we rid the terms here of their evolutionary baggage - 'stammering stiffness' leading to 'progress in naturalism' to 'classical synthesis' to 'eventual decline' - they seem to me still usable as crude markers. Ends and beginnings are often in dialogue. The reaching out and easy balancing of the Piraeus Artemis is for me the necessary matrix against which to measure the Met statue's compactness and restraint. The figure in the Piraeus Museum even has a companion in a bronze archaic Apollo a few yards away, part of a group of five statues discovered in the port city in 1959, stored for shipment long ago, or maybe just hidden together in a time of war. (I call the Apollo archaic, though many academics think, and I can see why, that the sculpture is an archaising imitation of an already distant past.) Were the two bronzes, of the twins Apollo and Artemis, perhaps made to be compared, almost in the way I am trying to?
[image: ]Clay figure of a woman excavated at Brauron.




I believe, to put it plainly, that an 'archaic' kouros and a fourth-century bce Artemis are figures that the Greeks themselves may have thought of as belonging together - in opposition. All the same, chronology can't be abandoned. I need, as a further point of reference, at least one sculpture of a female figure made at roughly the same time as the male in the Met. It's not easy: there is a gap in the surviving sequence of stone maidens. The Louvre's mysterious Dame d'Auxerre - mysterious because lacking a provenance - seems to have been made thirty or forty years earlier, perhaps in Crete. The great series of kore found on (or associated with) the Acropolis belongs to the mid-sixth century and later. In the end, I prefer the smaller women made in clay, probably in the late seventh century bce, no doubt as votive offerings, that were excavated from the sanctuary at Brauron, the great site of the Artemis cult in Attica. The young daughters of the Athens elite went there before puberty to 'act the bear' for the goddess - becoming wild animals in Artemis' train, to be tamed or subdued by her. The precinct, with its wild rockscape and glimpse of the sea (not to say its associations with the murder of Iphigeneia) still makes one's hair stand on end. No one is sure who the clay women from the site were meant to be. Most probably Artemis herself - elaborately robed and hatted (or is it coiffed?), the tilt of her head maybe protective (some votives from the same site show her, or a figure that could be her, as a mother suckling a child), her expression impenetrable.
The kouros, then, has many consorts. All the figures just mentioned are informative, though only the bronze in Piraeus strikes me as fully capable of answering back to (living up to?) the Met statue's male uprightness. Strong enough, we might say, to speak back to the kouros's deep knowledge of, and affinity for, the sculpture of Egypt.
Egypt  is a good starting point for the Met figure; but one that has to be cleared straightaway of cliche. Egyptian sculpture - look again - is not stiff. It is not stereotyped and hieratic; or not if these adjectives are meant pejoratively. Bodies made by the best Egyptian sculptors strike a unique balance between composure - art historians used to call it 'arrest', but we might prefer 'respect for a stone replica's essential stillness, its stopping of the flow of time' - and intimation of movement. The ways these craftsmen found to intimate stress, self-control and high tension within a stone body have never been rivalled. The Greeks knew this well. However the sculptor of the Met kouros, for example, may have conceived his figure's relation to Egyptian precedent - with a mixture of admiration and rivalry, by the look of it - he would surely have laughed at the notion that his sculpture was shaking off Amenemhat's rigidity. Amenemhat's what? If only something approximating the implied pressure of the pharaoh's spread fingers on his shendyt, and the power of his held breath, and the geometry of his neck and shoulders, could ever be done again!
No doubt the man who made the kouros knew Egyptian art from the inside. His workshop must have been organised around ways of envisaging and calibrating derived from Egyptian practice. But words such as 'convention' or 'canon', which still dominate writing on this subject, strike me as leading in the wrong direction. What kind of convention could have guided, for example, the slight imbalance - the almost imperceptible downward slope from left to right - in our young man's collarbone? What did a canon of measurement have to do with the play between the collarbone's slope and the answering line of the man's simple necklet? (How exquisite the final twists of leather - is it leather? - holding the necklet in place.)
[image: ]Piraeus Apollo (fifth to fourth century BCE).




The sculptor who did such things certainly existed, securely, unquestioningly, within an idiom, and had at his disposal a repertoire of established techniques; he had a set of bodily proportions at his fingertips; but he knew full well that in the kouros he was using such knowledge to unique - I am sure, unprecedented - ends. Look at the length and depth of the declivity between the young man's breasts, and its continuation down to his navel! It is one key to the figure's self-holding, making it clear (palpable) that the body's uprightness is something achieved, held under tension, not settled for all time. The depth and modulation of the line is entirely the sculptor's invention - his balancing of abstraction and anatomical fact. No one had struck the balance in this way before; nor had anyone made a neck of just this narrowness and tensile strength, with the necklet twisted to spell out its pure geometry; nor made a thigh come forward at just this lever angle from the buttocks; nor a ribcage ending in such a faint inherent shadow line, as if following a vein in the marble.
[image: ]Marble kouros detail.




Existing within an idiom. Being entirely at ease with Egypt, which surely meant being in proper awe of it. Stone, the Egyptians thought, or at least the kinds of stone they chose for jobs that mattered most, remained what it was for ages to come: it was the stuff of endurance. But if it was to be a likeness of a human body, the qualities of hardness and softness, of invulnerability and mortality (many kouroi, almost certainly including the one in the Met, commemorated a fallen warrior), both had to be present. To be visible and touchable. The two dimensions to existence - the time of the sun god, eternal and indestructible, and the human 'lifetime', already over - had to co-exist, not commingle. Some viewers of the Met kouros talk of its anatomy being drawn on the stone. Well, yes - in the way that any great draughtsman, be it in Middle Kingdom Memphis or High Renaissance Rome, finds the means to make a line embody a substance and texture, or the curve of an entity in space, without the line for an instant pretending to be anything other than a mark dragged or incised on a plane.
Take the line depicting the kouros's ribcage. Follow its curve, try to imagine the tempo of its making and the decision to stop. Surely it wasn't the case that the sculptor finally refrained, as a result of technical limitations, or out of some aesthetic-political puritanism, from too much emphasis on the ribs, too much illusionism, too much individuation. 'Truth to materials' went without saying. The sculptor's task was embodiment, animation. The stone, and the idiom of working he had mastered, divulged the exact holding of muscle and breath. The reality happened under the punch. Sufficiently. Definitively.
There is a danger here, I know - in this pointing at the sculptor's decisiveness and subtlety - that the kouros in the Met will come to seem all certainty, all luxuriating within an idiom. But this is as bad as 'stammering stiffness'. The kouros is inaugural, meaning experimental: it is testing the implications (the possibilities) of its inherited types and techniques - testing them relentlessly, to the point of silent, almost sly, contradiction. You move from front to back and you're confronted by a different figure. Look at the two segments of circles standing for shoulder blades. Compare them with the tracing (the degree of abstraction) of ribcage, breast and clavicle on the figure's front. Look at the bowed line marking the haunches - the top of his buttocks. Compare the three dimensions of the groin. Look at the way the whole outline of the kouros's shoulders, back and buttocks chimes with the regular curves (again, the degree of abstraction) of the incised shoulder blades. Look at the way the carving of the elbows responds to the line of the haunches.
Do the front and back of the figure inhabit two different worlds? Or is the feeling of difference - even contradiction - here the product of our 'stereotyped' expectation of the way a body, or a sculpture of one, should cohere? Or of an unthinking assumption about what counts as consistency within an idiom? Which consistency is it, anyway? Of technique or of attention? Or are we agreeing to take the former as the mark of the latter? A young warrior's backside isn't worth looking at in the same way as his breast or biceps? Is that it?
[image: ]Marble kouros back view.




Are the kouros's elbows, and the sinews of his lower arm, seen from the back, attended to? It seems so to me - fiercely, brilliantly; but clearly the result has been registered on the stone in a very different way from, say, the shadow line of the ribcage. What is consistency, anyway? Is consistency true to life? Don't human bodies, as a result of evolution, possess 'faces', fronts and backs, foci, modes of address, kinds of invitation to attention alongside accidental, not-to-be-looked-at mechanics? Elbows, with the skin unstretched from the bent elbow (spear-throwing) position, are not to be looked at. But the kouros sculptor has looked with a vengeance, with ironic delight. And the not-to-be-looked-at, he has decided, has to be there in the form he gives what he sees. On the kouros's front, the ribcage (lovely metaphor), groin and sternum are also mechanisms, but they double as attractors, advertisements, signs of power, gender, fitness - evolved as such, or elaborated as such. An elbow ... maybe not.
Of course, the sculpture drives the point home. The bending of an arm is one thing, and need not be drawn into the realm of signifying; the survival of bits and pieces of body hair - that's another! Those tight-balled curls, those plaits, that pattern, that 'consistency'! They're telling the story of civilisation. (Could the hair be a wig? There are traces of red paint here and there, but it's impossible to tell how striking the colour was originally.) Isn't the sculptor laughing quietly at the change of gear he's contrived, from a schematism down below meant to approximate attention to one up above that means us to admire, to fixate. (Sometimes human hair is halo, veil, necessary beautification. Imagine the kouros's face without its frame. Sometimes getting rid of hair is an aesthetic-erotic coup de grace. Imagine the kouros with pubic hair. Again, I sense the sculptor's smile here at the rhyming - the inversion - of genitals with head.)
Where does this leave us as regards the young man's masculinity? Is a wig or a hairdo masculine? 'These men have come to fight us for the pass' - Xerxes is baffled by the news that the Spartans at Thermopylae are combing their long hair, and his spy has to explain - 'it is for this they are preparing. This is their custom: when they are about to risk their lives, they arrange their hair.' Jean-Pierre Vernant tells us that the very word kouros is connected with keiro, 'to cut one's hair'. The Spartan word for hairdressing was xanthizesthai, meaning 'glossing or glazing with the brilliance of gold'. In the Iliad, Achilles and his friends cut off their hair and strew it over the corpse of Patroklos before putting him on the pyre.
Let's assume, then, that the sculptor meant his kouros to be beautiful. But did that mean desirable? And if so, by whom? We know already that viewed from the front the figure's maleness is a touch assertive, certainly shameless, maybe discomfiting. Does that evoke desire? No doubt. But also disorientation. Perhaps the back of the kouros is (and was understood to be) more easily desirable than the front. Does the abstraction of form on the figure's rear invite a different kind of admiration, or imaginary possession, from the wide-eyed self-holding of the figure moving in our direction? Perhaps. But what kind of admiring? The exquisiteness of the kouros's hairdo - the precision, the tightness, the relentlessness of repetition - strikes me as derealising the figure it crowns. But that too can be a trigger of desire.
[image: ]Smaller Artemis of Piraeus (fourth century BCE).




I leave these questions open, and retreat to the figure seen from the front. The two first things I said about it were that its extraordinary colour gave it a kind of life for which the categories 'stony' and 'flesh-like' seem too glib; and that the body as a whole was tied to the genitals. I worry that the figure brought onstage so far is too uncanny, and too proud of his equipment. Maybe that's one moment of the kouros's presentation, but there are others - other aspects to the man and his motion, other ways his dimensions can strike you. I've talked too much about front and back. Side views are also beautiful and important, oblique views, views from a distance, views from up close. These views can fuse into a totality at odds with those that seemed reasonable before - not because (I hope) I'm looking for contradiction, but because the elusiveness of a body's character, and the sculptor's sensitivity to that elusiveness, simply present themselves. They are the facts this morning.
For instance, a morning in January 2018: an entry in a notebook.
This time, coming in from the door to the north, the kouros is immediately more modest, more reserved, standing to a kind of unemphatic attention as if waiting for instructions or the order to stand at ease. He's less resplendent, no touch of ostentation to him, so that his genitals today seem less ready for action; his eyes are almost downcast, his necklet touching, his slim waist and faint high rib in tune with the quiet arrest. The slight turning towards us of the inside of the elbows, showing their softness, adds to the unassertive mood. Heavy arms, massive upper arms especially, but held in a way that neutralises their threat. Kneecaps proclaiming the body's complex mechanical splendour, but also its vulnerability.
Looking at the rhyme between groin and ribcage, and the line going down to the navel, I think of Egypt again. This is the inheritance: this exquisiteness of abstraction, from a nature still palpable in the sign. The same is true (where does one stop?) of the collarbone's curve in relation to the necklet, or the sharp edges of the shinbones in relation to the breastbone above. Or the eye sockets and patellae!
With the head, yes, we are in a different world. The face shines down at us. All its proportions are bewildering: the scale of each feature, and the degree of attachment of each feature to the head. The balance between overall composure in the face and absolute (deathly) remoteness is not like anything, as I recall, in the line of kouroi to come. Maybe the nearness of Egypt made this possible; but the possibility was not one that Egypt itself cared for. A face in Egypt survives death: its granite or quartzite immobility is the mark of eternity, not mortality, on its features. The kouros's face defies interpretation: surely that, above all, is what produces the on-and-on escape of the figure from any one understanding (by me) of its stance, its affect, its hold on the world, its staging of its own depiction. The mouth, the nose, the arched eyebrows, the enormous eyes, the long, long neck ... Wouldn't you say they are lordly, circumspect, abstracted, alert, unconscious, alive, indifferent to aliveness, wonderfully generalised, precise to the point of fastidiousness, masked, unmasked, soft-fleshed, hatchet-chinned, adolescent, beyond the grip of time?
Seen from the side, the figure seems to be holding its genitals steady, as if they were a weight needing to be balanced by his buttocks - as if he were holding them in check. (But, as usual, putting this into words pushes the appearance too far: it's not a tension or an ostentation.)
And one more touch of certainty ... Look at the way, from the side, the back of the young man's neck is outlined against, steadied and protected by, the filled-in space between neck and hair. I don't give a damn whether the stone wasn't pierced through out of 'technical caution', or as a nod to previous best practice, or whatever. It's what the sculptor made of the convention that matters. The play of solid and declivity here, contour and shadow, is as fine-tuned as anything on the figure's breast and abdomen, and once again the body (the neck, the jawbone, the base of the skull) is balanced between strength and fragility.

[image: ]Artemis of Ephesus (second century BCE).




The bronze Artemis  in Piraeus has a partner. In the group of statues found packed together there was a second Artemis figure, sculpted a century or so later: smaller, younger, more battered and encrusted, the set of her arms more clearly implying the holding of a bow. The heads of the two figures are in dialogue. The original state of the younger Artemis' face is specially touching. (Restoration maybe tips her determination into querulousness.)
Focusing on the fourth-century bce Artemis, but now with her partner as foil ... What kind of opposite or complement to the kouros do we take this Artemis to be, remembering that the Piraeus group included a kouros done in the manner of two centuries earlier? What kind of thinking and feeling is being articulated in Artemis' stance and expression, on and around the categories male and female, life and death, arrest and movement, mortal and immortal? Are these the categories at issue? If so, do they survive their materialisation?
[image: ]Terracotta antefix with Artemis holding two lions (c.500-480 BCE).




The sculptor's thinking is complex; it immediately challenges my ability to put an expression or a mode of engagement into words; but surely the thinking is not, in our present terms, 'enlightened'. Civilisations, sadly, are not to be judged by the measure of their doubts about power and hierarchy, or even by the positive value they may have placed, as descant to subjection, on pity, care, compassion, sympathy, tenderness, amity, fidelity, community; but, rather, on the range and depth of their representations of the human, it being understood that many, maybe most, aspects of that state were confirmed as subordinate exactly by being given convincing form - shown as deviant, dangerous, seductive (of course), weak, ecstatic, aggrieved, delusional, uncontrollable, on the edge of the human. In the Greek case, apropos 'Women', the representations included Hera, Athena, Aphrodite and Artemis (Artemis with all her epithets: ortheia, brauronia, iocheaira, laphria, chrysinios, ephesia, lochia, alphaea, limnatis, potnia theron, stymphalia, phosphoros, kalliste, soteira, amarynthia and many more ... Artemis leading back, whether in earnest or as part of a 'primitivising' performance, to the notorious strangeness of the cult statue at Ephesus), Aphaia (and the various forms of female deity linking back to the mother goddess or mistress of the animals), Nemesis, Nike, Dione at Dodona, the Maenads, the Furies, the Sibyls, Electra, Hecuba, Clytemnestra, Circe, Persephone, Demeter, Helen, Andromache, Penelope, Cassandra, Medea, Antigone.
Honour to the culture, then - it may be a cruel conclusion - that gives a face and form to its misogyny. Because representing what it fears and abominates can be accompanied (not infallibly, but in the Greek case lavishly) by representations of what it can't stop looking at, resenting and desiring. And, further, such a culture does not flinch from representations of misogyny itself - its horrors and absurdities, its pathos and automatism. Whether in the Greek case, or any other, this opened a space for actual day to day recognitions and negotiations around (against) the fictions Man and Woman, or even the beginnings of a way out of that instituted unreality, we shall presumably never know. But we inherit the representations. We can compare them with our own (sighing). We can make use of them. I think we should.
Return to Artemis in Piraeus. Focus on the larger bronze, especially its face, its 'look'; but see it as part of the family of faces from Brauron and masks from Sparta; think of the Artemis as part of this culture's great constellation of Furies and enchantresses and mistresses of the animal.
The Piraeus goddess is 'serious', I remember one of its discoverers writing. The word is a good one. Restraint seems to me the figure's ruling emotion - restraint and responsiveness, restraint and some kind of compassion. Artemis, so the myths say, is a killer of men and beasts. She is jealous of her inviolate body. But her childlessness stands guard over the pains of childbirth. New life and death are intertwined. She is merciless and merciful - the legend does nothing to reconcile the two. They coexist, a mystery. I think the sculptor of the bronze was feeling for a way to show that mystery in a face - the face (the consciousness) holding more knowledge than it knows quite what to do with, stern, kind, discursive, abstracted, maybe ruthless (bow at the ready), maybe (this is a cult statue addressing its faithful) offering forgiveness or reassurance. Further, the face would surely not strike us as infused with such thought and feeling, however hard to translate, were it not part of a body - a pose, a fall of clothing, a balance of breast and implied abdomen, a careful but entirely confident reach into space - that speaks so astonishingly to thought and feeling in the body, done by the body as a whole. I would say that the Piraeus Artemis is the deepest reflection we have (with irony as part of the reflection) on the meaning, and limits, of the human stance as the Greeks envisaged it. Standing and understanding, with the enigma built into the latter word personified. Imagine the Piraeus figure, as some of her first viewers most likely would, as mistress of the animals, a dead deer or an exhausted lion dangling from each hand.
[image: ]Relief of Actaeon and Artemis from Selinunte (c.470 BCE). 




