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Climbing the Ziggurat
Tom Stevenson

6391 wordsXi Jinping  has been at the top of China's political system for thirteen years. In that time he has consolidated control over the apparatus of the Chinese state and personalised power to a degree unseen since the death of Mao. Like Hu Jintao and Jiang Zemin before him, Xi is general secretary of the Chinese Communist Party, chairman of the Central Military Commission and head of state. But unlike Hu and Jiang, who worked with powerful premiers (Wen Jiabao and Zhu Rongji respectively), Xi has no clear deputy, no predecessor looking over his shoulder and no obvious rivals. He is, in the historian Geremie Barme's phrase, 'chairman of everything'. Though relieved of political challenge, Xi has subjected the state to the invigorating effects of regular purges, which are said to be necessary for 'self-revolution'. China, which in the post-Cold War period was viewed as either lunch for American capital or an irredeemable dungeon, has acquired under Xi a third face in the West as a powerful threat to the American empire.
Xi has personalised power, but he is not a dominant personality. Deng Xiaoping (de facto leader from 1978 to 1989) could strike a pose, and often did - usually with a cigarette hanging out of his mouth. Jiang Zemin (1989-2002) liked to put on a tricorne and would sing and dance given half an opportunity. Hu Jintao (2002-12) cultivated the image of a staid professional, perhaps a bank executive - more avatar of the party than individual. Like Hu, Xi holds his cards close to his chest. There are no holiday photographs of him enjoying the beach at Beidaihe, as there are of Mao, Deng and Jiang. The American sinologist Orville Schell, who accompanied both Joe Biden and Donald Trump to meetings with Xi, said he had 'encountered few leaders whose body language and facial expressions reveal so little'.
If Xi lacks the vivid individuality of Deng or Jiang, it is not for reasons of self-concealment. Within China his personal biography is better known than that of most leaders of the People's Republic. His name is attached to an enormous corpus of writings. But if he has private foibles they remain for the most part private. His chief eccentricity is being married to a popular singer. He is known to like football. In 2007, he told the US ambassador Clark Randt Jr that he had enjoyed Saving Private Ryan and The Departed, but was unimpressed with Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon and the Chinese martial arts genre more generally.
Xi is part of the hongerdai generation, the children of the old revolutionary leaders. Any attempt to understand him means reckoning with the life of his father, Xi Zhongxun, a veteran of the revolutionary north-west and one of Mao's top lieutenants before he was purged in 1962. Xi has called his father his 'supreme life example'. Recent years have seen a spate of biographies of China's 20th-century leaders, including Robert L. Suettinger's Life of Hu Yaobang and Chen Jian's of Zhou Enlai, both published in 2024.* We can now add Joseph Torigian's biography of Xi Zhongxun. Such biographies necessarily intervene in several irresolvable contests. Were these men principled revolutionaries or deviants from the true cause? Why were they always purging one another? Torigian's intervention is evidence of a considerable research effort, with sources ranging from the archives of Yanhuang Chunqiu, once China's most prominent reformist journal, to the letters of Italian communists who happened to cross Xi's path. And his subject had a truly remarkable life.
Xi Zhongxun was born in 1913 to a landowning family in Shaanxi that was nearly destroyed by the early 20th-century Chinese famines. His father, mother and sisters all died. In his teens the region suffered a severe drought, through which Xi worked as a salt panner. At the age of twelve he joined the Communist Youth League. At fourteen he was forced to leave school after he tried, and failed, to poison an academic administrator at the local university (the poison went in the wrong porridge bowl); he joined the Communist Party during his four-month stay in the local jail. In the civil war, he was taken under the wing of the future head of the Yan'an soviet, Liu Zhidan, and spent time fighting bandits, Nationalists and 'despotic gentry' in rural Shaanxi. Detained in a purge led by another of the Communist armies in 1935, he was only saved from execution (at least according to official party histories) by Mao's arrival in the north at the end of the Long March.
During the Sino-Japanese war, Xi was engaged in counter-intelligence work concerning the fraught alliance between the Communists and the Nationalists. Spies, both Nationalist and Japanese, were thought to be everywhere. This was the milieu in which Maoism in the strict sense emerged, and Xi took to it. In 1943, at Mao's direction, he led a purge in Suide County (he was not beyond torture or execution). In the later years of the civil war, he persuaded two influential Nationalist leaders in Yulin to defect to the Communists along with their forces. On the strength of his war record and considerable political talents, he was made head of the north-west bureau in Xi'an. After the founding of the People's Republic, he was one of five rising stars (along with Gao Gang and Deng Xiaoping) called from the provinces to Beijing, where he was made minister of propaganda and assistant to Zhou Enlai at the State Council. In 1956, he joined the Central Committee. In 1959, he was made vice premier, again under Zhou.
For at least two decades, Mao appears to have maintained a very high opinion of his man from the north-west. Though not an eloquent sophisticate, like Zhou or Liu Shaoqi, Xi was an adept schmoozer. He dealt on Zhou's behalf with the former emperor Puyi, repatriated by the Soviets in 1950. He struck up friendships with ethnic and religious leaders in the sparsely populated west. In Xinjiang, he was tasked with curtailing Nationalist aspirations for an Urumqi republic while maintaining the feudal order in nomadic areas. When Zhou asked him to consider becoming minister for foreign affairs, he replied that his talents were in local diplomacy in Tibet and Xinjiang and with the leaders of the non-Communist parties, and that it would be better if he remained minister for 'internal foreign affairs'. Frugal and disciplinarian with his children, on the job he was a big drinker and developed a reputation, when in the capital, for fondling waitresses. By all accounts he cheated at mahjong.
Politically, Xi saw himself as neither a dogmatic leftist nor a cowardly rightist. But as Torigian's account makes plain, he tacked with the prevailing winds when it came to Mao. This put him in a tight spot during the first major purge of the People's Republic era, which targeted Xi's old mentor from the north-west, Gao Gang. In 1953, Gao was purged, in part as a result of Deng and Zhou's machinations. After his subsequent suicide, Mao became convinced that Gao had been a Soviet agent - an early foreshadowing of the Sino-Soviet split. Xi had to go along with this paranoid theory, and did. Above all he was, as Mao put it in 1943, a man for whom 'the party's interests come first.' In 1959, another of Xi's allies, Peng Dehuai, was purged for criticising the Great Leap Forward. Xi had observed the early stages of the famine in Henan and Gansu, but elected to avoid open criticism. When Peng was purged, he kept his counsel.
Xi's own fall was the result of a more convoluted set of events. The context was the party's eventual recognition that the Great Leap Forward had been a disaster. Having survived the moves against Gao and Peng, and the Tibetan uprising of 1959, Xi was felled in 1962 for assenting to the publication of a historical novel set in the north-west. Some in the party leadership appear to have thought, or feigned to think, that Xi was the true author of the book, which touched on sensitive matters of early party history. Of course there was more going on. Deng and others probably moved against him to distract attention from themselves. One of Torigian's most important analytical contributions is his argument that alliances at the top of the party were too uncertain and temporary to allow for the formation of real factions. That didn't stop Mao from imagining Xi's past association with Gao and Peng as evidence of one.
In September 1962, along with twenty thousand supposed members of the 'Xi Zhongxun anti-party clique', Xi was put under house arrest and sent out of the capital to Luoyang. He remained in prison until 1975 and was only restored to officialdom after Mao's death. Despite his persecution, he admired Mao for the rest of his life (though he thought that Mao had gone off the rails in the late 1950s). In Luoyang, before his full rehabilitation, he was visited by his son Xi Jinping. They spent the time smoking and reciting Mao's old speeches.
Xi Zhongxun has long had a reputation in the West as the soft face of China's old revolutionaries - a tradition his son is said to have besmirched. Torigian overturns that simple assessment. Xi Zhongxun returned to government in 1978 as party secretary in Guangdong, where he found himself at the heart of the new Reform and Opening Up agenda. He played a significant part in the establishment of the special economic zones that laid the groundwork for the enormous boom in the south, of which Shenzhen is the contemporary symbol. He made the first official visit by a provincial party leader to Hong Kong since 1949. He took well to the re-establishment of relations with the US and led a party delegation to Washington in 1980. But his later political career points more to a commitment to party discipline than to any reformist conviction. After his stint in Guangdong, he was elected to the Politburo and was again put in charge of dealing with Tibet and Xinjiang. Avoiding missteps was almost as important during the Deng years as it had been under Mao. But with his official position and old revolutionary credentials restored, Xi was at least in a position to give his son's career a strong start.