Imagine the figure in a gallery of gymnasts. Clothed to their nakedness, and unconcerned with bodily exertion; centre of gravity found and held; reach into space sufficient, almost expository; her body a column, fluted, segmented, immovable: with murder in reserve. Compare her to Artemis as she appears in the temple reliefs from Selinunte, carved around 470 BCE, looking on at the hounds as they tear Actaeon to pieces. The Piraeus sculptor, I feel, is reflecting on that older Artemis' stance and expression.
Is the Met kouros indelibly, then - for all its composure - another Actaeon? Do we men and women not always look at his kind of manliness with an admiration subtended by pity and rage ... by knowledge and foreknowledge of his death, by compassion for his vulnerability (his uprightness), and by a fear that has us always searching, consciously or unconsciously, for someone to blame: the Other who shot the arrow or loosed the dogs? Is the sphinx in the cabinet across the room in the Met the kouros's necessary companion? The bird of prey ... the chimera ... the female whose riddle is better not solved?
[image: ]Marble kouros side view.




Some of the time, I've been arguing, the Greeks would have answered 'yes' to the questions just put. But Artemis was a many-sided, mysterious god. She was the enemy of those she perceived as her enemy, and the protectress of those seeking her help. Actaeon, too, was a killer: those are his boar hounds turning against him. And the kouros in the Met was almost certainly a soldier: he has stepped out of his armour into his skin. The idea of masculinity, as this culture understood it, was built on these identities and behaviours; death in the front rank was beautiful, to be commemorated as such; but Greek art and literature from Homer onwards never stopped reflecting on the reality - the physical price - of glory. The Met kouros is mighty and vulnerable. Maybe this, most deeply, is what prolongs the nervous laughter in the gallery. The young man's 'equipment' is fabulous. But something about the figure intimates that this is all it is - equipment, weaponry, the young man tied to it in death. And doesn't the rest of the kouros's body - its tentative stride, its balance and imbalance, its proportion and disproportion - call out for Artemis' cruel steadying touch? Artemis Ortheia. Offering protection to youths as they prepare for manhood (meaning war) - but only if they put on the masks of old crones for an afternoon, caper absurdly, and submit to a lashing.
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Something Shameful
Jeremy Harding

1921 words[image: ]Balfour with Jewish settlers in 1925.




Fifteen  years ago I was asked by a young Palestinian student at a meeting in Jenin whether, as a British subject, I felt responsible for the Balfour Declaration of 1917. Perhaps it was the translator who introduced the idea of personal responsibility, when the young woman who put the question meant historical. In any case, that's how I remember hearing it and thinking that I was off the hook - no one in that room was alive in Balfour's day or indeed in 1948. But young Palestinians have never forgotten the anger of earlier generations over the giveaway of lands they stood to govern after the Ottoman Empire crumbled. Arthur Balfour's letter to Walter Rothschild affirming the British government's support for 'a national home for the Jewish people' in Palestine was a milestone in the history of Israel's creation, even if the idea dismayed a number of prominent British Jews at the time. Once it was enshrined in Article 4 of the League of Nations Mandate for Palestine, in 1922, it seemed a lot less tenuous than it had on paper. And it was possible by then to see it as one of several initiatives in support of a Jewish state. Five months before Balfour wrote to Lord Rothschild, the French diplomat Jules Cambon had approved 'the Jewish colonisation of Palestine' in a similar letter to Nahum Sokolow, Chaim Weizmann's colleague and a member of the Zionist Executive. Sokolow had also secured the support of Benedict XV. Yet the Balfour Declaration is still seen by the British as a paramount contribution to the founding of a Jewish state, and Palestinians tend to agree.
During a debate in the House of Lords in 2017 about how best to commemorate the approaching centenary, there were moments of doubt. Lord Beith (Lib Dem) worried about the occupation of the West Bank and Gaza, as did Baroness Hussein-Ece (Lib Dem); Lord Judd (Labour) wondered what had happened to the stipulation by Balfour that 'nothing shall be done which may prejudice the civil and religious rights of existing non-Jewish communities in Palestine.' By and large, though, the tone was robustly self-satisfied, with plaudits for Israel and Britain in equal measure. Lord Turnberg (Labour): 'Israel owes an enormous debt to Britain ... we should celebrate the fact that we in Britain provided the foundations of a democratic state in a part of the world where ...' etc. Baroness Deech (Cross-Bencher): 'We celebrate the miraculous success of Israel; its world leadership in innovation; its thirteen Nobel Prize winners; its development of everything from the Intel processor to the five-minute cell phone charger, from radiation-free X-rays to desalination of sea water, from genetic counselling for the Bedouin to the epilator; its diversity and freedom of speech.' Stuart Polak (Conservative) sought assurance that the Balfour centenary would be marked 'with pride' and took a moment to mention that his niece had 'just named her new puppy after Balfour'. The main event of the centenary, it turned out, was a dinner for Netanyahu hosted by Theresa May. Banksy celebrated with an apology street party in occupied Bethlehem, where Elizabeth Regina, played by an actor, revealed a plaque cut into the Palestinian side of the separation wall with the words 'Er ... Sorry.'
Polak's niece is not the first person to name an animal after Balfour. The Palestinian artist Ibrahim Ghannam was six at the time of the general strike in the Mandate in 1936. He was worried by Palestinian crowds taking to the streets and chanting 'Down with Balfour.' The real Balfour was dead by then but everybody, it seems, knew about the Declaration except Ibrahim. His brother had a pet monkey called Balfour: he went to the back yard and checked that it hadn't escaped and caused a riot. When he told his story to Jonathan Dimbleby in the late 1970s, it must already have become a party piece. 'From then on,' he added, 'I knew that the British weren't our friends.' Dimbleby's The Palestinians, published in 1979, has been reissued with the original photos by Don McCullin and an annex of later ones by agency photographers as well as a new introduction. Dimbleby's chapter on the 'British responsibility' for the Nakba is among the best in a book that should have dated but hasn't. On the ground, the Palestinians' asymmetrical fight for survival on a few scraps of land is no further along than it was when he wrote it. On the contrary.
The radical mood of the 1970s meant that Dimbleby and the Palestinians he spoke to were optimistic, even if memories of dispossession and doubts about the future shadowed their exchanges. (In the year his book appeared, Egypt and Israel concluded a peace with nothing tangible for Palestinians.) To read him nearly half a century later is to recognise that the many defeats the Palestinian population had already endured, along with those of their unreliable Arab friends in three humiliating regional wars, were preparations for worse to come, from the frenzied killing of Palestinian refugees in Sabra and Shatila by Lebanese Phalangist militias in 1982 under Israeli supervision, through the flash sale of Palestinian gains after the first intifada with the Oslo Accords in 1993 and 1995, and on, after the Hamas attack in 2023, to the annihilationist war in Gaza and a rise in settler crimes on the West Bank. The future of the Palestinians, like the future of their tormentors, looks bleaker now than it did when the book was published.
There are several British players in his chapter on events during the Mandate. Some had misgivings about their roles as colonial masters. Alec Kirkbride, district commissioner for Galilee, recalled having to attend the hanging of three young Palestinians in Acre during the Arab uprising and being overwhelmed by 'the feeling that I was doing something shameful'. It's a very British framing of the troubled conscience, like Orwell's in 'A Hanging', published in 1931, five years before the revolt in Palestine began. In 1936 Hugh Foot, assistant district commissioner for Samaria, signed a three-month detention order for Akram Zuaiter, a young nationalist in Nablus whose father had held provincial office under Ottoman rule. Three months in a camp, with a reliable release date, looks trifling by comparison with the horrors unfolding in Israeli jails and military bunkers, but at the time of the uprising, Foot felt he was crossing a line. He went on as Britain's permanent representative at the UN to sponsor Resolution 242, in 1967, which called on neighbouring states to concede Israel's right to 'live in peace within secure and recognised boundaries' and on Israel to withdraw from the territories it had taken in the Six-Day War. Foot wrote a conciliatory letter to Zuaiter and a poem in which he imagines the two of them in Nablus 'acknowledging as just and true/the principles of two-four-two'. But for a range of reasons, including the fact that the Palestinians were stateless and the UN failed to recognise them as a people with national rights, the resolution was reviled by the PLO until 1988, when Arafat made his Palestinian Declaration of Independence in Algiers.
[image: ]Occupied East Jerusalem in 1967, photographed by Don McCullin.




Expressions of colonial regret like Foot's give only a modest glimpse of how much there was to atone for. Dimbleby cites the standard figures for the pacification of the Arab revolt - more than a hundred hangings and a thousand Palestinians dead in its first year (a total that would rise to five thousand by the time it was over in 1939). Older Palestinians he speaks to recall the cruelty and chaos: collective punishment, food confiscation, quarantining of villages, beatings and mass detention - all routine measures for European colonial administrations at the time and earlier. As the story moves into the 1960s and 1970s and Dimbleby's interlocutors get younger, McCullin takes his cameras into Palestinian guerrilla training camps, where young men being put through their paces seem to emulate the charismatic violence of the Zionist paramilitaries who expelled their grandparents in 1948. In both cases the gun was a remedy for humiliation - the shame of the Holocaust on the one hand, the shame of eviction and expropriation on the other. But as a military force the fedayeen were outgunned and outmanoeuvred by their allies and so-called friends, and above all by Israel.
The Palestinians is a montage of interviews and encounters structured by long passages about the historical context. It was meant to clear up the mystery of Palestinian identity for a British audience. Plane hijackings and assassinations by various factions of the PLO had drawn the world's attention to the Palestinian cause and produced a handful of emerging celebrities, most obviously Leila Khaled, the star of two high-profile hijackings a few years before the murders at the Munich Olympics in 1972. Dimbleby wanted to hear from less conspicuous Palestinians, and they didn't need much persuading. McCullin's eye opened up a view of Palestinians that was rich and complex: fighters of course, but equally medics, people in business, landless farmers, refugees fleeing their assailants in Lebanon or mourning their dead; also wealthy members of the nationalist bourgeoisie in exile, driven from their homes in Haifa and Jaffa in 1948. The Palestinians became real, accessible people whose stories, across class tensions and political differences, were compelling, like those of the East Timorese, the Sahrawis in former Spanish Sahara, the majority populations of Rhodesia, South Africa and Namibia, at a time when colonialism seemed to be heaving its last, reluctant sigh. Edward Said and the photographer Jean Mohr published After the Last Sky, a more intimate look at Palestinian lives under pressure, with rich passages of memoir by Said, in 1986, on the eve of the first intifada.
Dimbleby was generous to the PLO. Maybe he looked well on their armed struggle because he thought it would favour the Palestinian case in the event of a negotiated settlement. If so, time has proved him wrong, along with the many people he interviewed. Years after his book appeared, the Palestinian leadership gambled on civil rights, international law and non-violent co-existence as a balkanised state alongside Israel. This did not pay off either. Yet Israel's longstanding 'Palestinian problem' hasn't gone away. The government's approach to this large difficulty - two million hostile subjects in Gaza, roughly the same number of ambivalent or angry Palestinian citizens of Israel and another three million stateless persons on the West Bank trying to defend their land - is sophisticated and multifaceted, both outward and inward-facing, ruthless and unpredictable. Most recently, through an obscure travel agency, it packed off a charter flight of 153 Gazans who could afford a seat to Johannesburg, apparently without official clearance from South Africa - a grudge destination for Israel ever since the South Africans brought a case at the International Court of Justice alleging genocide in Gaza. Tinkering at the edges of ethnic cleansing in this way seems odd for a government that set out with a measure of success to exterminate the brutes in Gaza in response to the killing spree by Hamas that externalised 75 years of misery and threw it back in Israel's face. But it's not as footling as it looks. Before long we'll be hearing from Israel's hasbara spokespeople about the hypocrisy of a country that alleges a Palestinian genocide but makes a fuss about taking in Palestinian refugees. It's an ingenious way of trolling South Africa and funnelling Palestinians out of their devastated territories. The ethnic cleansing of Palestinians is a long haul for Israel, and every little helps.
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Turn around and run
Helen Pfeifer

1894 wordsThe life  of the tenth Ottoman sultan, Suleyman, known in Europe as the Magnificent and in Turkey as the Lawgiver, has the trappings of a Greek tragedy or a soap opera. There is murder, sex, duplicity and betrayal, all taking place at the court of one of the richest and most powerful empires of the 16th century. Even before his death in 1566, dramas began to be written about Suleyman, and more recently the Turkish television series Magnificent Century was watched by 500 million people worldwide. Now there is The Golden Throne, the second volume in Christopher de Bellaigue's novelesque historical trilogy about his life.
The book is a carnival of depravity in five acts. We meet enslaved Christians, deceitful pirates, conniving concubines and red-faced viziers. There are spectacular battles and ad-hoc executions. Above all, there is that brand of cleverness so admired by the British elite. No wonder one blurb declares: 'I love history but recently my patience for history books has worn thin - the besetting sin is an excess of dates jostling with an army of names and a bloat of research. Reading The Golden Throne ... has been a joy, though.'
De Bellaigue's book offers an evocative view onto the past, of the sort that academic accounts rarely achieve. It's the product of his reading in French, Italian, Turkish and Persian as well as English, and despite his panache, he stays within the limits of his sources. But when you strip away the metaphors - some of which are very pretty - you are left with a rather traditional account of the politics of the Ottoman house.
Suleyman came to the throne in 1520, when he was 26. That may sound young, but he was in good company: Francis I, king of France since 1515, had been born in the same year as him, and Henry VIII (crowned in 1509) was three years older. Charles V was installed as Holy Roman Emperor in 1519 at the age of nineteen. Still, Suleyman had large shoes to fill. His father, Selim, had doubled the size of the empire during his eight years in power, and commentators in Western Europe at first viewed Suleyman as the lamb to Selim's lion. He was quick to prove them wrong. In 1521 his army took Belgrade, the Danubian gateway to Central Europe; in 1522 he conquered Rhodes, that nest of Christian pirates; in 1526 he captured much of Hungary. The conquests continued in the years that followed, but by the 1540s Suleyman's health was starting to deteriorate. He suffered from gout and oedema so acute that at times he could barely walk. As news of this state of affairs spread, the question of a successor began to present itself.
Ottoman succession practices cast all male dynasts as legitimate pretenders to the throne. On the death of the reigning sultan, his sons would race to Istanbul from their provincial governorships. The one with the greatest cunning, the best advisers, the most popular support and, hence, the support of God would be the fastest, and therefore make the best sultan. But to avoid the instability wrought by the dispossessed siblings, a tradition emerged whereby the victorious claimant would hunt down and kill his surviving brothers and, often, their sons. (Selim is thought to have spared Suleyman this fate by removing the other pretenders to his throne himself.) Contemporaries were sometimes troubled by this violence, but believed it contributed to the greater good. An official tasked with eliminating one 15th-century prince explained: 'Even if formally I committed treason, still in essence I remained loyal. If I had allowed it, these two [brothers] would have ravaged the entire country by their struggle. Harm to the royal family is preferable to harm to the public welfare.'
The system generally worked, producing a string of talented sultans with broad popular support. But it also produced sibling relations that were, to put it mildly, tense. To moderate this tension, the Ottomans came up with a 'one mother, one son' policy. By the late 14th century, sultans were propagating the dynasty exclusively with enslaved concubines, who entered the palace at a young age and renounced all prior familial attachments. With time, it became customary that after a concubine had given birth to a son she would cease sexual contact with the sultan (or employ contraception, which was widely accepted in Islamic societies). From that point on, she would be her son's staunchest ally in his bid for the throne. So it was with Mahidevran, who gave birth to Suleyman's first son, Mustafa, in 1515. If this meant that mothers did not have to choose between their sons, it also put some distance between royal half-brothers.
That is, until Hurrem. Known to Europeans as Roxelana, she was captured in Ruthenia (in what is now western Ukraine) and entered the Ottoman palace as a slave, where it seems she fell wildly - and requitedly - in love with Suleyman. In 1521, she gave birth to their first child, Mehmed. In 1522, Mihrimah, their only daughter, was born, and in defiance of Ottoman tradition, the next few years brought more sons: Selim, Abdullah, Bayezid and Cihangir.
Mustafa had the clear advantage. Not only was he the eldest, he was wise, generous and just, and was revered by the janissaries, the elite infantry troops who were known as kingmakers. In 1552, just as Suleyman decided not to lead the new campaign against the Safavids in Persia, Mustafa was nearing forty, an ideal age for a king to take his troops into battle. But Hurrem was keen to plant one of her own sons on the throne. Contemporaries accused her of scheming with Rustem Pasha, Suleyman's grand vizier. That winter, Suleyman received an urgent letter from Rustem, who was heading east with the army. He begged Suleyman to come immediately: the janissaries were clamouring for Mustafa to take the throne, and while Mustafa had demurred, he had given them an audience and rewarded them with gold. Suleyman's response, which contemporary historians recorded, was to insist on his son's innocence, but the threat to imperial stability was obvious. Suleyman rushed to catch up with the troops and summoned Mustafa to his tent. As the prince approached, an arrow was shot at him bearing a letter that warned him to turn around and run. Ignoring it, he entered the tent, where he was killed instantly.
In an interview with the BBC after publishing The Lion House, the first instalment in the trilogy, de Bellaigue explained that his portrait of Suleyman depended on 'looking very, very carefully at the sources and not being blinded by the secondary literature or subsequent historical revisionisms or re-revisionisms ... What we really need to do is be very purist and go back to the sources and then see what the people who are most proximate to the sultan were saying at the time.' To be purist and go back to the sources is a noble aim, to which Lutherans, Salafis and academics have all aspired. But of course, even the individuals closest to Suleyman had agendas that historians have taken decades to unpack and understand. The danger in sidestepping this work is being blinded by the sources.
Oriental despotism is one such blinding trope. With its roots in the work of Aristotle, the notion that Eastern monarchies were inherently oppressive was revived in 16th-century Europe to explain what some contemporaries understood to be the unchecked power of the Ottoman sultan. Whereas Western Christians exercised freedom, so the theory went, Ottoman subjects were kept in slave-like conditions, in a realm ruled not by law but by force. As Lucette Valensi observed nearly forty years ago, modern versions of the theory owe their origins in part to the Venetian ambassadorial reports on which de Bellaigue relies, and it shows. When Suleyman is not busy 'bashing unbelievers' in The Golden Throne, he is sacking people for rudeness or watching prisoners be trampled by elephants. On learning that the owner of a house he had temporarily commandeered had fumigated it after his departure, afraid he might contract an illness, Suleyman ordered the house razed and its owner put to death. If de Bellaigue's Suleyman reveals the occasional spark of fairness, the men who serve him are all darkness, pillaging and decapitating with impunity. Justice is a commodity sold to the highest bidder or the most geriatric mullah.
The second trope that de Bellaigue resuscitates is even older: the evil woman who corrupts the great man. Blaming a woman was not only the bread and butter of Abrahamic misogyny, but the safest way to criticise the sultan, and some Ottomans began calling Hurrem 'the witch' as early as the mid-1530s. But it was her involvement in the death of Mustafa that blackened her name for ever. The female poet Nisayi, a friend of Mahidevran, wrote: 'You allowed the words of a Russian witch into your ears/Deluded by tricks and deceit, you did the bidding of that spiteful hag.'
There is some truth to these readings. A peculiarity of 16th-century Ottoman rule was that most palace officials were, formally speaking, slaves. Although the master-slave relationship was subject to many legal restrictions, the sultan could issue summary punishments. And Hurrem was undoubtedly a shrewd politician who wielded immense influence in domestic and foreign affairs. Yet to portray the Ottoman legal and political establishment as unremittingly venal and capricious is to miss the centrality of justice to Ottoman (and wider Islamic) political thought and practice, in which the protection of subjects against abuses of power is the key guarantor of state stability. To hold Hurrem responsible for Suleyman's decisions is to discount the larger political considerations that informed them. By the 1550s, the warrior-sultan type Mustafa represented was becoming obsolete. The legitimacy of the Ottoman house was so secure that dynastic contenders no longer had to prove themselves in battle. By ordering Mustafa's execution, Suleyman not only safeguarded the authority of the ruling sultan but paved the way for more routine succession practices in the following centuries.
Erdogan berated The Magnificent Century, which premiered in 2011, for depicting Turkish history as violent, debauched and mired in political intrigue. In the years that followed, the Turkish state broadcaster released several historical dramas more palatable to official sensibilities, featuring pious sultans fighting for justice and defending female honour. I don't wish that de Bellaigue had presented this version of Suleyman's life. But isn't there a third way between sensationalism and hagiography? The historian Leslie Peirce narrates Hurrem and Suleyman's relationship as 'the Ottoman empire's greatest love story', though her account is less sentimental than that might sound. The Empress of the East (2017), her biography of Hurrem, is sober and astute, yet offers a more intimate look at the Ottoman court than The Golden Throne. This is because Peirce approaches her human subjects with respectful curiosity and sympathy rather than a view to the next punchline.
The Golden Throne ends with the grisly deaths of Mustafa and his son, setting up the last book in the trilogy to relate Suleyman's death, the accession of his son Selim and the demise of a once great empire. We can only hope that de Bellaigue reads enough revisions and re-revisions to surprise us with something other than that tired old tale.
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Out of Rehab
Alice Hunt

4441 wordsIn his  History of Great Britain, published in 1653, Arthur Wilson wrote: 'I see no reason why princes (towering in the height of their own power) should think themselves so far above ordinary mortals, that their actions are to be incomprehensible. This is but a weakness, contracted in the high place they look down from.' The execution of Charles I in Whitehall in 1649 prompted (in England, at least) a slew of critical histories of his father, James VI and I, and his decadent court. Anthony Weldon, who is assumed to be the grumpy courtier author of The Court and Character of King James (1650), thanked God the Stuart family had been ruined. His assessment of James as 'the wisest fool in Christendom' has stuck, as has his unflattering physical description: 'his tongue too large for his mouth, which ever made him speak full in the mouth and made him drink very uncomely'; his 'walk was ever circular, his fingers ever in that walk sidling about his codpiece'. Such attributes indicated moral failings. The diplomat Henry Wotton, by contrast, writing in 1602, had found James 'of medium stature, of vigorous constitution, his shoulders broad ... In his eyes and in the outward expression of his face, there appears a certain natural goodness verging on modesty.'
 Three centuries later, in 1956, David Harris Willson's biography took the hostile line. Scottish historians tended to be fairer, prompting Jenny Wormald to ask in 1983 whether James was 'two kings or one?', so different were his historical reputations north and south of the border. Wormald and other historians have done much to establish James's political agility and challenge the homophobia and xenophobia that skewed interpretations of him alive and dead. But the caricature of a weak king drooling over his favourites has proved hard to expunge from the public imagination.
 The 400th anniversary of James's death has been marked by several new approaches to the reign that gave us the King James Bible, the Union Jack and Bonfire Night. 'Four centuries is too long for anyone to remain in rehab,' Clare Jackson writes in The Mirror of Great Britain. She sets out 'neither to valorise nor to denigrate' her subject, 'but rather to restore appreciation of the sheer difficulty, intensity and complexity faced by James as ruler of late-16th-century Scotland and as the first British king'. Anna Whitelock's The Sun Rising, also from this year, is not a conventional biography of James: favourites and hot-headed Protestants are replaced by busy merchants and diplomats in a narrative of the messy birth of the British Empire. Susan Doran's From Tudor to Stuart: The Regime Change from Elizabeth I to James I looked at the first ten years of James's reign to rethink the seismic dynastic shift. And as a reminder of James's kingly experience, Alexander Courtney's James VI, Britannic Prince concentrated on his 36-year reign as king of Scotland, before he succeeded Elizabeth; a second volume taking up the story from 1603 is promised. Meanwhile, Gareth Russell's Queen James is an intimate biography of the 'particular' man, told through the men James loved. The result is a provocative study, if much less salacious than the title (taken from an anonymous joke of 1623) suggests.
 Jackson and Russell both consider the entirety of James's long reign: nearly 58 years as king of Scotland and 22 years as king of England and Ireland. Both move evenly between Scotland and England. James, who called himself a 'cradle king', was crowned at Stirling in 1567. He was thirteen months old. According to the French envoy Albert Fontenay, he had been 'nurtured in fear'. When Mary Queen of Scots was pregnant with James, her unfaithful and estranged husband, Henry, Lord Darnley, burst into her room at Holyroodhouse with a band of armed men. After hurling an accusation of adultery at Mary and David Riccio, her Italian secretary, who was among the guests at dinner with her, the men ordered Riccio to accompany them. He cowered behind Mary. The conspirators surged, pushing over the supper table. One reached into Darnley's scabbard, took his dagger, whistled it past Mary's face and stabbed Riccio. Mary believed that it was her unborn child and heir that the men, including Darnley, had intended to target, through bringing about a shock-induced miscarriage. She feigned forgiveness to Darnley, who was, after all, the probable father. But the whiff of illegitimacy stayed with James all his life; he was sometimes called 'son of David', in mocking reference to his other biblical epithet, 'Great Britain's Solomon', which paid tribute to his wisdom and scholarship.
 Within the year Darnley, too, was dead, strangled in the gardens of the house at Kirk o' Field as it exploded behind him. His murder has never been solved. Mary was not beyond suspicion; nor was Lord Bothwell, her soon-to-be husband. The rebellions that followed Darnley's death saw Mary defeated and forced to abdicate. Bothwell later confessed to the murder, and to using witchcraft to seduce Mary, but his deathbed confession was unreliable: he had become insane after years of imprisonment in Denmark.
 Mary had been queen of Scotland since she was six days old. A Catholic ruler in a Protestant kingdom, she faced a formidable Presbyterian Kirk and a forceful Scottish aristocracy. James inherited a country divided between those loyal to his Catholic mother, who had escaped into exile in England, and Presbyterian nobles who sought to control him. His uncle and first regent, James Stewart, earl of Moray, was shot in 1570, followed by his second regent, his grandfather Matthew Stewart, earl of Lennox, in 1571. A five-year-old James apparently saw him bleeding to death. When James was eleven, Stirling Castle was raided by Catholic rebels. At sixteen, he was kidnapped by William Ruthven, earl of Gowrie, and imprisoned for ten months. This plot, known as the Ruthven Raid, sought to remove James from the influence of his first favourite, his French and Catholic cousin, Esme Stuart. After the Gunpowder Plot of 1605, James addressed his English Parliament: kings, he said, are 'like the high Trees ... most subject to the daily tempests of innumerable dangers; and I among all other Kings, have ever been subject unto them, not only ever since my birth, but even as I may justly say, before my birth, and while I was yet in my Mother's belly.' It is no wonder that this clever boy grew up to be watchful, or that he thanked God for his miraculous deliverances and chose to shore up monarchy, or that he learned to dissemble and feign acquiescence. In his pacification of Scotland and in his bid for the throne of England, these skills served him well.
 The 'mirror of Great Britain' of Jackson's title is the name of a brooch that James wore in his hat and which combined jewels from the English and Scottish royal collections - symbolising his vision of a united Britain. The clear mirror, itself a fairly new commodity, provided James with one of his favourite images of kingship: a king should be 'a mirror' to his people, and his royal authority respected lest 'it fall or break (for glass is brittle)'. The mirror also serves as a metaphor for Jackson's method. Her chapters are 'thematic reflections' on aspects of James's life and rule, ranging from his childhood, copious writings, monarchical theory and love of hunting to his management of the Kirk and the House of Commons and his policies in Ireland and the fledgling colonies. Each chapter allows the shifting, multiple images, perspectives and distortions created by any long life to sit alongside one another.
 Above all, Jackson presents James as a 'king of words'. His own words fill the pages of her book, as do those of courtiers, ambassadors, politicians, fellow monarchs, critics, poets and playwrights. No king before or since has written so thoughtfully about the nature of kingship. His 'manual on kingcraft', Basilikon Doron ('The King's Gift'), became a bestseller. He exercised authority and displayed himself to his people through his words. George Herbert wrote that James 'dost offer thyself to be gazed upon on paper'. He wrote religious meditations, a treatise on poetic theory and another against tobacco and a book about witchcraft, Daemonologie, written in dialogue form. While Daemonologie asserted James's belief in 'the fearful abounding at this time in this country [Scotland], of these detestable slaves of the devil', he was, Jackson reminds us, 'no rabidly obsessive witch-hunter' and warned against gullibility. In James's own words: 'Judges ought indeed to beware whom they condemn.'
 He loved language and rhetoric. When persuading the English Parliament to approve his vision of Great Britain, his speech turned on the marriage ceremony: 'What God hath conjoined then, let no man separate. I am the husband, and all the whole isle is my lawful wife.' He could swear like a sailor, but coined new words - Anglican, anorexia, Highlander - and is quoted more than 650 times in the OED. He wrote verses in Scots, a battle epic, poems to his wife, Anne (or Anna) of Denmark, and about the Armada. In 1617, he published his collected works in a grand folio volume, as would soon be done for Shakespeare, whom James patronised. Shakespeare's 'turbaned Turk' from Othello was probably nicked from James, who had apparently already coined 'turbaned'. In 1616, Ben Jonson hailed him as the 'best of kings' and 'best of poets'.
Basilikon Doron diverged from the lessons on kingship James had received as a child from his humanist tutor George Buchanan, who beat and humiliated him. James's intellect was often commented on - a post-mortem revealed that his head, when cracked open, was 'so full of brains as they could not ... keep them from spilling, a great mark of his infinite judgment'. He was fluent in Scots, English, French, Greek and Latin and excelled at debate. But Buchanan was a robust defender of popular sovereignty. He taught his young king about the sins of his mother. James learned about the brutality and the infidelities of the Scottish - specifically Stewart - monarchs. James VI came, Buchanan said, from 'a bloody nest'. The perfect king, by contrast, would be a 'lover of true piety' and would 'love peace, yet be ever ready for war ... He must believe that as King he exists for his subjects and not for himself.' In the right circumstances, a popular rebellion against an unfit king would be an act of virtue. James never accepted this. Instead, he believed that tyranny had to be suffered 'without resistance, but by sobs and tears to God', for rebellion was 'monstrous'. After Buchanan's death, James had his political works on limited monarchy suppressed.
 James wrote Basilikon Doron in 1599, in secret (it was privately printed), for his son and heir, Henry, who died in 1612 before he could succeed. A public edition came out four days after Elizabeth I's death in March 1603; up to sixteen thousand copies were in circulation by mid-April. It was also published in Latin and, abroad, in French, Dutch, German, Swedish and Hungarian editions. A prefatory sonnet by James presents his work as a 'mirror' wherein Henry may see 'the shadow of a worthy king'. He tells his son about the 'weighty' burden of kingship and warns him to shun 'the filthy vice of adultery' and avoid the example of his grandfather, James V. The treatise also expounded James's divine-right theory, whereby kings are made in the image of God and accountable only to God.
Basilikon Doron is required reading for anyone seeking to understand James - and the British monarchy - and so is Jackson's chapter on it. She draws out the subtlety and sincerity of James's position, articulated both in this and in his other work of political theory, The Trew Law of Free Monarchies. As well as demonstrating 'the Scriptural warrant for royal power', Jackson writes, 'suffusing his directives regarding royal power was an emphasis on benevolent paternalism as James likened the selflessness of parenthood to a monarch's responsibility for their subjects.' The king as a father, whose care necessitated obedience, was a compelling and acceptable precept. We might see Cordelia's rebellion against King Lear - defying not only her father but also her king - as heroic, but many early moderns would have considered it dangerously disobedient and a harbinger of chaos.
 As the descendant of Henry VII on both his mother's and father's side, James's claim to succeed the childless Elizabeth I in England was strong. Elizabeth never named him: she preferred to keep rival claimants in play to protect her own position and she needed to head off the legal claim that a foreigner could not inherit the throne of England. But James reminded her that she 'shall never shake me off, by so many knots am I linked unto you', and his determination to succeed to the throne saw him tolerate Elizabeth's capricious behaviour - by turns hectoring and affectionate - and even restore relations after his mother was executed for treason in 1587. This was only shortly after the Anglo-Scottish peace treaty had been signed at Berwick. James's reign in Scotland became the first in centuries during which neither England nor Scotland invaded the other. In the last two years of Elizabeth's life, James began a secret correspondence with her chief minister, Robert Cecil. It was, Jackson writes, 'precisely James's skills as a dissembler and his success at subterfuge that assisted his accession as English king' - and ensured a smooth succession.
To become  a king of multiple territories was challenging, but not unusual. What was unusual, as Jackson points out, was that James chose to move to London, rather than rule his three kingdoms from Edinburgh. He reassured his Scottish subjects that he would return often (he didn't) and that Scotland and England were, to his mind, 'one people, brethren and members of one body'. In England, James's more relaxed style was welcomed at first. He also came with a ready-made royal family: Anne and three children, Henry, Elizabeth and Charles. When Princess Mary was born in April 1605, she was the first royal baby England had welcomed in 68 years. There were celebrations. Anne was well-dressed and well-mannered, if extravagant. She commissioned England's first classical building, the Queen's House at Greenwich, from Inigo Jones, and masques from Ben Jonson - nicely summed up by Gareth Russell as 'light on story and heavy on cost'. James was less enamoured of his new subjects. As he made his way down through England to take the throne, he became exasperated with all the crowds; people were used to cheering their monarch because, as one ambassador put it, 'the English adore their Sovereigns.' 'By God's wounds! I will pull down my breeches and they shall also see my arse!' was James's response.
 James's assumption that his vision of a union between the two countries would be unanimously welcomed proved ill-judged. He underestimated what Jackson calls England's 'barely veiled xenophobia' towards the 'beggarly Scots'. James later acknowledged his error: 'I knew my own end, but not others' fears.' That James might be a new King Arthur who would rule over a reunited Britain had been proclaimed at his birth - much to Elizabeth I's horror. But others were in favour. Cecil wrote to James anticipating a 'glorious empire' to be known as 'Great Britain or Britannia Major'. In Scotland, the Presbyterian historian David Hume recommended a supreme council of Britannia. Two union flags were designed (one with the Scottish saltire on top of the St George's Cross; another with it underneath). The English Parliament was obstructive, however, despite the efforts of English and Scottish commissioners, and despite James's choice to style himself, as was his prerogative, king of Great Britain. He also renamed English 'sovereign' coins as 'unites'. In 1654, Oliver Cromwell passed an ordinance for a union with Scotland, but it wasn't until 1707 and the reign of Queen Anne that the Act of Union was passed and James's vision realised - although it was not the complete constitutional union he had imagined.
 In his Traditional Memoirs of 1658, the former courtier Francis Osborne blamed the civil wars and Charles I's fall on James's failures. And he took aim at James's 'love, or what else posterity will please to call it', of his 'favourites or minions, who like burning-glasses were daily interposed between him and the subject, multiplying the heat of oppressions in the general opinion'. His prominent displays of affection - 'kissing them after so lascivious a mode, in public, and upon the theatre, as it were, of the world' - encouraged speculation as to what was happening backstage. Jackson won't be drawn on the subject. She hints at James's queerness and refers to 'the king's sexuality', but like many historians she avoids labelling or speculating. She allows James's words to stand for themselves, such as these to Buckingham: 'Begot man, never one loved another more than I do thee, and let God leave me when I leave thee.' James's words are more obviously compelling than his actions.
 In Queen James, Gareth Russell rushes in where others fear to tread. To him, it is clear what kind of 'love' Osborne was referring to and he sets out his stall early on: 'I do not believe that James VI was heterosexual.' An appendix justifies his use of terms such as homosexual and gay, and he writes that, 'if pushed, I think I would describe James as bisexual with a strong preference for his own gender.' He also, as an aside, thinks James 'probably' had ADHD. His biography takes seriously James's love for men, which was noted by contemporaries. The French envoy Albert Fontenay described James as loving 'indiscreetly and obstinately'; one of Queen Anne's chaplains wrote that 'no man living did ever love an honest man more than he did.' The men James admired are introduced in turn and in detail by Russell, sometimes amusingly so. Philip Herbert, 4th earl of Pembroke, was 'handsome as Adonis and as stupid as a tree stump. Philip minded neither and acknowledged both.' More specifically, Russell sifts through the comments, rumours and fragile evidence to identify, as far as he can, whom James slept with. 'Of James VI and I's fifteen named alleged sexual partners, there are three', he writes, about whom he is 'all but certain - Anne of Denmark, Robert Carr, 1st earl of Somerset, and George Villiers, 1st duke of Buckingham ... Queen Anne did not likely find alternative fathers for her seven children and the intimate letters from James's relationships with Somerset and Buckingham make sense only when read as romantic or erotic.' He also thinks it very likely that James had sexual relationships with Patrick Gray, Alexander Lindsay and Anne Murray, countess of Kinghorne, but only possibly with George Gordon, marquess of Huntly, James Hay, 1st earl of Carlisle and Philip Herbert, 4th earl of Pembroke.
 Russell's method is to apply 'common sense' to words whose meaning stretches 'the credibly platonic'. Gentlemen of the bedchamber did sometimes sleep in the king's bedroom, often on a trestle bed; men did kiss each other; and courtiers and monarchs did use the language of love to express preferment or favour. Elizabeth I encouraged this among her courtiers. Walter Raleigh addressed his queen in a poem as 'My world's joy and my true fantasy's mistress', to which she fondly replied: 'Ah, silly pug.' Rumours and criticisms have to be understood in context: foreign favourites could be misidentified as lovers or sodomites on account of some perceived incongruity; others were slandered because they were Catholic or because their proximity to the monarch inspired envy. James had also written, in Basilikon Doron, that sodomy was a sin which 'ye are bound in conscience never to forgive'. All of this Russell acknowledges. And yet 'Sandy' (Lindsay), with whom Russell says James first fell in love aged twenty, was observed to be the king's 'nightly bedfellow'. Russell argues that the 'nightly' is distinctive here, as bedfellows would commonly rotate. Of James's relationship with his most famous favourite, Villiers, Russell sees both men playing with the courtly language of gratitude 'to make obvious allusions to acts of intimacy', such as Villiers thanking the king for using his 'large bountiful hand' to help him achieve 'surfeit'. In another letter, Villiers asked if the king loved him more than on the occasion 'at Farnham, where the bed's head could not be found between the master and his dog'. This might suggest only that, on that night, Villiers left the truckle bed and climbed in with James, snuggling up to his master. In Forbidden Desire in Early Modern Europe: Male-Male Sexual Relations, 1400-1750 (2024), Noel Malcolm warns against misinterpreting evidence such as this: 'It is simply unhistorical to suppose that when one man joined another in his bed ... this must have been for sexual purposes.' But it might also be unhistorical to suppose otherwise.
 Russell's colourful interpretation of the Gowrie Conspiracy of 5 August 1600 - one of 'the great mysteries of Scottish history' - is more circumstantial. While out hunting, Alexander Ruthven, a gentleman of the bedchamber, invited James to the house of his brother, the earl of Gowrie, to see his hoard of treasure. 'After a dessert of strawberries', and leaving the rest of the hunting party behind, Ruthven led James through the house, locking each door behind them, and up to a tower room, where, possibly, another man was waiting. Something then happened that caused James to fling open the window and shout 'Treason! Treason! Treason!' In the ensuing brawl, Alexander and his brother were killed. Reports of what happened in the turret are contradictory; the king's own account was not fully believed by Kirk ministers. Jackson's narration of this conspiracy is brisk and sober: it was 'a premeditated plot or spontaneous brawl', probably linked to the Gowries' wish to revenge the execution of their father following the Ruthven Raid twenty years earlier. Russell, however, probes why James would have followed Alexander up to a tower, on his own, to see a 'crock of gold'. He suggests that he did so because 'they had established, or James thought they were about to establish, a physically intimate relationship.'
James propelled  Carr and Villiers to positions of power far beyond any of his earlier favourites, and perceptions of their influence damaged him. According to the earl of Clarendon, the flaxen-haired Carr was 'a new comet' at court in 1607. Within a year of meeting James, he was knighted and made a gentleman of the bedchamber. A few years later he was ennobled as Viscount Rochester and Baron Winwick, which made him the first Scot to be given an English title. This was followed by a further elevation to earl of Somerset and the post of Lord Chamberlain. When, in 1616, Somerset fell from grace, he did so spectacularly; he and his wife, Frances Howard, were found guilty of poisoning their former friend Thomas Overbury in a scandal that gripped and appalled the public. It also, as Jackson notes, 'tarnished the image of the Jacobean court'.
 By now there was a new 'blazing star' at court, Villiers, who had been manoeuvred into the king's orbit by Queen Anne and her faction. Described by a contemporary as 'one of the handsomest men in the whole world', Villiers was soon created duke of Buckingham - the first duke in nearly a century who was not related to the king. He accumulated enormous wealth and held great sway over patronage. Buckingham's reign as James's favourite was longer than that of any other and his effect on domestic and foreign policy greater. His hold over James was perceived to be dangerous and it was even rumoured after James's death that Buckingham had poisoned the man he called his 'dear dad and husband'.*
 Not coincidentally these last years of James's life saw his relationship with the English Parliament deteriorate, though he had attended more frequently than any of his Tudor predecessors. His long-standing pacifism meant he was reluctant to join the Thirty Years' War, which had stripped his daughter Elizabeth and her husband, Elector Palatine Frederick V, of their recently acquired Bohemian titles. The decision not to intervene was perceived by many of James's subjects and his increasingly Puritan Parliament as baffling, as well as weak and effeminate. When James did call a parliament to raise funds for Frederick, many of his MPs took the opportunity to levy their complaints about his financially and morally corrupt court, which they blamed on Buckingham. In 1622, the lawyer and diarist Simonds d'Ewes remarked that 'the sin of sodomy' was rife in 'this wicked city' of London; it was, he wrote, probably 'a sin in our prince' too.
 Whether or not James bequeathed to his son a country on its way to civil war, and the extent to which he was to blame for this, are questions that will continue to be asked. That his son was found guilty of the sort of tyranny that Basilikon Doron had urged against is a black irony. James's reign was a long one. After it, both Scotland and England had changed, politically, religiously and culturally. James sought union with Scotland and peace in Christendom; while he achieved neither, he invented Great Britain. Beyond its shores, as Whitelock shows in The Sun Rising, James slowly 'laid the foundations for the future development of Britain'. In 1624, Virginia became England's first crown colony. Diplomatic efforts were made to establish trading posts in India, Japan, Russia and Indonesia. Early modern Britain, and its first king, look different from a global perspective. In a chapter called 'A New Britain in Another World', Jackson quotes an official of the East India Company, who wrote that in Gujarat, the English were considered 'a base people' that 'dwell in a little island'.
 Jackson sums up her 'king of words' as 'intelligent, resilient, idiosyncratic, irascible, guileful and witty': 'by far' Britain's 'most interesting' king. Russell finds him a flawed genius and a man capable of great love. Both authors allow for the contradictions and vulnerabilities that constitute a life, even one of a king who believed he sat on God's throne and wielded his sceptre. John Donne, whom James I appointed as dean of St Paul's, wrote: 'A glass is not the less brittle, because a king's face is represented in it; nor a king the less brittle, because God is represented in him.'
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Lifted Up
Deborah Friedell