Xi left the Politburo in 1987 after his immediate boss, Hu Yaobang, fell out with Deng over the subject of Deng's retirement. He managed a few more years at the top of the party, fighting many of the same battles he had waged in the 1950s. As a party elder at the time of Tiananmen, he played no role in the crackdown and massacre, but did subsequently support it. In Torigian's telling, Xi is a chiaroscuro of the pragmatic moderator and the orthodox party man. The contradiction can't be explained away, only embraced. Torigian argues that after the Cultural Revolution, the party feared another binary, between dictatorship and collapse. That anxiety would prove lasting. As Xi himself is said to have remarked to Peng Zhen, 'if, in the future, there is another strongman like Mao Zedong, what is to be done?'
The myth  of Xi Jinping's rise is that it owes more to his father's purge than to the offices he once held. As a child, Xi Jinping was raised on stories of the revolution and educated at the 1 August school on the steps of Zhongnanhai, home to China's top leadership. His father's fall and the Cultural Revolution put an end to that. In 1969, when he was thirteen, Xi was detained and publicly humiliated by the Red Guards; his mother was forced to join the denunciations. Xi was plucked from a life of enormous privilege in the capital and sent to live in a cave village in Liangjiahe, close to the old Communist base area at Yan'an. He was certainly a victim of the Cultural Revolution. Yet in a sense he was fortunate. He was too young to have become a Red Guard, which might have damaged his later political career, and he was neither killed nor morally destroyed before he was rusticated. There were worse fates: his siblings were incarcerated and one of his sisters killed herself.
The fable of the prince in the cave, while broadly accurate, is merely the authorised story. The biographies published by the party all share the theme of Xi triumphing over adversity and working long hours for the party while managing to stay close to the soul of the people. In his book, more a synthesis of published material than the product of new research, Michael Sheridan suggests that accounts of these years remain open to some doubt. The adolescent Xi is said to have spent his evenings reading Marx and making repeated attempts to join the party. Sheridan doesn't see how The Communist Manifesto can have appealed to an adolescent in rural China. But then he also seems to think it unimaginable that Xi, or anyone else, might have read Rabindranath Tagore or Mikhail Sholokhov (Hemingway is allowed as a possibility). What is clear is that on his tenth application, Xi was accepted as a party member. In 1975, he left the countryside to take a degree in chemical engineering at Tsinghua University in Beijing.
After leaving university, Xi managed to get himself lodged under the wing of Geng Biao, secretary general of the Central Military Commission. He was a junior functionary but at one of the major institutions of the state (Geng would remain Xi's mentor until his death in 2000). There's little doubt that his father helped secure that position. Yet Xi's early political career would end up being defined by a decision he took himself and without obvious paternal support. In 1982, he left both Geng and Beijing to become a local party secretary in Hebei. It's a period that Sheridan glosses over, but in abandoning the comfortable life of an adviser in Beijing for an unglamorous posting as a local party boss, Xi set his future in motion.
Xi was a skilled if cautious bureaucrat but his real talent was as a climber of the gargantuan ziggurat that is the Chinese state system. By 1985, he had obtained a more attractive party position in Fujian. Sheridan says Xi 'never went down well with the Fujianese', which may be true, but the posting served his political rise. Over seventeen years, he worked his way up to become first secretary in the provincial capital, Fuzhou, just in time for an economic upturn in the city, before being made governor of the province. His record there secured him the more prestigious job of party secretary in Zhejiang, one of the most developed provinces in the country. As well as political nous, Xi appears to have had the advantage of personal probity. In both Zhejiang and Fujian, which was notorious at the time as a smugglers' paradise, there were opportunities for a skilled official to acquire a portly bank account and a collection of mistresses. Xi seems to have forgone both. Nor did he help his family to reap the rewards on the side, at least at first. He came out of his time in Fujian almost spotless.
'Xi inherited success,' Sheridan writes. 'He just had to manage it.' But it's hard to chalk it all up to having a famous father. In 2007, when the head of the party in Shanghai was ousted for corruption, it was to Xi that the leadership turned to set matters straight. By then he was already a potential vice premier (a few years earlier he had given Jiang Zemin a rare bottle of baijiu, which probably did his reputation no harm). Within six months he was put on the Politburo and tasked with overall responsibility for the Beijing Olympics. He became vice premier in 2008. In 2010 Hu Jintao made Xi vice chair of the Central Military Commission, all but granting him the keys to the kingdom. Sheridan is unwilling to credit Xi's personal qualities for his rise. For him, Xi's ascent is simply evidence of family favour and the emergence of a dynastic tendency in the party. But Xi is an exception among the princelings: most of the children of the revolutionary generation either abandoned politics for business or were sidelined in the 1990s to make way for professional technocrats.
When Xi became general secretary in 2012, the popular press in the West indulged in its favourite predilection by describing him as a 'reformer' (the BBC correspondent John Simpson predicted that he would mark a break with the 'stern' Hu, and speculated about the possibility of an elected parliament). Instead, all prospect of a more open political environment has receded. Dissidence is rare and often treated as treason. Liu Xiaobo, perhaps the most prominent critic of the government, who had been imprisoned since 2008, died on Xi's watch. Xi's definitive break with his father's legacy came in the non-Han interior. From 2014, his 'strike hard' campaign amounted to an organised strategy of coerced assimilation and repression informed by technocratic population management. By 2017, this included the mass detentions of Uyghurs in an archipelago of prison camps. Perhaps half a million people are still detained there. In August 2022, the UN reported that the campaign amounted to crimes against humanity.
If Sheridan's book is accurate on most of the basic facts (three volumes of Das Kapital were not published 'in Marx's lifetime'), it's probably because much of the research was done by a former head of BBC News Chinese, Howard Zhang. Sheridan is too fond of juvenile observations (that Xi was born in the year of the water snake, for example, or that he wasn't cuddled much as a baby). For him, Xi Zhongxun is just one of Mao's henchmen who 'dipped their hands in blood'. Zhou Enlai is a 'pliant functionary' and Liu Shaoqi a 'grim Stalinist'. Zhou Yongkang, China's security chief until 2012, is a 'priapic pest' and Wang Huning, the eminence grise of the CCP, a 'courtier, thinker and overall bad influence'. The early party was merely a conquering army and 'slave to the doctrines of a foreign ideology'. Land reform and state ownership of land were no more than the replacement of one kind of feudalism with another. In 1953, the year of Xi's birth, many Chinese apparently 'lived in a daze' and 'discontent ebbed and flowed.'
It's not unknown for foreign correspondents to have a taste for gossip, but Sheridan sustains the pleasure beyond its usefulness. He repeats the speculations of 'dissident YouTubers' and diaspora chatter about secret heirs and concealed drinking. He seems to revel in the prosaic difficulties of Xi's first marriage, to Ke Xiaoming, daughter of the Chinese ambassador in London (one of the few original additions in the book is unfounded speculation that Ke may have been romantically involved with Denis Twitchett, a British historian of China). He devotes much space to the incident involving Gui Minhai, a Hong Kong publisher who was kidnapped in Thailand and rendered to China for planning to publish a book titled Xi Jinping and His Lovers. But that book largely comprised fabricated stories of Xi's seduction by beautiful Taiwanese businesswomen and CIA assets.
Sheridan's central argument is that Xi's China is best seen as a kingdom and Xi himself best regarded as an emperor. Xi may look 'like the chief executive of a corporation', Sheridan writes, but beneath that appearance he is something else - perhaps a 'mafia godfather'. The title Red Emperor is taken from Roderick MacFarquhar, who produced a shelf of books on China's 20th-century history. Sheridan insists that Xi has more in common with the pre-revolutionary dynasties than with his immediate predecessors. He suggests that the statue of Xi Zhongxun erected in Shaanxi after his death is evidence of Xi's dynastic ambitions. That notion isn't novel - it has been explored in a more rigorous way by the political scientist Yuhua Wang - but he hangs far too much on it.