4279 wordsWhen Samuel Pepys 
, wifeless and childless, died in 1703, the pride of his life - three thousand books, lavishly gilded and bound in brown leather - passed to Magdalene College, Cambridge, where he had once been a student. The college had scarcely any record of him apart from a reprimand for 'having been scandalously overseen in drink', but that no longer mattered. The bequest included medieval manuscripts, important naval documents, an early copy of Isaac Newton's Principia and Francis Drake's personal almanac. Nearly everything in the Bibliotheca Pepysiana - as Pepys insisted it forever be called - was tantalisingly rare and had become even rarer after the Great Fire devastated London booksellers. Magdalene was in no position to refuse (its own books were covered in mould), and didn't object to any of Pepys's conditions; if it had, the collection would have gone to Trinity College. The rules were ironclad: the Bibliotheca Pepysiana was to be housed in a 'fair roome', with no volume ever to be struck from the collection and 'no other books mixed therein'; no book was to go outside except to the master's lodge, and then no more than ten at a time. To keep Magdalene honest, Trinity was requested to inspect the library annually, and to be ready to pounce.
A hundred years went by. The Bibliotheca Pepysiana (still at Magdalene) became known chiefly for its trove of 17th-century ballads, which supplied Bishop Percy with material for his Reliques of Ancient English Poetry. Pepys himself was remembered, if at all, as a naval administrator who'd had a compulsion for buying up printed paper. The library's catalogue - it wasn't a secret - listed six volumes of his diaries, but no one read them. The sentences looked like this:
[image: ]

In 1818, a different diary was published: Memoirs Illustrative of the Life and Writings of John Evelyn, trumpeted as an eyewitness account of life at the court of Charles II. It was often less than thrilling - '21 June, 1653. My Lady Gerrard, and one Esquire Knight, a very rich gentleman, living in Northamptonshire, visited me'; '23 June, 1653. Mr Lombart, a famous graver, came to see my collections' - but was a commercial success nevertheless and reissued throughout the 19th century. In The Common Reader, Virginia Woolf confessed to disappointment: Evelyn was a 'gentleman of the highest culture and intelligence', but a diary ought to reveal 'the secrets' of the 'heart' and he'd written nothing that couldn't have 'been read aloud in the evening with a calm conscience to his children'. Still, if you wanted a personal chronicle of the plague ('The pestilence now fresh increasing in our parish, I forbore going to church') or the fire ('the whole city in dreadful flames near the waterside'), what else was there? At last, Magdalene stirred. Kate Loveman's new book traces the way Evelyn's triumph prompted the master, George Neville, to consider whether he ought to do something about the 17th-century diary in his collection. He lent the first volume to an uncle, who passed it to another uncle, who advised Neville to find 'some man for whom the lucre of gain will sacrifice a few months to the labour of making a complete transcript'. He also warned his nephew not to tell anyone that he'd taken Pepys's diary to Buckinghamshire, or they could lose the whole shebang.
In Samuel Pepys: The Unequalled Self (2002), Claire Tomalin calls what followed a 'tragi-comedy'. Her account, which has become the standard narrative of the diary's transcription, has Neville hiring an impecunious undergraduate, John Smith, to produce a readable version of Pepys's diary - 1.25 million words, longer than Shakespeare's complete works - for PS200. What Neville's uncle imagined would take a few months dragged on for three years, with Smith claiming that he often laboured 'for twelve and fourteen hours a day' to break Pepys's code: an alphabet of symbols (a was ^, b a vertical stroke), but with some letters sharing signs, and vowels indicated either by their own marks or by the position of the next consonant, with special squiggles for common letter pairs and some whole words. Smith grandly styled himself Pepys's 'decipherer', apparently unaware that Pepys had written the diary in Tachygraphy ('swift writing'), a shorthand system that had once been popular with students and sermon note-takers, and was later used by Thomas Jefferson. Pepys had included a tachygraphy manual in the Bibliotheca Pepysiana, and Tomalin concludes that poor Smith 'carried out the entire task without knowing that the key to the shorthand was in the library'. Loveman's careful analysis of the transcripts suggests that this is almost certainly tosh: Smith made use of the manual from the start, but kept it quiet, probably to finagle a bit more money. He was twenty years old and already supporting a wife and child. For most of the 19th century, Smith would be the only one to read what Pepys actually wrote, and generations of readers had little choice but to assume his transcription was accurate.
When the diary begins, on 1 January 1660, Pepys is 26 years old, a part-time clerk at the Exchequer, living in Westminster. He affirms that he's in good health, 'esteemed rich, but indeed very poor', and uncertain whether he'll be able to keep his job if the Commonwealth collapses and Charles Stuart returns from The Hague. The first entry charts his wife's menstrual cycle: 'after the absence of her terms for seven weeks' he had 'hopes of her being with child, but on the last day of the year she hath them again'. He never explains why he begins keeping a diary - only why, nine years later, he stops (poor eyesight). Evelyn would continually revise entries long after he'd written them, but Pepys doesn't edit his sentences for posterity. He knows that what he's setting down isn't fit for his household or 'all the world to know'. But the early entries are misleadingly innocuous. He writes about what he's wearing ('my suit with great skirts') and that he's just heard a 'very good sermon' on the circumcision of Christ. He writes that he 'stayed at home all the afternoon, looking over my accounts' while his wife - never named, only ever 'my wife' - 'dressed the remains of a turkey, and in the doing of it she burned her hand'. When he goes with her to his father's house, 'in came Mrs The. Turner and Madam Morris' - c'est tout. Evelyn would have placed them in the world: 'the estimable Mrs Theophilia Turner and the discreet Madam Morris, my father's worthy friends'. But Pepys doesn't see the need, not if he's only writing for himself.
Pepys had risen - inasmuch as he had - through the Cromwellian bureaucracy. If a new regime cleaned house, he didn't have much to fall back on. There were no Pepyses in The History of the Worthies of England (he read it all the way through, hoping against hope). His father was a tailor. His mother had been a laundry maid before her marriage. There were ten other children - Samuel was the fifth, and would be the oldest to survive into adulthood. But although his father could only write a little, and his mother not at all, he was able to attend a grammar school and then St Paul's, reputed to be the most Puritan of all the London schools. When he was fifteen, he was in the crowd for the execution of Charles I - he very much approved. During the Restoration, seeing old school friends would make him uneasy, in case they 'remembered the words that I said the day the King was beheaded'. Scholarships took him to Cambridge, where he might have been expected to prepare for the law or the church, but he doesn't seem to have pursued any particular career. Illness may have checked his ambition: bladder stones left him in a 'condition of constant and dangerous and most painfull sickness'. Later he would recall that not a single moment of his youth had been without pain. Yet when the diary begins, he's exultant. The 'great stone has finally been cut out - an operation so brutal and perilous that no one who wasn't in absolute agony would have consented to it. Afterwards he kept the stone, nearly the size of a tennis ball, in a case and marked its removal each year with a feast. He felt, at last, that his life was worth recording.
In February 1660, Pepys noted that the government was so unpopular that 'boys do now cry "Kiss my Parliament" instead of "Kiss my arse."' A few weeks later, 'everybody now drinks the King's health without any fear, whereas before it was very private that a man dare do it.' He had one great familial connection: a distant cousin, Edward Montagu, had risen through the ranks of the Parliamentary army and then become joint general at sea. After Cromwell's death, Montagu switched sides, and - though Pepys didn't know it - opened a secret line to the royal court in exile. Pepys would later lament 'how little merit doth prevail in the world, but only favour - and that for myself, chance without merit brought me in.' On 6 March, Montagu asked whether Pepys 'could without too much inconvenience go to sea as his Secretary': he was bound for Holland to convey Charles Stuart back to England. Pepys was apprehensive - he wrote his will and wondered if he 'should scarce ever see my mother again' - but curiosity prevailed. He's 'with child to see any strange thing'. He also senses that, if the Restoration is unstoppable, this service may be the making of him. Although he can't pay the rent on 'my poor little house' without going into debt, he can see the future: himself a great man, his wife no longer obliged to keep household accounts 'even to a bunch of carrot'. But ambition makes him anxious. He prays to God to 'keep me from being proud or too much lifted up hereby', a flash of the moral double-entry bookkeeping that will come to define the diary. By the end of May, he's on the Dutch coast, kissing all the royal hands.
The king is 'quite contrary' to Pepys's expectations - he's 'sober', yet also 'active and stirring', undeniably dashing, seemingly the embodiment of royalist propaganda. Pepys is entirely taken in, 'ready to weep' as Charles recounts his escape after the Battle of Worcester: 'travelling four days and three nights on foot, every step up to the knees in dirt', wearing poor shoes that 'made him sore all over his feet', recognised incognito by an innkeeper who 'kneeled down and kissed his hand privately, saying that he would not ask him who he was, but bid God bless him whither that he was going'. Just when the diary seems to have devolved into gooey reverence - as if Pepys has started writing for a wide Cavalier audience - he snaps back to record his 'strange dream of bepissing myself, which I really did; and having kicked the clothes off, I got cold and found myself all muck-wet in the morning and had a great deal of pain in making water, which made me very melancholy.'
Montagu had promised Pepys that they would 'rise together' - and so they did. Even before Charles II was crowned at Westminster, Pepys was made 'clerk of the acts' to the Navy Board and deputy at the Privy Seal. In one stroke, he had become one of the most powerful men in the civil administration of the navy, overseeing shipbuilding, maintenance, stores and provisions. The appointments came with a house by Tower Hill, and paid well, but Pepys quickly worked out that it wasn't the 'salary of any place that did make a man rich, but the opportunities of getting money while he is in the place'. Loveman shows how the diary became Pepys's secret ledger, the place for him to record bribes ('considerations') and the elaborate justifications he might one day need to defend them. After a Captain Grove, whom Pepys helped secure a desirable posting, handed him a letter, he writes: 'I discerned money to be in it and took it' - a gold piece and PS4 in silver. But no less important to Pepys was the performance of his own honesty: 'I did not open it till I came home to my office; and there I broke it open, not looking into it till all the money was out, that I might say I saw no money in the paper if ever I should be Questioned about it.' It was hardly a brilliant defence, and it's just as well he never had to test it.
Pepys was a meticulous - some might say compulsive - record-keeper, and his talent for storing and retrieving vast amounts of information would be useful to him throughout his career. Loveman argues that the diary became his 'catch-all' for anything he couldn't safely or conveniently note in his official or household accounts. Into its pages went social debts (who had given him dinner, who still owed him one), gossip, the music he heard and the plays he saw, and the most intimate aspects of his life, from bodily functions (including what has been called 'one of the best documented attacks of flatulence in history') to sex.
He had married Elizabeth de St Michel when he was 22 years old; she was 14, young even by the standard of the time. We don't know how they met. Her father was French, and she had grown up in Paris and Devon. She was a Protestant, though when she was angry at her husband she would sometimes threaten to convert to Catholicism. He thought that he was in love with her, at least at the beginning of their marriage. When he hears an especially stirring piece of music, he writes that it did 'wrap up my soul so that it made me really sick, just as I have formerly been when in love with my wife'. By the time the diary begins, Pepys records frequent arguments - sometimes over Elizabeth's dog ('my wife and I had some high words upon my telling her that I would fling the dog which her brother gave her out at the window if he pissed the house any more'), sometimes because she's lonely or jealous, and doesn't want Samuel to leave the house without her. He's proud that she's 'much handsomer' than the women in the royal family, and resentful that she brought no money to the marriage, 'nothing almost (besides a comely person)'. He enjoys teaching her music and arithmetic, and misses her when he's in Holland. He also gives her a black eye 'for not commanding her servants as she ought', and turns peevish and cruel when she's in too much pain (possibly from endometriosis) to sleep with him. When she realises that he's been unfaithful, 'my poor wife' flew into a 'horrible rage'. For several weeks she refused to wash herself, and 'could not refrain to strike me and pull my hair, which I resolved to bear with, and had good reason to bear it'. She died of what was probably typhoid fever when she was 29, just a few months after Pepys stopped keeping a diary.
When the undergraduate John Smith prepared the first transcription, plenty of sentences were left out. He was probably exercising discretion - he often indicated an omission by writing 'obj' for 'objectionable' - but he may also have been registering defeat: Pepys's shorthand becomes enormously tricky to decipher whenever he writes about sex. English words are distorted with extra consonants ('dummy letters'), and he often slips - sometimes only for a word or two - into Greek, Latin, French, Italian, Spanish and what might be Portuguese. When he lifts a servant girl onto his lap, it's 'con my hand sub su coats; and endeed, I was with my main in her cunny'. Or when he masturbates in church, thinking of a friend's daughter: '(God forgive me), my mind did courir upon Betty Mitchell so that I doth hazer con mi cosa in la eglise.' Loveman suggests that the difficulty of deciphering these passages can't be overstated; generations of transcribers have struggled with them, prudish or not. They appear only sparingly at first, then take over. By the end of the diary, Tomalin describes Pepys going 'out on his rounds like an animal' - prowling Westminster and beyond for a woman or girl who would 'tocar' his penis or let him kiss her 'mamelles', or in his favourite phrase, 'do what I would with her'. Sometimes the teenage girls he pursued worked in his household (their number grew as he went up in the world) and in the houses of his friends, or he met them while shopping in Westminster Hall and the Royal Exchange, and at street markets. But for penetrative sex he seems to have preferred married women whose husbands worked for the navy, whose interests he could advance in return. Pepys worried about pregnancy, and marriage offered a cover, though his biographers usually assume he was sterile, possibly as a consequence of the bladder stone surgery.
Loveman argues that modern discussions of Pepys usually recognise that he exploited women, but sidestep the possibility of rape. She highlights an entry from 1664, in which Pepys meets with Bagwell, a ship's carpenter, who brings him to his house. 'After dinner I found occasion of sending him abroad,' he writes, and then being 'alone' with Bagwell's wife, 'je tentoy a faire ce que je voudrais, et contre sa force je le faisoy, bien que pas a mon contentment' ('I tried to do what I would, and against her will I did it, though not to my satisfaction'). A few months later, he writes: 'I had sa compagnie, though with a great deal of difficulty; neanmoins, enfin je avais ma volonte d'elle' ('I had her company, though with a great deal of difficulty; nevertheless, finally I had my will of her'). The next day he notes a 'mighty pain' in the forefinger on his left hand from a 'strain that it received last night in struggling avec la femme que je mentioned yesterday'. Loveman acknowledges that 'I had my will of her' could denote seduction as well as coercion: the phrase is used both ways in other contexts. There's room for reasonable doubt, she concludes - but only just.
The first official editor of Pepys's diary was the master of Magdalene's brother, Richard Neville, then on the verge of inheriting a peerage. He later claimed that he would have preferred to devote himself to the management of his estate - Audley End in Essex, often seen in TV dramas pretending to be Windsor or Balmoral - but he prepared Smith's manuscript for publication out of a sense of family duty. Neville said he intended to preserve only what he considered to be in the 'public interest', with anecdotes that served to 'illustrate the manners and habits of the age' and an emphasis on the diary's great set pieces: the coronation of Charles II (which Pepys partly missed because it was difficult to find a place near the abbey to piss) and the Great Fire, when Pepys frantically dug a pit to protect his wine and Parmesan, yet still paused to record how 'the poor pigeons ... were loth to leave their houses, but hovered about the windows and balconys till they were, some of them burned, their wings, and fell down.' Pepys's personal life was largely excised, which doesn't mean that the first edition of the diary was sexless: Neville decided that Charles II's affairs fell under 'public interest', though 'whores' were silently upgraded to 'mistresses'. By the time the diary first went on sale in 1825, Neville had become Lord Braybrooke, lending the whole enterprise an aristocratic sheen, and reviewers would deferentially refer to Pepys's 'noble editor'. The edition itself was a luxury item: six guineas for two large volumes (only about a quarter of the original diary), complete with engravings. Some reviewers wondered if it had been designed to 'warn away the commonality of readers'; in any case that was the effect.
Braybrooke was eager to present Pepys as morally serious, even grave, and in this he almost succeeded: Walter Scott, reviewing the first edition in 1826, declared that Pepys had 'no crimes to conceal, and no very important vices to apologise for'. He praised Pepys for remaining at his post during the plague (a period Pepys found unexpectedly enjoyable, especially after his wife decamped to the countryside), and lauded his role in reforming the Restoration navy. Scott wasn't wrong: Pepys did help professionalise the service, not least by instituting competency exams for officers, even as he continued to pocket the considerations that came with the old system. A few months after Scott finished reading the diary, he started keeping his own, and would sometimes imitate Pepys's style: 'J. Ballantyne and R. Cadell dined with me, and as Pepys would say, all was very handsome.'
Loveman  traces the way Braybrooke's edition first informed, then gradually commandeered, English histories of the 17th century. For Scott, as for others, Pepys's diary seemed 'so rich ... in every species of information concerning the author's century' that no other source could rival it. For Thomas Babington Macaulay, in the midst of preparing The History of England, the diary 'formed almost inexhaustible food for my fancy'. He was particularly struck by Pepys's report of a woman miscarrying a baby while dancing at a court ball, 'but nobody knew who, it being taken up by somebody in their handkercher'. According to the story - which Pepys learned third-hand at best - Charles II supposedly kept the foetus and 'had it in his closett a week after, and did dissect it; and making great sport of it, said that in his opinion it must have been a month and three hours old'. Macaulay used the episode to denounce the 'crimes and follies' of the dissolute Caroleans. Yet his growing reliance on the diary made him uneasy; he later recalled that he once dreamed that his young niece
came to me with a penitential face, and told me that she had a great sin to confess; that 'Pepys's Diary' was all a forgery, and that she had forged it. I was in the greatest dismay. 'What! I have been quoting in reviews, and in my History, a forgery of yours as a book of the highest authority. How shall I ever hold my head up again?' I awoke with the fright, poor Alice's supplicating voice still in my ears.

More - and more complete - versions of Pepys's diary proliferated in the 19th century, and errors were rampant. Editors silently rewrote passages that seemed tawdry, or just left them out; it was routine to excise Pepys's sexual escapades while preserving his wife's rages, which just made her seem unhinged. Pepys was finally permitted his first extramarital 'embrace' in 1877 after Mynors Bright, a retired president of Magdalene, issued a six-volume edition of the diary. Robert Louis Stevenson, reviewing it in the Cornhill Magazine, could tell that much was still missing - stories often didn't cohere - and complained that 'when we purchase six huge and distressingly expensive volumes, we are entitled to be treated rather more like scholars and rather less like children.' In 1933, plans to publish the diary in its entirety were announced in the Times Literary Supplement, but the project collapsed when the editor, Francis Turner, Great War flying ace and the Bibliotheca Pepysiana librarian, re-enlisted at the outbreak of the Second World War. It might have been doomed anyway: publishers were wary of violating the Obscene Publications Act and the Hicklin test. If even anatomical textbooks were being suppressed, what hope was there for honest Pepys?
In 1960, while Penguin was being prosecuted for the publication of Lady Chatterley's Lover, Magdalene sought the advice of its fellows on whether to proceed with a complete edition. C.S. Lewis argued that it would be 'pusillanimous and unscholarly' to hold back. Society, he wrote, was already so corrupted that the supposed further harm of 'printing a few, obscure and widely separated passages in a very long and expensive book, seems to me unrealistic or even hypocritical'. Two days before Penguin was acquitted, the Magdalene bursar signalled that a complete edition would be allowed to go ahead. Robert Latham, a Magdalene fellow, undertook the work with William Matthews, an English professor at UCLA. Their transcription was astonishingly accurate, especially given that much of it had to be done overseas from poor-quality photocopies. But the two men eventually fell out, and Matthews threatened to go to the press with evidence that the diary had routinely left college grounds - for instance, when it had been taken to the Cambridge University Library for photocopying. A 'peace was brokered', Loveman reports, and their edition came out in nine volumes, between 1971 and 1983, with extensive footnotes, a thorough index and a companion volume of background information. The Times called it 'one of the glories of contemporary English publishing', while the Observer described it as 'one of the finest feats in all the long history of scholarship' and quoted Horace: 'Exegi monumentum aere perennius.' Loveman's research shows what it took to bring a complete edition of Pepys to market. Her book is scrupulous and exciting, and should almost certainly be read by someone at Trinity College.
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Not Quite Music
Susannah Clapp
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For  Rimsky-Korsakov, the key of A was clear pink; for Scriabin, it was green. Duke Ellington read the flight patterns of birds as musical phrases and saw the D notes of his baritone saxophonist, Harry Carney, as dark blue hessian. Adam Faith's last words were 'Channel 5 is all shit, isn't it?'
There are nuggets, visual and verbal, at every turn of The Madman's Orchestra. Yet Edward Brooke-Hitching's new book (Simon & Schuster, PS30), the third in a wonderfully illustrated series, is no gallimaufry. The Madman's Library asked if a work of literature written on a shirt could be called a book; The Madman's Gallery featured luminous work made from desiccated corpses. Brooke-Hitching now investigates what counts as music by showing what has not counted.
Chapters include 'Some Musical Unappreciation', 'Experimental Oddities' and 'The Horned Section; or, The Devil in Music', which takes in Hildegard of Bingen and Jimi Hendrix. The inventions of the 17th-century German scholar Athanasius Kircher are detailed under 'Curious Instruments'. He devised a mechanical 'musical ark' on which even an amateur could produce four-part liturgical hymns (one was given to Samuel Pepys) and, in what looks like an improvement on much 21st-century performance art, worked out how to pipe street talk into the mouths of statues; less enticingly, he made a collection of vomiting statues. Some enhancements have yet to reach the 21st century. The sense of smell is still barely used onstage: the only whiffy play I remember in nearly thirty years is Jerusalem, which projected a tang of petrol into the stalls. Yet in 1922, Joseph H. Kraus pointed a way forward. He proposed the idea of a perfume organ, in which a touch on the keyboard would release scents ranging from sandalwood (bass) up to tonka bean and violet.
An early contributor to the London Review of Books wins a golden place among 'Musical Hoaxes'. Hans Keller, who died in 1985, wrote with needling acumen on Stravinsky's correspondence and 'the paradisal aspects of the 1982 World Cup'. Described by Brooke-Hitching as a BBC presenter, which makes him sound like Selina Scott, he was an influential producer, writer and speaker who could come on like Rumpelstiltskin with spellbinding demolitions yet was lit up by principles as well as ideas. In 1961, he set out to test what he considered critical indulgence towards the avant-garde. He invented a composer, Piotr Zak, 'who is of Polish extraction but lives in Germany', and transmitted one of Zak's pieces. In fact, 'Mobile for Tape and Percussion' was created by Keller and a colleague walking around a studio striking a collection of musical instruments at random (though I wonder whether the psychoanalytically inclined Keller fully believed in the random). As a wheeze it was a mixed success.
None of the despised critics praised Zak's composition: Donald Mitchell described it as 'wholly unrewarding'. Yet no one identified it as a hoax. Would it have been possible to do so without uncovering the plot? It was, after all, neither a forgery (provable) nor a parody (demonstrable). It was not a skit, unlike the work described by Brooke-Hitching as the 'most sarcastic piece in the history of music': in 1948, Rued Langgaard, enraged by what he considered the inflated reputation of his compatriot Carl Nielsen, composed a piece for choir and orchestra in which the choir were obliged to repeat - preferably 'for all eternity'- 'Carl Nielsen, vor store komponist'. Keller described the Zak event as an inquiry into 'how far a non-work could be taken for a work'. But surely neither its dismal quality nor the intent behind it stops it being a work? I'm glad I don't have to argue the point with him.
Another question is suggested - though not actually posed - by vivid paragraphs on the life of Adolphe Sax, which show that his power of innovation (as well as the obvious, he created a clarinette-bourdon and a trumpet with thirteen bells) was matched by an ornate capacity for having accidents: he drank a bowl of acidic water when he was three, fell onto a cast-iron frying pan, was knocked out with a cobblestone, burned by a gunpowder explosion and asphyxiated when he slept in a room where varnish was drying. Has anyone studied the relation between being accident-prone and inventive?
The Madman's Orchestra does not altogether avoid the chortle factor, what with the leek violin, the hog harmonium (or piganino) and the ice didgeridoo. In 1993, Paul Lyons was issued a patent for his 'force-sensitive, sound-playing condom', though he elegantly said he wouldn't 'want to go around telling everyone I've succeeded in this area'. Brooke-Hitching siphons off facetiousness by putting the condom description in a caption. The diagrams for Lyons's instrument look like a polytunnel and a mousetrap.
Elsewhere illustrations are radiantly varied. A tiny but crystal-clear reproduction of Carlo Ferrario's vaulting set designs for the 1881 production of Arrigo Boito's opera Mefistofele shows a spindly figure in a cavern of clouds (above). The 'Voice Figures' created by Megan Watts Hughes with an eidophone (an instrument of her own invention) look like underwater vegetation. Robert Johnson's extraordinarily long, extraordinarily gifted fingers (perhaps indicating Marfan syndrome) seem to span half of his blues guitar. The only omission is a picture of the creature that in 1650 Kircher announced sang in perfect hexachords: the American sloth.
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Scattered Alphabet
Ange Mlinko

2837 wordsIn  1676, during the period of colonial conflict known as King Philip's War, Reverend Hope Atherton was the chaplain accompanying Captain William Turner's militia on their march to an Algonquian encampment near Deerfield, Massachusetts in the Connecticut River Valley. There they ambushed the sleeping tribe, slaughtered some of them and drove others into the river, which swept them over the waterfall - now known as Turners Falls - to their deaths. As the army retreated, they came under a counter-attack that killed many, including Turner. A few scattered survivors got lost in the woods, some wandering for days before stumbling back to their settlements. Atherton was among them.
Susan Howe took Atherton's ordeal after the 'Falls Fight' as the focal point for her poem sequence 'Articulation of Sound Forms in Time', which was published as a chapbook in 1987 and later collected in Singularities (1990). It was his name that first caught her attention; in the prose exposition that begins the poem, she wrote: 'Hope's epicene name draws its predetermined poem in.' But it's in the conjunction of that name with the bewilderment in the forest, and the consequences of wandering, that the poem is 'predetermined'. Howe includes an excerpt from a clergyman's letter, dated a century later, detailing his discovery of Atherton's sermon about his experience:
Mr Atherton gave an account that he had offered to surrender himself to the enemy, but they would not receive him. Many people were not willing to give credit to this account, suggesting he was beside himself. This occasioned him to publish to his congregation and leave in writing the account I enclose to you.

This, a reimagining of his sermon, is where 'Hope Atherton's Wanderings' begins:
Prest try to set after grandmother
revived by and laid down left ly
little distant each other and fro
Saw digression hobbling driftwood
forage two rotted beans & etc.
Redy to faint slaughter story so
Gone and signal through deep water
Mr Atherton's story Hope Atherton

'Gone and signal through deep water' alludes to Atherton's actual sermon:
Two things I must not pass over that are matters of thanksgiving unto God; the first is that when my strength was far spent, I passed through deep waters and they overflowed me not according to those gracious words of Isaiah 43:2; the second is, that I subsisted the space of three days & part of a fourth without ordinary food.