Xi's  monarchic qualities are plain enough. In the time of Jiang Zemin and Hu Jintao one could speculate about the balance of power among the members of the Politburo Standing Committee. Xi's committee is more court than high council. Most members are old allies from his periods in Fujian and Zhejiang. Li Qiang, the ranking member immediately below Xi, has been with him since the early 2000s. Cai Qi, who appears to control access to Xi, worked under him in both provinces. Ding Xuexigang was Xi's deputy in Shanghai. Zhao Leji, Xi's chief enforcer, has family from Shaanxi. Li Xi gained access to the inner circle through family friends of Xi's. The exception is Wang Huning, former consigliere to both Jiang and Hu, who is best known in the West for his book America against America (1991), about his time as a visiting scholar in the US ('Americans hate theories and abstract thinking'). Wang can't be characterised as a Xi lackey, but his ideas about the use and unity of state power are complementary to the Xi project.
Xi has transformed the party's internal culture. No longer would it pose, as in the early 2000s, as a group of executives who just happen to be running the country. As a qiangguo ('powerful state'), China needs a correspondingly powerful leader. In 2018, Xi had the National People's Congress dispense with the two-term limit in order to allow him to continue as head of state. In October 2020 he was declared linghang zhangduo ('pilot at the helm'). Since the retirement in 2022 of Li Keqiang, a holdover from the Hu days, there has been no one in the party leadership who could plausibly represent an alternative power centre. At the 20th Party Congress that year, Hu himself was unceremoniously escorted from the hall before the show of hands approving the new Politburo.
Xi has protected his rule through repeated purges. He succeeded Hu in 2012 after the fall of Bo Xilai, then the party boss in Chongqing and a putative rival. Bo was arrested by the party disciplinary apparatus and transferred to Qincheng prison after his wife, Gu Kailai, was embroiled in the murder of the British businessman Neil Heywood. Sheridan doesn't believe that Gu, a 'reclusive woman in poor health', was the killer and suspects a plot by the ministry of state security. Much about the affair remains murky. Whatever happened with Bo pales in comparison with the purges Xi has since conducted. Sheridan argues that Xi's move against Zhou Yongkang, the once feared former head of public security, was a model for later manoeuvres. When Xi became general secretary, Yongkang was ushered into retirement and Xi set the anti-corruption investigators on him. In 2015, he was convicted of bribery and leaking state secrets and sentenced to life imprisonment in Qincheng. His deputy, Sun Lijun, was purged and denounced as the leader of an anti-party clique.
In his first two years in power, Xi purged seven hundred top officials, including dozens with ministerial rank as well as Hu's former chief of staff, Ling Jihua. In his first five years he had two million party members put under investigation for corruption. Party membership is now more demanding and party dues are actually to be paid rather than ignored. Officials dread being called to the Central Commission for Discipline Inspection in Beijing for shuanggui, 'dual designation' interrogation. This element of the Xi system has its supporters. Members of the higher business caste don't appreciate the fact that they may be placed in extrajudicial detention if they step out of line. But the new petite bourgeoisie tends to approve of the sense of order. When Xi took over in 2012, corruption within the party was a serious problem. An anti-corruption drive of some sort was surely necessary.
Xi's intramural purges are outdone by his approach to the military and security apparatus. As soon as he became head of the Central Military Commission, Xi began purging senior military officers. Army business interests were shut down and 300,000 military personnel demobilised. The Second Artillery Force, responsible for missile defence, was dissolved and reformed as the People's Liberation Army Rocket Force, a body Xi then purged of his own appointees in July 2023. In August 2023, he purged the defence minister, Li Shangfu. Until recently it was common practice for Chinese military officers to purchase promotions and then recoup the cost by selling jobs to underlings, giving the CIA a natural source of agents. Xi has kept some military figures close: his second in command on the CMC, Zhang Youxia, has retained his post despite exceeding the customary age limit (their fathers once fought alongside each other). But half of the top CMC positions are currently vacant. In October last year, nine senior army officers were removed from their positions and expelled from the party, including He Weidong, the first uniformed vice chairman of the CMC to be purged since the days of Mao.
As Sheridan sees it, Xi's anti-corruption campaigns are mostly a cover to distract from the fact that he is himself part of a self-enriching revolutionary aristocracy. While Xi's early political rise was notably clean, once he joined the Politburo in 2007 his family does appear to have benefited. Relying on a report published by Bloomberg, Sheridan writes that between 2007 and Xi's election as general secretary in 2012 (when the family wealth became 'better hidden'), his sister Qi Qiaoqiao and her husband appear to have made large fortunes. There's no reason to doubt those facts. But by focusing on them Sheridan misses the historical importance of the Xi years. He doesn't attempt to explain China's economic rise under Xi, which he sees as merely a continuation of an older trend. It's true that China's economy quadrupled in size during the Hu decade (and grew fiftyfold between 1978 and 2012). But Xi's own efforts in the largest and fastest industrialisation in human history can't be discounted. The vast expansion of high-speed rail mostly occurred under Xi. In 2010, less than half of China's population lived in cities; by 2020, it was more than two-thirds. The gargantuan industrial strategy known as Made in China 2025 has shifted the Chinese economy from manufacturer of indifferent consumer goods to powerhouse of next-generation technology, with state-backed investments in electric vehicles and solar power generation.
Xi's permanent purge doesn't point to a machine in perfect working order. But it's hard to agree with Sheridan's claim that he is 'not a political strategist'. He has consolidated power over a behemoth. He has shown ruthless finesse in moving potential rivals out of the picture and keeping China's new tech billionaires in their subordinate place. Sheridan's unwillingness to acknowledge Xi's more formidable qualities in favour of the caricature of an overpromoted hongerdai is indicative of a general prejudice. In his account, Xi's China is a petty tyranny. The government's successes are evidence of 'traditional Chinese subtlety' and its crimes a consequence of the nature of the party. One is left to wonder how a state of such size and complexity could possibly continue in Xi's hands.
One of the particularities of the Xi era is its penchant for codified official political theory, collected and published since 2017 under the rubric 'Xi Jinping Thought on Socialism with Chinese Characteristics for a New Era'. Chinese leaders tend to be more than usually interested in the phraseological power of the state; Mao was obsessed with finding the 'single formulation' that would bring about the flourishing of the nation. But the deadening sprawl of Xi Jinping Thought is something to behold. There is Xi Jinping Thought on the Rule of Law, Xi Jinping Thought on Culture and Xi Jinping Thought on Ecological Civilisation. From 2019, study of these various branches of official ideology became mandatory in the party. Kevin Rudd, former prime minister of Australia and now Australian ambassador to the US, is one of relatively few China analysts in the West to have met Xi in person. In The Avoidable War (2022) he argued that the US and China could limit their competition to something short of military conflict. In his most recent work, he has set himself the task of analysing the corpus of Xi Jinping Thought.
In search of what Xi thinks, Rudd surveys official communiques, proclamations and the party's theoretical journal, Qiushi. The Xi who emerges is a committed ideologue, combining Sinocentric nationalism with Marxist struggle. The Xi ideology is a fusion of Leninist politics, Marxist economics and nationalist foreign policy. Xi Jinping Thought sits in the tradition not of Mao's quotations but of Deng Xiaoping Theory. When he came to power, Xi stressed that the legacies of Mao and Deng - 'the two that cannot be denied' - were not up for repudiation. Yet Rudd finds subtle signs that Deng's legacy is being demoted. If in Mao's time it was more important to be 'red' than 'expert', in the Deng era it was more important to be 'expert' than 'red'. Xi, he says, has returned the 'red'. Early discourses on the importance of both market and state have, over time, shed the market part. In 2015, Xi announced the New Development Concept ('dual circulation economy', 'common prosperity', 'security in development'), which Rudd sees as a rejection of Reform and Opening Up.