But what is the provenance of the rest of Howe's hallucinatory lines? The reader staggers through them as if through an oneiric forest of phrases. As you proceed through the 35-page sequence of rhythmic, gnomic lyrics, you surrender the need for sense and syntax as Atherton surrendered the need for food:
I thought upon those words 'Man liveth not by bread alone but by every word that proceedeth out of the mouth of the Lord.' I think not too much to say that should you & I be silent & not set forth the praises of God through Jesus Christ that the stones and beams of our houses would sing hallelujah.

The expressive power of the sequence derives not just from lyricism but from the anguish of what is withheld.
'Articulation of Sound Forms in Time' is bundled together with two other sequences, 'Thorow' and 'Scattering as Behaviour towards Risk', establishing Singularities as an early example of the form that characterises Howe's later books: three or four lyric sequences of varying length centred on historical figures or events, each beginning with a prose exposition in her sibylline style, moving into increasingly fragmentary lyrics and culminating in concrete poems - sometimes unreadable or unsayable - assembled through cut-and-paste and xerox collage. 'Scattering as Behaviour towards Risk' ends:
[image: ]

Collage is used at every scale: a book is a collage of sequences; each sequence is a collage of epigraphs, lyrics and quotations. The quotations come from literature, letters, diaries, from facsimile editions and concordances. Archival research is part of the fabric of the work, and paeans to library architecture and stacks appear within the poems. Howe quotes Wallace Stevens's 'poetry is a scholar's art' while speaking of Emily Dickinson, but also (of course) herself. The library is her forest, and Howe is - with just one letter swapped - Hope.
Recent textual scholarship focusing on Dickinson's 'envelope poems' owes much to Howe's writings on the visual interest of the holographs. Her book My Emily Dickinson (1985) is a thrilling work of criticism - an indisputable cult classic - written outside contemporary academic protocols, a throwback to something like John Livingston Lowes's The Road to Xanadu or Charles Olson's Call Me Ishmael (an influence Howe acknowledges). It's an unorthodox close reading of 'My Life had stood - a Loaded Gun', which encompasses, among other things, the American Civil War, Wuthering Heights, Richard III and Robert Browning's 'Childe Roland to the Dark Tower Came'.
Singularities was written on the heels of My Emily Dickinson. I picked it up soon after it was published, accustomed by then to what was broadly, and belligerently, in the air at the time: theory, postmodernism, Language poetry. 'Indeterminacy' was the new ambition, pursuant to a 'surrogate social struggle', according to Ron Silliman's introduction to the Language poetry anthology In the American Tree (1986). But Howe stood apart, and time has vindicated the sense that she is more the child of New England Transcendentalists than of the international Marxist-materialists bandied about in those days. Her geographic span covers southern New England, her father's domain, and Ireland, where her mother was born. Her temporal range extends from the Reformation to the present, barely granting a distinction between then and now. She went to art school, not university, so the visual arts have exerted a lasting influence on her, not least in the way each book, each series, revolves around a concept. Some of her titles sound like multimedia installations and her concrete poem-collages are as much artworks as texts (her mentors included Ian Hamilton Finlay, with whom she had an early correspondence).
Decades later, Singularities still looks like a breakthrough. It teems with associations and it's possible to feel, two-thirds of the way through, that one has completely lost the thread. A concatenation of forces topples over into chaos (then, eventually, rights itself). This is no accident. The 'singularity', as Howe put it in an interview, 'is the point where there is a sudden change to something completely else. It's a chaotic point. It's the point chaos enters cosmos, the instant articulation.' She uses it as a metaphor for Europeans coming to America. She enacts it in her book-length journeys from serene prose to violent fractured collages.
Revisiting Atherton in Souls of the Labadie Tract (2007), Howe writes: 'I vividly remember the sense of energy and change that came over me one midwinter morning when, as the book lay open in sunshine on my work table, I discovered in Hope Atherton's wandering story the authority of a prior life for my own writing voice.' She goes on to say that her move from Manhattan back to New England in 1972 - she was born in Boston - revived in her an atavistic ardour: 'This particular landscape, with its granite outcroppings, abandoned quarries, marshes, salt hay meadows and paths through woods to the centre of town, put me in touch with my agrarian ancestors.'
She walked where her ancestors had walked: this is why Atherton's journey on foot struck an imaginative nerve, and why she connects it to Thoreau's essay 'Walking' (1862). In Souls of the Labadie Tract, her meditation on Stevens begins by citing the fact that he walked to work and back every day for 22 years. On these walks, she reminds us, he composed his poems:
Stevens ... observed, meditated, conceived and jotted down ideas and singular perceptions, often on the backs of envelopes and old laundry bills cut into two-by-four inch scraps he carried in his pocket. At the office, his stenographers, Mrs Hester Baldwin and Marguerite Flynn, made transcripts. During night hours and on weekends, he transformed the confusion of these typed up 'miscellanies' into poems.

This prose section is followed by a poem sequence, '118 Westerly Terrace' (Stevens's home address in Hartford), which takes its epigraph from Henry James ('His alter ego "walked"-') and begins:
In the house the house is all
house and each of its authors
passing from room to room
Short eclogues as one might
say on tiptoe do not infringe

Howe is reworking Stevens's 'The House Was Quiet and the World Was Calm', a poem of repetitions that become recursions as 'the reader became the book,' and the summer night 'itself/Is the reader leaning late and reading there'. In Howe's poem the repetitions similarly suggest yearning for a commingling:
Face to the window I had
to know what ought to be
accomplished by predecessors
in the same field of labour
because beauty is what is
What is said and what this
it - it in itself insistent is

Poets aren't the only presiding influences on Howe's work. Alongside Atherton, other figures from Puritan New England loom large: Increase Mather (born in Boston in 1639, the sixth president of Harvard College) and his son Cotton Mather (who defended the Salem witch trials); Jonathan Edwards (1703-58), whom Howe calls 'the most astute and original American philosopher to write before the age of James, Peirce and Santayana'. She is interested in heretics, scapegoats and controversialists: Anne Hutchinson (1591-1643), 'excommunicated and banished by an affiliation of ministers and magistrates for the crime of religious enthusiasm'; Margaret Fuller (born in Cambridge in 1810), Transcendentalist, women's rights advocate, journalist and the first editor of Emerson's magazine, the Dial. (Fuller drowned on a return voyage from Italy when her ship foundered on a sandbar off the coast of Fire Island. Emerson sent Thoreau to scour the shore for signs of her or her manuscripts.) Mary Rowlandson (1637-1711) is another touchstone. Like Atherton, she endured a period of errancy in the New England wilderness. Captured with her children by the Narragansetts, she later recounted her survival and escape in A Narrative of the Captivity and Restoration of Mrs Mary Rowlandson, a work that, according to Howe, gave rise to 'the only literary-mythological form indigenous to North America ... a microcosm of colonial imperialist history and a prophecy of our contemporary repudiation of alterity, anonymity, darkness'.
And yet one wouldn't say that Howe programmatically divides the colonists into the powerful and the marginalised. New England was the margin for these farmers, builders and theologians trying 'to impose order on a real wilderness where winters were harsh, where wolves howled around the outskirts of each settlement, and a successful harvest often meant life or death to the community'. She goes on:
The idea that our visible world is a whim and might be dissolved at any time hung on tenaciously. It was this profound conception of obedience to a stern and sovereign Absence that forged the fanatical energy for survival.

What was American Calvinism? An 'authoritarian theology that stressed personal salvation through strenuous morality, righteousness over love and an autocratic governing principle over liberty'. It doesn't sound like a legacy we would want to embrace, but it 'produced brilliant, idealistic intellects. Most broke down in some way under the strain of worldly ambition that clashed with morbid fear and merciless introspection.'
It's this 'merciless introspection' under duress that produced writers; writers produce antinomians; antinomians produce poets. Howe's New England is a crucible of philosophy and theodicy, ambition and self-coruscation and frugality. One need look no further than the arresting juxtaposition of epigraphs with which she begins The Birth-Mark (1993), her critical study of early American literature. A passage from Hawthorne's short story about facial disfigurement ('The Birth-Mark') is placed next to a quotation from one of Dickinson's dash-ridden Master Letters and an excerpt from Melville's Billy Budd, whose 'vocal defect', a stutter, is the only blight on the 'Handsome Sailor's' beauty. This suggestion that stutters and birthmarks are a defining feature of the newborn country cuts two ways. 'I share this screwed-up magpie ambivalence,' Howe admits. 'I mean, I am an Americanist. There's something that we do, a Romantic, utopian ideal of poetry as revelation at the same instant it's a fall into fracture and trespass.'
Reading the work  that Howe has produced over the past half century, one marvels at the consistency and depth of her inquiry. If much of her writing sounds like the apotheosis of Eliotic impersonality, it's surprising, and moving, when she allows the home lights to glow through the thickets. The history of Puritan New England is her history, through her father, Mark De Wolfe Howe - Boston Brahmin, Harvard law professor and the biographer of Supreme Court Justice Oliver Wendell Holmes, for whom he clerked. De Wolfe Howe wrote a book on constitutional law called The Garden and the Wilderness, from which his daughter might have derived her guiding metaphor. (She would use his first name, the name she also gave her son, as a double entendre for her life's work: making marks on paper.)
De Wolfe Howe married Mary Manning, a playwright and actor from Dublin, in 1935. (They had three daughters, two of whom became writers: Susan and her younger sister Fanny.) Manning's influence can be felt in the early work collected in The Europe of Trusts (2002). The book opens with Susan recalling her return to the United States after a childhood visit to Ireland in 1938, travelling on a ship 'crowded with refugees fleeing various countries in Europe'. In the same volume, a sequence called 'The Liberties' about the mysterious relationship between Jonathan Swift and his 'Stella', Hester Johnson, reads like the script of a play - a legacy of Howe's year-long apprenticeship at the Gate Theatre in Dublin when she was in her late teens and considering following in her mother's footsteps.
Two of Howe's books are dedicated to husbands who left her widowed: Pierce-Arrow (1999), for the sculptor David von Schlegell, and That This (2010), for the philosopher Peter H. Hare. Nothing in Howe's work exceeds the sheer beauty of the sequence 'Ruckenfigur' - an art history term for a figure seen from the back - in Pierce-Arrow. It begins: 'Iseult stands at Tintagel/on the mid stairs between/light and dark symbolism.' It ends with an allusion to Stevens's 'wide water without sound' from 'Sunday Morning' fusing it with her own Long Island Sound:
Day binds the wide Sound
Bitter sound as truth is
silent as silent tomorrow
Motif of retreating figure
arrayed beyond expression
huddled unintelligible air
Theomimesis divinity message
I have loved come veiling
Lyrist come veil come lure
...
Lyric over us love unclothe
Never forever whoso move

There is an inescapable austerity to Howe's lyricism - a Puritan insistence on abstraction, a poetry without ligatures, even as the elegiac tone grows stronger over the books of the last decade. Concordance (2020) includes a sequence called 'Since', an appropriation of Dickinson's suggestion, in a letter to Judge Lord, that Shakespeare could have been even pithier: 'Antony's remark to a friend, "since Cleopatra died", is said to be the saddest ever lain in Language - That engulfing "Since".'
Penitential Cries is the latest instalment in what has become a prolonged epic. Its biblical title, its epigraph (Hosea 13:3), its stark opening ('Each morning rapid heartbeat. Scattered alphabet') and its motif of 'widows and pariahs' all build to a mood of foreboding. Death is closer than ever before. 'Hush Angel of Revelation, brandishing a sword in right hand striding across myriad minimum long gone pension funds.' Guardian L'Ange Heurtebise, from Jean Cocteau's Orphee (1950), makes an appearance; Handel's music ushers in the doomed Semele. Ghosts from Howe's past work are as real as anyone she knew in life: Sarah Pierpont Edwards, wife of Jonathan; John Donne; Lear's Cordelia. 'Sterling Park in the Dark', a set of collages that feature Orpheus and the River Styx, confirm the sense that Howe's method is a kind of mediumship. The cryptic numbers - some kind of citation - seem to stand for the unexplained numbers broadcast by Orpheus' underworld radio in Cocteau's film:
[image: ]

Fanny Howe died in July. She played the spirited, rebellious Baby Sister to Susan's patrician, above-the-fray Oldest Daughter; they dealt with their common legacy in different ways, and kept a distance from each other in print. Penitential Cries ends with Susan's elegy for Fanny, a set of mostly dimeter couplets that seem to reference her sister's apophatic work ('No more doubt/Astonishing!') and a penitential cry of her own: 'On the subject/of assurance//I should have/I should have.' The poem is called 'Chipping Sparrow', a dainty North American species on the small side, lovable and friendly. Yet I can't help but hear 'sorrow' in 'sparrow', and of course 'to chip' is to break off. Susan Howe is still fiercely shoring her fragments.
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Land of Milk and Cheese
Daniel Soar

3344 wordsThe world you see  depends on where you start from. Imagine that the centre of the known universe is the Milwaukee-Chicago corridor, on the shores of Lake Michigan, once the heartland and crossroads of American farming and industry: Wisconsin's vast dairy herds to the west, Flint and Detroit's clanking automotive plants and steelworks to the east. Railroads radiate from the Chicago switchyards to deliver cargoes across the continental United States, as far as the Atlantic gateways of Philadelphia and New York, the gulf ports at Houston and New Orleans, San Francisco for shipping to Pacific markets. Freighters, schooners, whaleback steamers carry lumber, grain, coal and iron ore across the Great Lakes, with fleets of trap-net fish tugs operating out of Sheboygan further up the shore. From this originary powerhouse, the rest of the planet can seem very distant.
In his new novel, Thomas Pynchon also puts us at a particular point in time: 1932. It's the middle of the Great Depression - strike-breakers hired to bust heads at union marches, anarchist actions against the police, inter-mob violence - but depressing is the last thing you would call this scene. Milwaukee is a riot of colour and sound, of dancefloors and speakeasies and good times being had. Prohibition on the way out, big-band jazz on the way in, and everyone on the hustle. The Aragon Ballroom in Uptown Chicago has 'cork, felt, and spring-cushioned floor, palm trees, archways, tile, the Spanish courtyard treatment'; if you want something a little less sedate, you can head a few blocks south to a place where 'the music is closer to jazz and the dancing experimental as anything in town' - the Lindy Hop, the Half and Half. Or there's Arleen's Orchid Lounge in Milwaukee, where musicians from Bennie Moten's band drop in after midnight with banjo-uke and sax, and the young Count Basie plays 'Rumba Negro' on the piano. There are other joints too: the Flame, the Polka Dot, the Moonglow and a fancy new blue-lit bowling alley with pool tables, pinball machines and Skee-Ball in the lounge area. Cocaine and Old Fashioneds plentifully on offer. Why would you ever want to leave?
The protagonist of Shadow Ticket is Hicks McTaggart, tough-guy strike-breaker turned private eye, and these are his streets: 'half a tankful's driving radius' is as far as he'll willingly go. He's a detective of the Raymond Chandler type, with a touch of Bogart's class - he once had a fling with Daphne Airmont, heiress to the Airmont cheese fortune. He's wisecracking, fast-talking, like everyone in this place. Here he is with April Randazzo, nightclub crooner, a few dances in: 'Oh my! Is that for me?' April says. 'Thought you'd never notice,' says Hicks. 'Maybe it's the time of night a girl needs something to hold on to.' 'Go ahead, it won't mind.' But his day job is at U-Ops, a detective agency specialising in 'wandering spouses, beer-related intrigue, a little freelancing whenever the Outfit shows up needing some cheap labour'. Al Capone is in the federal penitentiary down in Atlanta but his associates are still known to whip out their tommy guns when provoked, and they may or may not be behind the bomb that gets rolled under Stuffy Keegan's hooch wagon one fine day. But they can be friendly enough, at least with a guy like Hicks, who's happy shooting the breeze with an old goombah like Lino 'the Dump Truck' Trapanese, who offers him 'un piccolo consiglio' whenever they run into each other in Bronzeville.
An explosive device of unknown provenance is enough to set a plot in motion, especially when it coincides with Hicks's other mission - to locate Daphne, who is thought to have absconded with a clarinet player in a swing band. It's classic caper-ville: a Some Like It Hot set-up, complete with a contraband-running REO Speed Wagon pursued by cops, bass players desperate for a gig and Sicilian consiglieri in tailored suits threatening muscle. But it's not all effervescence, and mobsters aren't the only antagonists. Being the centre of the known universe, this place is also a magnet, drawing in chancers and grifters from all over the globe: Polish longshoremen loading cargo in Milwaukee's Third Ward, Chinese 0pium-peddlers working off 2nd Street in Chicago, German butchers, bakers and cabinet-makers plying their trade on the North Side. There's an underworld here, and Hicks has seen it all, picking up tips from 'drifters, truants and guttersnipes, newsboys at every corner and streetcar stop'. In the ballrooms and cocktail lounges of the swish parts of town we're with Billy Wilder; out on the streets it's The Threepenny Opera, with Macheaths round every corner.
There's no haunt or hangout Hicks won't enter. Following leads means visiting the domain of each of Milwaukee's citizenries in turn, and each is a world unto itself. He shares Mistletoe gin with the grizzled old-timers of the Milwaukee PD, who've been keeping their circle tight ('There are things we can't share with any civilian') ever since a bomb blew up the station house in 1917. He calls on the radio hams and physics whizzes who've clandestinely wired up a warehouse under the Holton Street Viaduct to monitor cop traffic and shipping transmissions for information that can be sold on. Hicks's Uncle Lefty, an ex-cop intimate with the complexities of German American politics, introduces him to the New Nuremberg Lanes, which - rather than a regular bowling alley - turns out to be a meeting place for well-dressed admirers of the man the Milwaukee Journal recently called 'that intelligent young German Fascist'. Hicks gets told to relax: 'We're National Socialists, ain't it? So - we're socialising. Try it, you might have fun.' Every secret society in this town, every gang or faction, has its own codes and rituals, its own argot, its own laws of omerta.
But which of these shadowy networks is really running the show? Hicks gets a clue when he pays a visit to Hoagie Hivnak, proprietor of the Ideal Pharmacy, which (like many drugstores in the US at the time) serves sundaes and other soda fountain treats. In exchange for a $2 bill, Hoagie tells Hicks there's no way the bomb that took out Stuffy's truck was a 'goombah grenade' - or even, as the MPD hypothesise, a 'precision-engineered, custom-built' device of German origin. In fact, Hoagie says, Hicks should be looking at his own 'all-American type of neighbourhood', and here's why:
Spend your whole day around ice cream, you can begin to grow philosophical. You figure a state with two million dairy cows, a certain per cent of that milk will be going into ice cream, nickel a cone, been that way for ever. But it turns out there's milk and then there's milk. The kind you drink from a bottle is more expensive than the kind they use to make butter and cheese and ice cream out of. A two-price system is what they call it. Now we got syndicates of Bolshevik farmers looking to make it all one price, meaning the cost per scoop of ice cream goes up 70, 80 per cent, next thing we're looking at a dime cone, the banana split you thought you wanted goes up to 30, 40, 50 cents, no end in sight.

Nothing could be more all-American than milk. But in Wisconsin, America's Dairyland, milk was money. Those two million dairy cows pumped out enough to fill two billion pint bottles a year, and in 1932, Wisconsin accounted for half of all US cheese production, with a great proportion of it controlled by a single company, Kraft. So it makes sense, in Pynchonworld, that behind everything must be a vast cheese conspiracy, a secretive cabal of unknown reach and power.
Daphne's father, Bruno Airmont, known locally as the Al Capone of cheese, built a fortune before coming under federal investigation - there's a paper trail of 'dummy corporation records, lawsuit summaries, dishonoured cheques, rap sheets and police reports' - and skipping the country. He's supposed to have retired to 'some remote tropical island nobody's sure which, drinkin' Singapore Slings out of a fire hose' - but it's hard not to suspect his hidden hand, or the hand of the organisation he works for, behind any number of unexplained events. So, unfortunately for Hicks, the hunt for Bruno Airmont has to be added to the job ticket, which just keeps getting longer.
Does this all sound like one big cheesy joke? It is, and Pynchon piles it on. During the Cheese Corridor Incursion of 1930, he tells us, agitators were knocking over 'truckloads of case-hardened palookas', 'tossing provolones back and forth like footballs, rolling along the ground giant waxed wheels of domestic Parmesan', with 'bricks of Brick wrapped in tin-foil and carried away by the hodful'. But the milk wars were real, and Hoagie has it right: in 1933, dairy farming co-operatives went on strike - stopping milk trucks at picket lines, vandalising creameries and cheese factories - to demand minimum prices from corporate distributors and producers. Eventually, the state governor called in the National Guard.
And sometimes reality is just as wild as Pynchon's exuberant imagination, as Ian Hamilton discovered while trying to write the biography of another famously elusive American author. Since J.D. Salinger, like Pynchon, refused all interviews, made no public appearances and was barely ever caught on camera, he was hardly likely to co-operate with a biographer. So in order to write the book that eventually became In Search of J.D. Salinger (1988), Hamilton had to work the streets. He paid visits to the cheesemen of New York, mostly Italians 'almost mafialike in their suspiciousness', in the hope that they could tell him something about Salinger's father, Sol, who had worked for a Chicago cheese firm called J.S. Hoffman and Co. This led to an interesting discovery: 'In 1941 the FBI seized 32 cases of Hoffman's Sliced Wisconsin on the charge that it contained "faked holes".' So you thought the cheese world wasn't shady?
Pynchon thrives on connections like these: he'll follow them wherever they go, and beyond. A working stiff like Hicks, for whom the streets of Milwaukee are world enough, may be more reluctant. He's not delighted when his boss hands him a one-way ticket to New York, funded by parties unknown, and tells him to get the hell out before he gets into any more trouble. In New York, it takes more than the offer of an advance on two weeks' pay and a steamer ticket, handed to him by a clerk in a branch of Gould Fisk Fidelity Bank and Trust, to get him even to consider leaving American shores in pursuit of the missing heiress. When he wakes up to find himself on board the ocean liner Stupendica it's only because last night's beer had been pepped up with 'something in the chloral hydrate family'.
We're pretty much halfway through the book. Part One: from Sheboygan down as far as the Chicago Loop. Part Two: Belgrade, Budapest, Geneva, Vienna, Bratislava, Hamburg, Fiume. The motherlode of the American Midwest on the one hand, the seething ferment of Central Europe on the other, caught at a moment between two cataclysms: the postwar Treaty of Trianon, which tore apart Hungary and handed over some of its people to Romania, Czechoslovakia and the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats and Slovenes; and the war of extermination to come. But just as you can map every street corner of downtown Milwaukee, so you can pinpoint each node of Europe's tangled political web. Or the places where forces converge. Hamburg, where brownshirts sing Nazi lyrics to the 'Internationale' while dockworkers try to drown them out. Bratislava, formerly Pozsony, formerly Pressburg, where Jews are arming themselves against the Czechoslovak Legion. And a significant hinge point, Fiume, or Rijeka to the Croats: once Hungary's only access to the sea, now contested between Italy and Yugoslavia, 'partitioned, variously occupied, paperwork, bribery and larceny everywhere'.
None of this means you can't still have a good time. Especially at the Tropikus nightclub in Budapest, a nautical-themed all-night cabaret, where 'waitresses in abbreviated sailor-girl get-ups' hand out fruit-heavy cocktails in coconut and conch shells. And it's here, to a Latin American accompaniment of claves, timbales and cowbells, that Hicks finally catches up with Daphne Airmont. 'Go on ahead, tough guy, what're you waiting for?' she says. 'Slap on those cuffs and bring me on back to the USA.' Except the USA is a long way away and not really on anyone's mind. A gumshoe in Milwaukee follows leads, picks up his girl and collects his pay packet. On Nagymezo utca, the 'Broadway of Budapest', he's more likely to accept an invitation to her fancy hotel and see where that leads him. In a Europe where it's all happening, everyone is always on the move, and whatever city you land in always has another palace of music and dance to haunt your dreams:
At Night of the World, inspired by the multi-floor cabarets of Berlin, what circles of depravity may be found do not rise from street level but instead go corkscrewing down beneath it, ten floors down it's said, ten known of and more rumoured, down through boiling mineral springs, towards ancient depths few have been willing to dare, each with its own bar and dance band and clientele.

This isn't a vision of Inferno: there's no place for that in Pynchon, no judgment, no damnation. But it's a useful picture of the way his world works. There are circles everywhere to which people may belong. As in Milwaukee, with its secret fraternities of Italians, Germans and Poles, there are underground tribes operating across this fractured stretch of Europe. In Budapest, Hicks is introduced to Terike, a dispatch rider, and initiated into what turns out to be a vast confraternity of motorcycle enthusiasts who zip through limestone tunnels under the city and out over the mountains in pursuit of their mission. 'Some riders are here on intelligence-gathering operations, reconnaissance, mapping, some are zealots' - but they all share a code of honour and coolness under fire. They also take part in an annual race, the Trans-Trianon 2000, a circuit through Transylvania - sometimes called 'Hungary Unredeemed', lands lost under the treaty that divided the country. Or there are the apportists, a band of psychics who share the useful ability to make an object vanish and reappear somewhere else entirely, a skill that is valued alike by jewel thieves, searchers for stolen goods and a branch of Soviet intelligence engaging in paranormal research somewhere in the Russian Far East.
These sects, each with its own agenda, are inscrutable to the uninitiated, like the clandestine outfits that may or may not be controlling events in so many of Pynchon's novels, from the Trystero of The Crying of Lot 49 to the Schwarzkommando of Gravity's Rainbow to the Golden Fang of Inherent Vice to the Chums of Chance of Against the Day. In the 1930s Europe of Shadow Ticket, they are just part of the circuitry, no more outlandish than any of the spies, adventurers and agents provocateurs who criss-cross the continent. Those are in the book too: Alf and Pip Quarrender, whom Hicks meets on the boat, British intelligence agents with an eye on the Soviets; Egon Praediger, head of Croatian affairs at Interpol in Vienna, with a side interest in dealing cocaine; and 'Nigel', who while working as a musicians' booking agent from a low-rent office in Geneva is also planning the infrastructure for Jewish resistance to the Nazis - 'exit routes, dummy post office boxes like those already in Lisbon and Shanghai, fuel dumps, secure places to sleep'.
In this international game of intrigue, the mission Hicks thinks he's on keeps changing. He's flicked around Europe like a pinball: X sends him after Y, who sends him after Z; in constant motion like everyone else in the book, he travels on trains, boats, road Pullmans, motorbikes, a submarine. But there are certain places where the same people keep colliding. Maybe these are just natural intersections on the map, or maybe there's more to it: in the disturbed fabric of European spacetime, the tiniest crack may inescapably pull you in. Deep in the Transylvanian forest, somewhere on the route of the bikers' circuit, he arrives at a large parts depot surrounded by 'roadside taverns, overnight flophouses, fuel stations, eateries, repair shops', a little city in itself. He hears music drifting out of a cabin - '"Star of the County Down", a longtime favourite of Irish drinkers he's known' - and who should be sitting at the piano but Pip Quarrender, looking a little glum. They exchange a few friendly words before he heads off again for his next stop, making sure to avoid the Ustase-run terrorist training camp on the Hungarian-Croatian border.
But all roads eventually lead to Fiume. Once, it was the main port of departure for Austro-Hungarians emigrating to New York, tens of thousands of them a year travelling on Cunard liners. It was a vibrant mixed city of Italians, Croats and Hungarians which handled the Austro-Hungarian Empire's trade with the Levant and the Black Sea. But then the tussles began, with treaties and backroom deals: wrested from Hungary, seized by Italy, declared a Free State and, by 1932, again under the control of Fascist Italy, the city is 'barricaded and wire-fenced, corroded, sentry-boxed' against the Yugoslavs. It's here, it turns out, that the elusive Bruno Airmont decided to acquire a villa, conveniently giving out his address as 'Currently in Dispute'. And, appropriately, it's where everyone in the book somehow ends up: Hicks, Bruno, Daphne, Terike the dispatch rider, Dr Zoltan von Kiss the apportist, Porfirio del Vasto the jewel thief, Ace Lomax the hired gun and - out of nowhere - Dippy Chazz, a gangland acquaintance of Hicks's from Milwaukee, a place that from this vantage point on the Adriatic has become quite hard to imagine.
The universe has no centre. What Pynchon has mapped is a world that is continuous and connected, where borders, however securitised, are porous. Drop a pin on the map, anywhere on the map, and that's your point of origin, from which everything flows. Milwaukee, the factory on Juneau Avenue: origin of the Harley-Davidson Flatheads that are driven over the Carpathian mountains by Hungarian motorcycle fiends. Fiume, the Whitehead Torpedo Factory: origin of the self-propelled torpedoes that armed the US navy. Pynchon shows the way ripples from the political earthquake in Berlin are felt in the bowling alleys of Milwaukee, and the music sung in a Chicago cocktail lounge is received and remodulated in a nightclub on the Danube.
What's unfathomable is how he does it: wherever Pynchon drops his pin, he seems to know the place, and the time, in every detail, with street-level precision. How does he know that if a detective in Chicago in 1932 pulls a bottle out of his desk drawer it's going to be a pint of Old Log Cabin, but that if he's in Milwaukee it'll be Korbel brandy? How does he have time to learn about the Milwaukeean shoe stores that used fluoroscopes to X-ray a customer's foot for the perfect fit? I wish I could see his library. I imagine shelf after shelf devoted to early studies of Central Europe, beginning with Paget's Hungary and Transylvania; with Remarks on Their Condition (1839). I imagine tabulated volumes on Wisconsin milk production, boxfuls of issues of the Milwaukee Journal from the 1930s, playbills, flyers, stacks of faded photographs of movie palaces and ballrooms. And that's not to mention his record collection, which seems to include performances by every known vocalist or band member who passed through Milwaukee and Chicago at the time. All on the original shellac?
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At the Museo Byron
Byron and Teresa
Clare Bucknell

2239 words[image: ]'Teresa Guiccioli' by Henry William Pickersgill.




Teresa Gamba Ghiselli  married Count Alessandro Guiccioli in 1818. She was 18 or 19; he was 57. It was his third marriage and they had met once before. In The Last Attachment: The Story of Byron and Teresa Guiccioli (1949), Iris Origo describes how the bargain was struck:
[Teresa] stood in the middle of the room, curtsying, as her father introduced her to a rigid elderly man with red hair and whiskers, whom she had never seen before. The room was ill-lit, and the future bridegroom was short-sighted. Without a word, he took a candle in his hand, and with a faint smile on his thin lips he slowly walked round the girl, examining her points 'as if about to buy a piece of furniture'.

Guiccioli was one of the foremost men of Ravenna, the owner of a fine palace, a country house, a coach-and-six and a box at the opera. He was also rumoured to have had two of his enemies assassinated and to have poisoned his first wife, after tiring of her protests about illegitimate children. Teresa, the daughter of another Ravenna nobleman, Count Ruggiero Gamba, was newly out of convent school, where she had received an unusually enlightened education and read widely. When she encountered Lord Byron at a conversazione in Venice in April 1819, she was feeling trapped in her marriage and open to ways out.
Byron had lived in Venice since 1816, the year of his departure from England. Even for him it had been a 'spectacularly undomestic' period, involving a succession of fiery Italian mistresses and much of what he called 'fuff-fuff and passades'. After the conversazione, Teresa reported that they began meeting in secret: 'I was strong enough to resist at that first encounter, but was so imprudent as to repeat it the next day, when my strength gave way.' Her infatuation was immediate, but the surprise was Byron's, which crept up on him despite his firm resolution not 'to love any more'. Ten days into their affair, when Guiccioli announced to his wife that they were leaving, he took the extraordinary step of promising to follow them to Ravenna.
Byron had previously been scornful of the Italian convention of cavalier serventismo, by which women in marriages of convenience took subservient male lovers, usually in the knowledge of their husbands, whose office it was to hand them into carriages and accompany them to the theatre. ('As to the love and the Cavaliership I was quite of accord, but as to the servitude it would not suit me at all,' he told his half-sister, Augusta, in 1816.) But in Ravenna, where he spent the summer of 1819, he found himself sliding into the role: hovering anxiously by Teresa's bedside during an illness, riding with her daily in the pine forest. When the Guicciolis travelled to Bologna in August, the count accommodated Byron in his own residence; the following month, on the pretext of consulting a famous physician, the lovers disappeared to Venice while Guiccioli remained behind.
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Almost everyone was against the relationship. Venetian society, which had 'tolerated all Byron's previous sordid adventures', could not countenance a proper romance: 'Till this unfortunate affair he conducted himself so well!' a contessa exclaimed to Thomas Moore. Pietro Gamba, Teresa's brother, wrote to warn her that Byron was believed to keep his estranged wife 'shut up in a castle, of which many dark mysterious tales are told' and had once 'been a pirate'. Guiccioli himself, who had so far turned a blind eye, finally lost his temper in November 1819 and issued his wife with a set of conjugal rules, which ranged from the practical ('1. Let her not be late in rising, nor slow over her dressing') to the pointed and sinister ('10. Let her receive as few visitors as possible'; '17. How can she always be completely sincere with her husband with this worm gnawing at her heart?'). Teresa, uncowed, retaliated with a set of 'CLAUSES IN REPLY TO YOURS' - '1. To get up whenever I like'; '2. Of my toilette I will not speak' - and refused to stop seeing her lover. On Christmas Eve, Byron followed the Guicciolis back to Ravenna and stayed there. 'Love has won,' he wrote to Teresa. 'I shall return - and do - and be - what you wish.' Teresa considered it only right: 'It is hard that I should be the only woman in Romagna who is not to have her Amico.'
'To go to Cuckold a Papal Count, who, like Candide, has already been "the death of two men, one of whom was a priest", in his own house, is rather too much for my modesty,' Byron had written to Richard Hoppner, the British consul, earlier in the year. But that was exactly what he proceeded to do. Palazzo Guiccioli, the count's elegant neoclassical residence in the heart of the city, became his home until he left for Pisa in October 1821. In February 1820, at Guiccioli's somewhat surprising suggestion, he moved in, taking over the first floor while husband and wife occupied the ground level. In July, when a papal decree granted Teresa permission to leave her husband and return to her father's house, he remained, ignoring the count's notice to quit. Since 2024, the palazzo has housed the Museo Byron, a commemoration of his life and work, centred on meaningful objects treasured up by Teresa during their years together and after his death.
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There are his letters to her, which Teresa kept in an 18th-century basket inlaid with her father-in-law's coat of arms (as if no Guiccioli could be safe from Byronic infiltration). A handful of dried leaves and fruits and a fern branch represent a pilgrimage she made to Newstead Abbey, Byron's ancestral home, in 1857, when she was almost sixty. There is a brittle, heavily crinkled rectangle of cloth with a stain, marked: 'This handkerchief belonged to Lord Byron and never left me during the illness I was struck by because of the sorrow of leaving Lord Byron in Venice.'
Among the more anatomical relics are a collection of desiccated, semi-transparent flakes in a Petri dish (described as 'Skin of L. Byron fallen from him in an illness caught from swimming for three consecutive hours under the blazing rays of the August sun in the year 1822'), and a series of coils of hair: a lock of Byron's cut in Tuscany in 1822; another tinged with white, taken 'after his death'; two locks twisted together, 'L.B.'s and T.G.G.'s Hairs'. A curly little auburn clump, which looks distinctly pubic, has the coy curatorial note 'body hair', though in Teresa's handwriting, below the words 'Di Lord Byron', there is an expressive '?'.
The Museo Byron is an untraditional literary house museum because it gives little space to what Byron did within the palace walls. One room, 'In Ravenna', describes aspects of his life in situ. In the others, interactive displays and digital projections recreate his time in Venice and Greece, his love affairs, his famous works and characters and his posthumous celebrity. The result is that a burning question goes largely unanswered. What must it have been like to live cheek by jowl with the man you'd cuckolded? In the early 19th century, for a woman's cavalier servente to occupy the same household as her husband was not uncommon, but Byron wasn't your average cavalier. With him came his three-year-old daughter Allegra, a retinue of servants and a veritable zoo of animals he'd acquired during his years in Italy: dogs, cats, horses, monkeys, a fox, a peacock, a hawk, at least one goat, guinea-hens, a crow, an Egyptian crane. The crow in particular seems to have been a liability, regularly showing up in the pages of his Ravenna diary: 'The crow is lame of a leg - wonder how it happened - some fool trod upon his toe, I suppose.' 'Fed the two cats, the hawk and the tame (but not tamed) crow.' 'Beat the crow for stealing the falcon's victuals.' Palazzo Guiccioli, Origo notes, 'was in fact a not particularly spacious town house, with a single staircase':
Here Byron, Guiccioli, Teresa and all their numerous servants - not to mention Allegra, the dogs, the cats, the monkey, the peacock, the guinea-hens and the Egyptian crane - must have met several times a day. Then they would retire to their separate apartments - the count and his wife quarrelling downstairs and Byron sulking upstairs.