What is the evidence that these developments constitute a 'turn to the Marxist left'? Rudd finds plenty of good Marxist rhetoric in Xi's speeches. Under 'common prosperity', redistribution is supposed to be a priority. In an article published in Qiushi in 2021, Xi wrote that 'we cannot allow the gap between rich and poor to continue growing.' But as Rudd notes, the proposed remedy involved getting the rich to support charitable causes and 'give back' to the community. Rudd does entertain the possibility that Xi's use of Marxist vocabulary is a kind of customary formalism, but dismisses it on the basis of how much space Xi devotes to it. In Rudd's account, anodyne sections of speeches on the importance of Marxism in China become a 'full-throated embrace of Marxism as the single, totalising worldview for the party'. The existence of state-owned enterprises and industrial policy are evidence of a 'profoundly Marxist ideological imperative behind Xi's common prosperity' (the written style of Chinese official documents is mildly contagious).
In fact, the Xi corpus represents only a superficial engagement with Marx and contains no serious political philosophy of any stripe. And is Xi - who personally cleared the way for Citibank to set up in Hangzhou, who sent his daughter to Harvard and who told Shinzo Abe that had he been born in America he would have joined the Democrats or Republicans - really best viewed as a dogmatic ideologue? Xi cares not about political philosophy but about loyalty and party discipline. One could go further. Is Xi Jinping Thought not better seen as an attempt by the state bureaucracy to sterilise the Marxist tradition in China? Rudd is only cursorily interested in the gulf between Marxist theory and the reality in Xi's China, where GDP and employment are overwhelmingly in the private sector, independent trade unions are illegal and labour unrest is suppressed in an unending fiesta of capital. A higher percentage of the population in China receives income from ownership of capital than in the UK, Japan or even the US. K.M. Panikkar once described Chiang Kai-shek as 'a democratic president who believed in military dictatorship'. Rudd appears to think Xi is a capitalist dictator who believes in Marxism.
In 2015, Xi's childhood friend Yi Xiaoxiong wrote that the dominant ideology in contemporary China is vulgar nationalism. But, as in the West, one cadre's guojia zhuyi (nationalism) is another's aiguozhuyi (patriotism). While he has little interest in pre-revolutionary political history, except insofar as it bequeathed Chinese culture, Xi is wedded to the idea of China as an antique and continuous civilisation. He likes to decry Western values and to talk up 'the great rejuvenation of the Chinese nation'. He oversaw the insertion of 'wolf warrior' party ideologues into the diplomatic corps in the late 2010s. Rudd concludes that this is part of 'a full-blooded ideational and nationalist struggle against the Western world'. He sees Xi's use of the phrase 'great changes unseen in a century' as evidence of plans to supplant the American empire. But for the most part Xi keeps any talk of the decline of American power in abstract terms. He is much more outspoken about US influence in East Asia, as in a 2021 declaration in which China is described as being 'confronted with various types of external encirclement, suppression, disruption and subversion'. The 2025 national security white paper listed as a first-order concern 'the US-led Western bloc's provocations in China's periphery'.
In his speeches, Xi talks of an 'independent foreign policy of peace' and a commitment to the UN Charter. China's Global Governance Initiative is supposed to promote 'democracy in international relations', multilateralism and the rule of law. For Rudd, these commitments amount to no more than seeking 'the international moral high ground'. Behind them lies an ambitious 'mega-project to rewrite the entire international system'. He speculates, without real evidence, that China might seek to replace the UN Charter with a 'new emerging Sinocentric structure'. This view is somewhat supported by China's territorial claims to islands in the South China Sea, its incursions into Taiwanese airspace and its border scuffles with India. When, in September, Xi posed with Putin and Kim Jong-un on the balustrade of Tiananmen Gate to celebrate the eightieth anniversary of the end of the Second World War, China hawks reacted strongly. But China is more committed to the status quo international institutions than America is. One would search in vain for reports of China bombing Somalia for days on end or conducting airstrikes on unidentified boats in the Caribbean or abducting the president of another country and spiriting him back to Beijing.
Rudd describes a speech given in 2021 by the director of the party's Central Foreign Affairs Commission, Yang Jiechi, at a meeting with the Biden administration in Alaska. The speech contained a lengthy and quite accurate critique of US foreign policy that surprised the US delegation. But Jiechi also said that China's core policy was 'no confrontation, no conflict, mutual respect and win-win co-operation with the United States'. There is a strong tendency in Anglophone analysis to fit all evidence into a master narrative of Chinese nefariousness. As the writer Zichen Wang has pointed out, peaceful rhetoric by Chinese leaders is invariably classified as deceit while more aggressive comments are taken as revealing true intentions: 'Why should the hawkish half be coded as truth and the doveish half as a lie? What principle justifies ignoring one half of the record?' Far better to conclude that China, like other states, mixes diplomacy with deception and self-justification.
Rudd claims  that China's low view of the US is a product of Xi's political philosophy. The argument is stronger that something like the opposite is the case. To the extent that China's view has shifted under Xi, this can't be separated out from the rise of the China hawks in Washington in 2011, the 'confront China' rhetoric of the 2016 election, the 2018 US National Defence Strategy, Jake Sullivan's institutionalisation of China containment during the Biden years and the establishment in 2021 of a dedicated China mission centre - at the time the only one formed for a single country - at the CIA.
The Sino-American relationship remains fraught. The US and China have irreconcilable positions on Taiwan. On the US side there is still a desire to maintain a sphere of influence that only stops at China's borders. China would like to roll it back, and assert one of its own. Earlier this year, the US Air Force dug out and restored the runways on the Pacific island of Tinian from which the Enola Gay and Bockscar took off in 1945. But there are also signs of relations easing. The latest round of the US's poorly conceived and ill-executed trade war has begun to peter out. When Xi and Trump met in Busan on 30 October, Trump referred to it as a meeting of the G2. The two sides agreed to lower tariffs and suspend export controls on rare earth elements and semiconductors. Trump's 2025 National Security Strategy, published in December, focused on keeping the US 'pre-eminent in the Western hemisphere' and gave less space than usual to bellicose rhetoric about China. At the Busan meeting, Xi said he and Trump were responsible for 'the steady sailing forward of the giant ship of China-US relations'. It is possible that the US and China will be able to find a modus vivendi based on China's emergence as a third pole of the world economy, even if this is likely to be just a lull in a long saga.
If China were run by someone other than Xi, would the general picture look very different? I suspect not. Xi did not capture the state. The party, or its interests, produced him. Diaspora critics fantasise about concealed power struggles. Every year when Xi goes on holiday, the Economist publishes an article claiming he has become 'elusive'. But political evolution in China is not as contingent as those approaches would suggest. Speculation about succession is one of the favourite sports of intelligence desks but with China it is, for want of a better phrase, a dead end. Xi must have thought about the succession problem but the nature of that thought will remain obscure. The consensus is that he will hold on to power at the 21st party congress in 2027. It's plausible he will rule until 2032 and beyond. He is only 72, after all. He may be delaying succession planning with the intention of staying in power indefinitely. Or he may already have a successor in mind whose identity is wisely concealed. There's no way to know. His father lived to 88; his mother is still alive at 99; and he has access to excellent healthcare.
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Flim-Flam
Daniel Soar asks how Thomas Pynchon found the time 'to learn about the Milwaukeean shoe stores that used fluoroscopes to X-ray a customer's foot for the perfect fit' (LRB, 25 December 2025). I guess this wasn't common practice in the UK, either because shoe stores there couldn't afford fluoroscopes or because they could see that their use was just flim-flam to impress customers. The fluoroscope was, however, often seen in New York shoe stores when I was a child in the 1950s, and Pynchon, aged 88, is old enough to have used one himself. I suppose mothers wanted objective evidence that the shoes they were buying fit their children's feet properly. But the use of fluoroscopes ceased pretty quickly when blase attitudes about exposure to X-rays were displaced by widespread concerns that they could cause cancer.


David Ascher

				Boston, Massachusetts
			


Two by Two
  David Runciman, writing about the alarming inverse proportionality between a society's wealth and its birth rates, is correct that affluent societies, by placing such a high premium on human time,  make childrearing a comparatively unattractive proposition (LRB, 20 November 2025). He makes only passing reference, however, to what is, as I see it,  the most promising long-term fix for our demographic woes: changing our understanding of kinship.
  I'm a thirty-something queer woman. Hardly anyone in my demographic lives in a straightforward single-couple household. We place less and less stock in monogamy. I have multiple romantic partners,  and have various relationships - at different degrees of intimacy and physical remove - with their romantic partners. The question of 'romantic' partnership is itself coming under  scrutiny: must we be in love to cohabit or share a bank account? What if we're just really good at working together? This sort of thinking has led to increasingly interconnected social webs, which  can result in surprising economic efficiencies. For those of us now considering childrearing, these new kinship networks are starting to look like the only villages capable of raising our children.
  I am aware that I'm essentially microwaving Maurice Godelier's argument in The Metamorphoses of Kinship: single-family households are a historical anomaly, and other arrangements are  likely to have better economics. It's a mistake to hold the cost of caring for our young and elderly as essentially constant.


Violeta Cortes

				Toronto
			


Under a Microscope
Adam Plunkett writes that I object to two aspects of his case about 'a series of resemblances' between the opening nine poems of Frost's A Boy's Will and Tennyson's In Memoriam (Letters, 25 December 2025). I am happy to make a further objection. He says that 'the first poems in each sequence are impassioned expressions of hope for a distinctive kind of journey of the soul: to move beyond the limits of their earlier selves without the loss of their old loves.' This is to misread In Memoriam I. Tennyson's speaker says that he 'held it truth' (past tense) that 'men may rise on stepping-stones/Of their dead selves to higher things.' He now considers the prospect of moving on, trying to transcend his sorrow, misguided. Better to yield to grief than risk losing one's former self along with one's love:
Than that the victor Hours should scorn
The long result of love, and boast,
'Behold the man that loved and lost,
But all he was is overworn.'

I did miss the 'prayers to the wind' in In Memoriam IX that Plunkett believes connects it to Frost's ninth poem. But I can't see that Tennyson's 'gentle winds', called on to 'Sleep', have much in common with Frost's boisterous 'loud Southwester', which he wants to 'burst into my narrow stall', 'swing the picture on the wall' and 'run the rattling pages o'er'. And I am unconvinced that 'Stars' has a connection to In Memoriam VI, beyond the general fact that both acknowledge loss to be common and senseless. (Incidentally, neither uses a 'frame tale' to 'illustrate' its argument: Tennyson's vignette of the young girl waiting for her lover is an inset tale - the opposite - while Frost's poem is a lyric with a central metaphor, not a narrative.)
It seems curious that Frost would have modelled only the first nine poems of A Boy's Will on In Memoriam: why stop there? Equally, that he would have worked hard to do so but not wanted anyone to notice. When he alluded structurally to other works, as with New Hampshire and its relationship to The Waste Land, he tended to be more obvious about it. Words and images from Tennyson, as I noted, do seem to recur in a handful of the early poems: the churchyard yew grasping at gravestones in In Memoriam II; the figure of 'Sorrow' and the 'stars' that 'blindly run' their courses in III. (Perhaps uncoincidentally, the poems in A Boy's Will that are most concerned with loss and grief - 'Ghost House', 'My November Guest', 'Stars' - are the ones that sound Tennysonian.) Poetic influence is hard to prove, but verbal echoes are at least data.
'Although to speak of an allusion is always to predicate a source,' Christopher Ricks writes, 'a source may not be an allusion, for it may not be called into play; it may be scaffolding such as went to the building but does not constitute any part of the building.' Plunkett's 'hidden architecture', if it is there, may be more scaffolding than building.


Clare Bucknell

				The Hague
			


Lippmann's Influence
Andrew O'Hagan gives a clear account of Walter Lippmann's wide-ranging involvement in 20th-century American politics (LRB, 25 December 2025). He states that Lippmann's 'claims as an original thinker rest on his book Public Opinion', but before that book, which was published in 1922, Lippmann wrote Drift and Mastery (1914), a foundational text for the American progressive movement, in which he defended an interventionist state and an experimental approach to policymaking.
Lippmann's intellectual influence didn't stop at progressivism. In The Good Society (1937), his defence of spontaneous and unplanned forms of social organisation was intended to combat totalitarianism. The Good Society was the subject of the Walter Lippmann Colloquium, a gathering in Paris in August 1938 attended by Austrian economists Friedrich Hayek and Ludwig von Mises, French intellectuals such as Raymond Aron, and German ordoliberals such as Wilhelm Ropke and Alexander Rustow. The colloquium is often seen as the founding moment of the neoliberal movement, influencing conservative thinking in the US, France, Germany, the UK and elsewhere. Thus Lippmann's books influenced both the American progressive left and the international neoliberal right.


Sam DeCanio

				King's College London
			


Rude Erudition
Writing about Joanne Paul's recent biography of Thomas More (LRB, 6 November), Lucy Wooding observes that 'More could proclaim "the beshitted tongue" of Luther "most fit to lick" the "posterior of a pissing she-mule".' She adds: 'This kind of rhetoric sits uncomfortably with the accepted view of More as, if not a saint, at least a scholar of immense sophistication.' But even here More is showing his erudition, since he is almost certainly adapting a line from the Roman poet Catullus. Here is More's Latin: 'ut vel meientis mulae posteriora lingat.' And here is Catullus 97, lines 7-8: 'praeterea rictum qualem diffissus in aestu/meientis mulae cunnus habere solet.' Rough translation: 'and besides, he tends to hold his mouth open like the gaping cunt of a pissing she-mule in heat.' Even when the humanists were vulgar, it was often with ancient precedent in mind.


Matt Simonton

				Princeton, New Jersey
			


Marching Orders
  David Todd puts a benign emphasis on diplomatic relations between the US and Vichy when he says 'Petain's government severed them in November 1942' following the Allies' Operation Torch in North  Africa (LRB, 4 December 2025). Notwithstanding Humphrey Bogart's embrace of the Free French cause at the end of Casablanca, Roosevelt maintained  a diplomatic presence in rue des Etats-Unis, Vichy, even after Germany and Japan had declared war on the US in December 1941. The US Embassy was still functioning when Petain broke off diplomatic  relations; the next day, Wehrmacht soldiers forcibly entered the building and arrested the remaining diplomats, whom they interned in Germany.


Neil Ferguson

				Vaillac, France
			


Flutter in the Dovecote
  Nick Richardson, in his very enjoyable piece on alchemy, writes that Ithell Colquhoun was a member of the Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn (LRB, 25 December  2025). In fact she was never a member, though she tried several times to become one (her distant cousin Edward Garstin even tried to pull a few strings to get her in). Perhaps it is because of  her book The Sword of Wisdom, a roll call of Golden Dawn members, their influence, alchemical lore and occult practices, that she is often mistaken as a member. She was a member of about  eight other occult societies, including the Ordo Templi Orientis and the New Isis Lodge, and was a maverick in the way she trained herself in seership.
  There may be a hint of the reason for the Golden Dawn's refusal to admit Colquhoun in the remarks she made about being turned away from another society, the Fraternity of Inner Light:
    What had I said to flutter the dovecote, or alternatively, stir up the snake-pit? Only hinted at discrepancies between the worldview of the Qabalah (even as interpreted by Dion Fortune) and that    of her treatise The Cosmic Doctrine, which owes something to certain strands in Mme Blavatsky's teaching. In the Inner Light's correspondence course, these two were uneasy bedfellows    where phrases like the 'Solar Logos' jostled Hebrew terminology.  

  Colquhoun was a woman who knew her own mind, and wasn't afraid to speak it.