Daily life was a combination of monastic literary labour, the provincial social round, and episodes of domestic hostility and intrigue. Byron worked through the night (Teresa encouraged his productivity), dined frugally (he liked the yolk of a raw egg for breakfast, taken in the early afternoon), and saw Teresa in secret and in the moments of public ceremony associated with serventismo, at conversazioni or the opera. When the lovers couldn't meet, they communicated in notes, carried from one floor of the palace to the other by Teresa's maid or a page. Almost from the start, Guiccioli seems to have taken a strange double attitude to their liaison. He subtly encouraged it as far as it allowed him to lean on Byron for money, but kept spies in the house to gather evidence against his wife. During the weeks leading up to their separation in 1820, eighteen of his servants - including the cook, the maids and two carpenters - were employed to listen at doors. That summer, when Teresa wasn't supposed to be seeing Byron, Guiccioli's spies reported secret rendezvous at the palace after dark, Teresa dressed in black or disguised as a servant. We can only imagine the atmosphere after she had returned to Palazzo Gamba but Byron continued to occupy the floor above his sworn enemy.
The cavalier existence, rule-bound and closely surveilled, was often dull. The 'hot-blooded aristocratic rebel' side of Byron, as the museum puts it, must have been frustrated. 'I double a shawl with considerable alacrity; but have not yet arrived at the perfection of putting it on the right way,' he wrote to John Cam Hobhouse of his duties in March 1820, adding: 'Nobody has been stabbed this winter.'
[image: ]'Lord Byron' by Richard Westall (1813).




Things were different the following winter. After the Guicciolis' separation, Byron grew close to Ruggiero and Pietro Gamba, who were key figures in the Romagna branch of the Carbonari, the underground revolutionary network that sought to overthrow Austrian and Bourbon rule in Italy. Enthused by their cause, Byron became the capo of a local band, which met secretly in the pine forest. He enjoyed the boyish conspiratorial side of things, the reconnoitres and intrigues, the whispered passwords: 'The Count P.G. this evening ... transmitted to me the new words for the next six months ... The new sacred word is ***.' In early 1821, when shots were fired in the streets and there was serious talk of a rising, he threw himself into insurrectionary organisation. Without Guiccioli's permission and no doubt against his wishes (the count's political connections were to the papal government), Palazzo Guiccioli became an unofficial rebel headquarters. Byron flew the Carbonari flag from his balcony, hosted meetings, bought and stockpiled an astonishing quantity of 'bayonets, fusils, cartridges and what not', and distributed money on the doorstep (funding sympathisers, Clara Tuite writes, became part of his 'domestic economy'). His house, he told Pietro proprietorially, would do well in a siege: 'I ... offered, if any of [the rebels] are in immediate apprehension of arrest, to receive them in my house (which is defensible), and to defend them, with my servants and themselves (we have arms and ammunition) as long as we can.'
On the floor above the Museo Byron today is the Museo Risorgimento, which tells the story of the movement for Italian unification from the Napoleonic period to Garibaldi. One of its rooms, 'Byron's Study', explains the poet's role in the thwarted risings of 1821 and the importance of his works to later generations of Italian intellectuals and radicals. But in both museums more could be made of the major part that he played in Carbonari activities under the palace roof. 'In Italy no matter is so personal that it does not become tinged with politics,' Origo suggests, and Byron's romance with Teresa was a threat to those who feared he might become a focal point for liberal opposition. The police read his letters and kept tabs on his movements (the commissioner in Volterra scanned an Italian translation of The Prophecy of Dante for clues that he sought to 'augment popular agitation'); there were attempts to arrest and banish his servants; Guiccioli was enlisted to make an ugly scene and force Teresa to end the liaison. For a long time, Byron was defiant: 'If they think to get rid of me they shan't.' What worked at last was a kind of pincer movement. In July 1821, Pietro and his father were arrested and sent into exile in Tuscany; shortly after, Teresa fled, in response to rumours that Guiccioli had asked the pope to pack her off to a convent. It was another three months before Byron finally had the grand rooms of the palace stripped, sent on his retinue and the zoo, archived his love letters, and departed for Pisa and his amica. He left behind only the animals he could not take with him - 'a Goat with a broken leg', 'a Bird which would only eat fish', 'a Badger on a chain' - in the care of his Ravenna banker.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.lrb.co.uk/the-paper/v47/n23/clare-bucknell/at-the-museo-byron
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Diary
Louise Bourgeois's Suitcase
Jo Applin

2380 wordsIn September 
, a suitcase filled with sculptural odds and ends was discovered beneath a spiral staircase in Louise Bourgeois's house in Chelsea, New York. It had been tucked away behind a rail of clothes and forgotten. Bourgeois died in 2010, aged 98, but the suitcase hadn't been touched in more than forty years. I was staying at the house next door, where her archive is kept, when I received a message saying: 'We found an old suitcase with latex and mould materials in it this afternoon (!!) - will have it out to show you in the morning! Enjoy!!' I was researching a chapter on Bourgeois's latex sculptures, and was due to leave the following day. The last time I had visited there had been an earthquake and a total eclipse of the sun; somehow the suitcase felt just as auspicious.
The next morning, we donned powdery surgical gloves and began the task of gently lifting the stale-smelling objects out of the case and onto a paper-lined table. The contents, 'L.B. Latex Elements and One Costume', were recorded on the suitcase lid in black marker pen. Latex is a notoriously unstable material, which shrinks, darkens and dries out over time, a process accelerated by exposure to light and air. It comes in both natural rubber and synthetic versions. The orange-brown latex 'elements' were in varying states of degradation, although the dark, moisture-free environment of the fabric suitcase meant they had remained surprisingly flexible and in generally good condition. It wasn't, however, immediately clear what they were. Sculptural salvage? Experiments? Moulds? Mistakes?
Laid out flat, the eight shapes looked like swimming caps or oversized rubber nipples. They were recognisable from Bourgeois's sculptures and drawings of the 1960s, in which bulging mounds group in faintly phallic and breast-like clusters. (Bourgeois enjoyed the play between male and female body parts in her work, their abstraction breeding the kind of uncertainty she liked.) To make them, she painted thin layers of synthetic liquid latex onto cut-out circles of cheesecloth stretched over polystyrene moulds. Most of the pieces in the suitcase were roughly the same size, with one outlier, rounder and flatter than the others, about the size of a dustbin lid. It looked like a dried-out blister, its darkened surface marked by fine fissures and cracks. There was no sign of the promised costume. Other items in the case included a length of latex that looked like an exercise band left out too long in the sun, a handful of hardened latex shards, a scrap of hessian and some loose Italian lire.
Bourgeois's assistant, Jerry Gorovoy, recognised the suitcase and suggested it had been there since he and Bourgeois returned from a trip to a marble quarry in Italy in 1984. He told me he had a matching suitcase. Bourgeois went to Italy to work on her marble sculpture Blind Man's Buff, a thick chunk of stone mounted on a rough-hewn wooden base. The marble torso (what else to call it?), adorned with drooping protrusions, crumples and scrunches over on itself. The plaster maquette for the sculpture was modelled on a latex piece from 1978: the 'costume' listed on the suitcase, Gorovoy told me. Bourgeois had first discovered latex in the early 1960s (she called it 'a workshop discovery') and returned to it in part because it was expedient - teaching colleagues at Brooklyn College had asked her to stop clogging the sinks with plaster - but also because she enjoyed working with it.
Asked in 1968 about the change in her materials, Bourgeois said: 'I consider myself completely modern,' pointing out that she had also used vinyl chloride in her sculptures. 'I had the latest things,' she insisted, refusing to engage with the question of her age, which was what the interviewer really wanted to discuss. Bourgeois was in her mid-fifties when she began working in latex, thirty years older than sculptors such as Eva Hesse and Bruce Nauman. Her resin, plaster and latex works presaged a shift among younger artists, who also followed her in turning away from modernist precedents to make what the artist Robert Morris called 'antiformal' sculpture, in which edges were softened, boundaries blurred and internal structure collapsed.
In 1964, Bourgeois showed her new latex work at the Stable Gallery in New York. The pieces were very different from the upright wooden 'personages' with which she made her name in the late 1940s, or even her Surrealism-inflected Femme Maison imagery. Most of the critics found them unfathomable and ugly. What to make of this array of deflated and eccentric forms? One reviewer complained that the piles of latex set in soft folds and fat lazy coils looked as though 'the sculptor hadn't felt like working.' Michael Fried dismissed the work as 'excremental'. For others, including the young feminist curator and critic Lucy Lippard, Bourgeois's formal volte-face heralded a new era for sculpture. As she later put it, 'I was sick of beauty.' By 1975, Lippard had begun championing Bourgeois as an important precursor to the feminist art movement, her work incorporating themes of sexuality and violence, inner turmoil and abstract, erotic play.
The 'costume' recorded on the lid of the suitcase and used as the model for Blind Man's Buff belonged to a group of latex tabards Bourgeois had made for the one-off performance A Banquet/A Fashion Show of Body Parts, which marked the close of Confrontation, a large installation at the Hamilton Gallery in 1978. In both Confrontation and The Destruction of the Father (1974), Bourgeois was returning to the ambiguous latex forms of the 1960s. The loose pieces in the suitcase relate to the latex dresses; surviving video footage of the event meant I could match them, teat for teat. Rubbery bulbs and soft mounds protruded indecently from front and back, wobbling as the models walked, as though drooping udders. Bourgeois described one piece as sporting 'dear little labial accents'. 'Have you ever seen latex used better?' she asked in her voiceover for the show. It was a chaotic, camp affair: Bourgeois had persuaded various art world luminaries and members of the punk scene to parade around the installation, their naked bodies barely covered by the semi-transparent latex sheaths. The 'body parts' dangling from the costumes were echoed in the pile of latex objects on the long table at the centre of Confrontation. At the head of the table was the latex mould of Bourgeois's sculpture Avenza (1969), sprouting her trademark cluster of phallic stumps.
The Stable Gallery exhibition of 1964 came after a nearly decade-long break from making or exhibiting any new work. During that time, Bourgeois ran an antiquarian bookstore and underwent intensive psychoanalysis, which she continued off and on for the next thirty years. Two of her earliest latex pieces, both titled Portrait, are distended and swollen, a travesty of what a portrait should be. One she nailed to the wall like a mirror. The other, even less identifiable as a face, is a puddle on a tabletop, shrivelled and flat. With their knobby surfaces, curled edges and general air of collapse, it is hard not to see in these 'portraits' a devasting image of self, something dragged out from within, like entrails.
[image: ]Louise Bourgeois wearing her sculpture Avenza (1975) 
(c) 2025, The Easton Foundation/VAGA at ARS, NY and DACS, London.




Bourgeois often wore her insides on the outside. 'For me, sculpture is the body. My body is my sculpture,' she said, a point she reiterated in 1975 when she posed with the latex mould of Avenza on the steps of her house, her small frame swamped by its rubbery folds. The mould is not so much a substitute for her own body as an appendage, a weight to bear. It stands for her relationship to her work. She experienced rage and fear as both debilitating and motivating forces, often channelling them into her work, but just as often aiming them outwards, at others, as well as inwards at herself ('When I do not "attack" I do not feel myself alive,' she wrote).
Bourgeois moved back and forth between materials and processes, from bronze and marble to plaster and latex, and later to large-scale fabric sculpture. 'I do, I undo and I redo,' she said, aligning her working method with unconscious processes of repetition and negation. She remained committed to the analytic process, despite her hostility, as she put it, to 'Freud & Co'. On starting analysis, she was furious at being assigned 'housewife' hours in the middle of the day. In 1958, at the height of her most intensive period of therapy, she described it as 'a duty', 'a joke', 'a love affair', 'a bad dream', 'a pain in the neck' but also, 'my field of study'. In 2004, two metal boxes of papers, written during her analysis, were found in an upstairs closet. Six years later, just before she died, another two boxes filled with papers turned up.
The exterior of Bourgeois's house, where she posed wearing the mould of Avenza, doesn't declare itself as such. There is no sign, no suggestion that it is anything other than a handsome brownstone, though if you know to look out for them you can spot the distinctive scalloped metal grilles she designed for the front window. The small backyard is dominated by one of her steel spiders, Spider Couple (the view of which is a selling point for a nearby Airbnb). The year before she died, Bourgeois purchased the neighbouring house; along with her archive it contains offices for her foundation and a bedroom for visitors - mercifully spider-free.
Bourgeois moved into the house with her husband, the American art historian Robert Goldwater, in 1962. Except for the addition of a few sculptures, it has remained untouched since her death. The two buildings are connected via a sliding door in the basement: stepping across the threshold from the bright exhibition space of the archive into the dark, cool air of her workshop gave me goosebumps. Arch of Hysteria (1993), a bronze cast of Gorovoy's arched body extending over a daybed, confronts you as you enter. A sewing machine and two heavy printing presses take up the rest of the space, along with a large sink, cluttered workbench and walls of shelving. The surfaces are strewn with tools and maquettes while a central table is covered with half-sewn pieces of fabric. Photographs show Bourgeois playing with the configuration of the latex pieces for Confrontation on the table. Over the years, she used the bare walls of the house as a giant notepad, scrawling phone numbers and bits of information on them. A mantelpiece contains empty bottles of her favourite perfume, Shalimar, alongside lipsticks and bits of paper. There is a defunct fax machine and a folding metal chair. Drawers are stuffed; one of them overflows with colourful ribbons dating back decades.
Despite a preponderance of soft-seeming forms, there is barely a comfortable seat in the house, and the furniture is a curious mishmash of antique wooden chairs inherited from the family home in France and more workaday items acquired over the years. Bourgeois's clothes still hang on open rails, which stand here and there about the house. On one of the rails, which you brush past to leave the kitchen, hangs the black monkey fur jacket seen in Robert Mapplethorpe's portrait of Bourgeois aged seventy, cradling her plaster and latex phallus, Fillette, under her arm, a wicked grin spread across her face. When the photograph was used for the catalogue of her retrospective at MoMA in 1982, it was cropped to remove all trace of the rubbery phallus, reducing the image to that of a benign old woman - a particularly egregious act of bad faith given that Bourgeois was anything but.
After Goldwater's sudden death in 1973, Bourgeois lived alone in the house. Their sons had grown up and departed. She stopped sleeping in the bedroom, opting instead for a narrow daybed in another room, and had the stove ripped out and replaced by two small gas hobs in a tiny nook (her only concession to domesticity). It was a statement of intent. No longer the femme maison of her prints and paintings from the 1940s, which depict a headless hybrid - half-woman, half-house - carrying the weight of the home as burden or protective shell, she could now reorient the house to serve her and her work alone.
Bourgeois liked to sit, draw and hold court in the slightly dilapidated back parlour on the first floor. After Goldwater died, she had the dining table cut in half, and would sit behind it during her Sunday afternoon 'salons', which started in the mid-1990s and continued until shortly before her death (Sundays were Gorovoy's day off, and she liked to have company). Bourgeois orchestrated proceedings, plying guests with drink and tough questions. To get off to a good start, you had to arrive with chocolates and something interesting to say. Her temper flared when people were bland, self-congratulatory or, worse still, sought her approval. Gary Indiana described her on these occasions as 'a hilarious terror'.
That sense of 'hilarious terror' seems to linger in the house. Every corner is cluttered and engrossing. The telephone is still connected and sometimes still rings (I nearly jumped out of my skin). Post continues to arrive; the latest weekend edition of the FT had been delivered, still addressed to Bourgeois. The house isn't an official museum, though fans sometimes try their luck by ringing the doorbell. It would be a pity if that changed. There is something almost overwhelmingly intimate about being there, which would be lost in a shift to information panels and security barriers.
At the same time, it's easy to fetishise the house, to make it stand for Bourgeois herself. Just as the latex pieces are not exactly works of art but things Bourgeois thought and made with, so too the house is another kind of work, something she made in the course of making, which yields information to those willing to rummage around. After being unpacked and examined and catalogued, the latex objects were stored in acid-free cardboard archive boxes, repurposed from the foundation of another artist. This seemed like another example of what would, in Bourgeois's hands, have become a form of play, an opportunity for transformation. On the spines of the archive boxes, the words 'YOKO ONO' are written in thick black ink.
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