Marie Lloyd

				London SE13
			


Whiffy
  The sense of smell is 'barely used onstage', Susannah Clapp writes (LRB, 25 December 2025). She recalls only one 'whiffy play' - Jerusalem, with  its 'tang of petrol' - in the last thirty years. Older theatregoers may not have forgotten Franco Zeffirelli's National Theatre production, at the Old Vic in 1973, of Saturday Sunday  Monday, a comedy adapted from the Italian original by Eduardo de Filippo. A legendary cast included Laurence Olivier, Frank Finlay, Martin Shaw, Anna Carteret and Joan Plowright. Plowright  played a Neapolitan matriarch who spent most of the first act on stage cooking a ragu. An intense smell of onion, tomato and garlic flooded the theatre.


Mark Mildred

				London SW11
			


The Unconscious Is Back
  Amia Srinivasan's survey of thinking and unthinking about politics and the unconscious roams over dozens of writers (LRB, 25 December 2025). As so often,  Carl Jung is absent. Yet his theory of the shadow illuminates any analysis of abuse, hatred, victimisation, racism, war, atrocity and genocide. And the concepts of animus, anima and the  'conjunction of opposites' speak directly to our contemporary puzzling over gender, sexuality, binaries and polarities. Overlooking Jung on the collective unconscious is a pity, all the more so  since his work entirely supports Srinivasan's thesis: that closer attention to the talking cure 'might make us more effective political agents'.


Richard Berengarten

				Cambridge
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Short Cuts
On Venezuela
Tony Wood

3049 words'Iwatched  it literally like I was watching a television show,' Donald Trump said of the US military assault on Venezuela in the early hours of 3 January. After months of covert operations and surveillance, US forces bombed several sites around Caracas to cripple Venezuelan air defences and then kidnapped the country's president, Nicolas Maduro, and his wife, Cilia Flores. 'If you would've seen the speed, the violence,' Trump added, spellbound by the exercise of imperial power. But the intended audience for this show of force was the whole Western hemisphere, and while much remains uncertain about Venezuela's future, it's already clear what Trump's current foreign policy doctrine means for the rest of the world. As Trump himself put it, 'I watched last night one of the most precise attacks on sovereignty.' He then corrected himself: 'I mean, it was an attack for justice.'
That Operation Absolute Resolve involved flagrant breaches of international law scarcely needs repeating. The US committed multiple acts of war against a state that posed no immediate threat to it, without even the flimsiest attempt to establish a casus belli or secure UN authorisation. This trampling of international norms by the world's most powerful state is not exactly surprising, given the multiple undeclared wars waged by several successive administrations and the US sponsorship of Israel's genocidal assault on Gaza. Yet the attack on Venezuela does seem to signal something new in its blend of brazen illegality and gleeful coercion.
The aggression against Venezuela is also emblematic of the Trump era in being both shockingly unpredictable and crudely foreshadowed, as well as being conducted under a pretext that makes little sense. Since September 2025, the US has launched several attacks on boats, mostly in international waters, resulting in the deaths of at least 115 people. Both these summary executions and the kidnapping of Maduro were ostensibly carried out to combat drug trafficking, yet the evidentiary basis for this is farcically thin. No trace of drug shipments has been recovered from the wreckage of the boats, and anyway only a fraction of the drugs moving into the US enter via the Caribbean, where the majority of the strikes took place. The original indictment issued against Maduro by a grand jury in New York in 2020 repeatedly described the accused as the head of something called the Cartel de los Soles, which, according to most experts in organised crime, doesn't exist. A new indictment, unsealed on 3 January, quietly dropped that claim, instead describing Maduro and others in the Venezuelan leadership as narco-traffickers in league with Mexican cartels, Colombian guerrillas and Venezuelan organised crime.
One could legitimately accuse the Maduro government of many things, from rigging elections in 2018 and 2024 to the mass incarceration of protesters and suppression of dissent - to say nothing of its slow corrosion of chavismo's legacy and support base. But even its detractors must admit that running a fictional cartel is a strange reason for its forcible removal. Then, of course, there's the fact that many of Washington's closest partners in the region have actually been involved in the drug trade, from the Contras to Alvaro Uribe in Colombia. In November, Trump pardoned the former Honduran president Juan Orlando Hernandez, convicted of drug trafficking in a US court the previous year.
Even before 3 January, Trump couldn't be bothered to maintain the pretence that the escalation of pressure on Venezuela had anything to do with drugs. The US began a huge military build-up in the Caribbean in the late summer, sending materiel and troops in far greater numbers than would have been needed just to combat drug trafficking. On 10 December, US forces seized an oil tanker off the Venezuelan coast, and a week later Trump announced a blockade of tankers subject to US sanctions, announcing on Truth Social on 16 December that Venezuela must 'return to the United States of America all of the Oil, Land, and other Assets that they previously stole from us'. Within hours of Maduro's kidnapping, Trump was again putting a lot of emphasis on oil: 'We're going to have our very large United States oil companies, the biggest anywhere in the world, go in,' he said. 'We're gonna be taking out a tremendous amount of wealth out of the ground.' Four days later, the administration announced it would be taking control of Venezuela's oil sales 'indefinitely'.
Is it all about the oil, though? Trump seems to think so, but in December, when reports emerged that the administration was discussing plans for a post-Maduro Venezuela with US oil companies, many of them were apparently unenthusiastic. At current prices, there would be little incentive to make expensive investments in repairing Venezuela's crumbling infrastructure, especially since the country's crude oil is 'heavy' and 'sour' - difficult and costly to extract and refine. This may explain why Trump has floated the idea of using US tax revenues to compensate oil companies for their trouble. But it also strongly implies that the oil companies weren't pushing for this policy. The larger point to bear in mind is that, while there has rarely been an exact correspondence between the interests of US capitalist firms and the actions of the US government, that connection has become increasingly arbitrary under Trump. It's entirely possible that the plan for opening up Venezuela to US oil companies is being improvised after the fact; what came first was the decision to oust Maduro.
This plan seems to have taken shape several months ago, but regime change in Venezuela has been the US's stated policy for more than a decade, and its implicit goal for even longer. US government agencies have funded and trained the more extreme wing of the Venezuelan opposition ever since Hugo Chavez was first elected in 1998. In 2002, the George W. Bush administration backed a failed coup attempt against Chavez, and supported the opposition's bid to force his removal first through a general strike in 2002-3 and then through a recall referendum in 2004. In 2015, two years after Chavez's death and the election of Maduro as his successor, Obama declared Venezuela a 'national security threat' to the US and placed sanctions on key officials. Starting in 2017, the first Trump administration ratcheted up the pressure with a broader and more punitive array of measures, including sanctions on the state oil company, PDVSA, and on the central bank and the national development bank, as well as executive orders blocking Venezuela from accessing US financial markets or selling its debt.
While declining oil prices, corruption and economic mismanagement by the Maduro government were already taking a toll on Venezuela's economy, there is no doubt that the sanctions made an already dire economic situation far worse. Even the most conservative estimates show GDP dropping by more than two-thirds between 2014 and 2021. Hyperinflation and shortages took their toll on living standards, fuelling a surge in migration over the last decade. In both absolute and relative terms, this is one of the largest peacetime population movements on record: according to the UNHCR, 7.9 million are now estimated to have left, out of a total population of around 30 million. There were around 760,000 Venezuelan migrants in the US by mid-2024, but the vast majority have moved to neighbouring countries; there are nearly three million in Colombia alone.
In 2019, Trump made a botched attempt at regime change, recognising Juan Guaido, head of the National Assembly, as Venezuela's president. US policymakers apparently expected the Venezuelan military to rally to Guaido amid a popular revolt, but the regime held firm and anti-Maduro protests quickly subsided. A year later, a combination of Venezuelan oppositionists and US mercenaries bungled another attempt at regime change (the operation has become known as the 'Bay of Piglets'). These failures must have stung, giving the second Trump administration additional motivation to finish the job. Admittedly, hostility to Maduro has been a bipartisan affair: in 2020, Trump offered a bounty of $15 million for information leading to his arrest; in January 2025, the outgoing Biden administration increased it to $25 million, only for Trump to double it again in August. (On 3 January the secretary of state, Marco Rubio, smugly pointed out that, by kidnapping Maduro, the US had saved itself $50 million.) Biden also kept all of Trump's sanctions in place, and even criticised him for 'talking tough' on Venezuela while admiring 'thugs and dictators like Nicolas Maduro'.
The direction of US policy has been consistent, but it has not always been given the same priority. Venezuela looms much larger for Trump than for his predecessors, because it represents a convergence of different policy strands, promoted by rival factions within the administration and appealing to distinct components of the MAGA coalition. Elliott Abrams, the neocon regime-change enthusiast who handled Venezuela policy under the first Trump administration, recently told the Wall Street Journal that Venezuela is 'a perfect storm, it's everything the Trump administration is concerned about'. Under Trump's second administration the issue of Venezuela has brought together those pushing for a militarised anti-drug strategy, those committed to regime change in the Caribbean basin and those in favour of demonising foreign governments mainly for domestic reasons, to fuel anti-migrant sentiment. If the secretary of war, Pete Hegseth, and the White House policy supremo, Stephen Miller, represent the first and third groups, Rubio and Senator Lindsey Graham are the foremost proponents of regime change - and for them, the ultimate target is Cuba.
The assault on Venezuela is a characteristic Trump move not only in its wanton aggression, but in its use of violent spectacle to reconcile competing short-term policy objectives. There's the use of force to please the military hawks, something that looks like regime change for Rubio, and for the anti-immigrant agenda there's the prospect of scaling up deportations of Venezuelans from the US now that their home country has been rendered 'safe' (they've already been stripped of Temporary Protected Status). And then there's a possible bonanza for US hedge funds, which are looking for ways to cash in on Venezuela's unpaid debts.
Yet the performative aspects of Trump's Venezuelan venture - Adam Tooze has called it 'feckless reality TV cosplay resource imperialism' - shouldn't distract from its substantive reshaping of US strategy. The administration's new National Security Strategy, released in November, was abundantly clear: 'After years of neglect, the United States will reassert and enforce the Monroe Doctrine to restore American pre-eminence in the Western hemisphere,' adding that 'we will deny non-hemispheric competitors [i.e. China] the ability to position forces or other threatening capabilities, or to own or control strategically vital assets, in our hemisphere.'
We have already seen plenty of examples of what this means in practice. Trump began his second term by threatening to retake the Panama Canal and putting pressure on the Chinese conglomerate that owns ports at either end to sell them to US companies. In October, Trump's Treasury secretary, Scott Bessent, propped up Javier Milei's government in Argentina with a $20 billion currency swap line before the country's mid-term elections, with Trump openly saying that the wrong result would mean the withdrawal of US backing. In Honduras, Trump made clear that US aid was conditional on his preferred candidate winning the November election (after a contested vote and recount, Nasry Asfura duly won by 26,000 votes). US officials have repeatedly talked about launching drone strikes against cartels in Mexico, and may yet do so. The common denominator here is the naked deployment of threats in pursuit of US goals, ungarnished by rhetorical appeals to principles or common hemispheric interests.
In that respect, Trump's approach to Latin America fits an all too familiar pattern. The past week has seen many commentators draw parallels between the kidnapping of Maduro and the 1989 capture of the Panamanian leader Manuel Noriega, similarly accused of drug trafficking and whisked to the US for trial (there are key differences: Noriega had been a CIA asset for decades, and Panama is a far smaller country than Venezuela). But Panama is the least of it: there have been dozens of examples of US intervention in Latin America in the last century or so, from the repeated landings by Marines in Honduras in the early 1900s to the toppling of Maurice Bishop in Grenada in 1983.
During the Cold War, US-sponsored regime change was most often carried out at arm's length and in the name of anti-communism, as with the removal of Jacobo Arbenz in Guatemala in 1954 and Salvador Allende in Chile in 1973. The kidnapping of Maduro seems to follow an older model, closer to the gunboat diplomacy which saw US troops occupy Cuba, Haiti, Nicaragua and the Dominican Republic between 1900 and 1934. (Though the US has intervened serially across the Americas, the Caribbean has always been particularly vulnerable to imperial violence.) The ideological basis for all this was the Roosevelt Corollary to the Monroe Doctrine, laid out in Theodore Roosevelt's State of the Union address in December 1904. 'If a nation shows that it knows how to act with reasonable efficiency and decency in social and political matters, if it keeps order and pays its obligations, it need fear no interference from the United States,' he said. But 'chronic wrongdoing, or an impotence which results in a general loosening of the ties of civilised society, may ... ultimately require intervention by some civilised nation.' In the Western hemisphere, this meant that the US might be forced, 'however reluctantly ... to the exercise of an international police power'.
On 3 January, Trump boasted of having 'superseded' the Monroe Doctrine: 'They now call it the Donroe Doctrine.' In reality, he has merely remodelled the Roosevelt Corollary for the age of drone warfare and social media. The choice of narco-trafficking as the pretext is partly motivated by a desire to skirt even the feeble murmurs that pass for congressional scrutiny these days; Rubio has stuck especially closely to the line that this is not a war. But the larger implication of calling such interventions 'policing' is that it enables the administration to depict everything from drone strikes to full-blown invasions as matters of law enforcement rather than warfare. The whole hemisphere becomes a space where the US can deploy military force at will, with no legitimating arguments beyond the pathological fiction of its self-proclaimed superiority.
What does all this mean for Venezuela? For now, the post-Maduro regime looks a lot like Maduro's: his vice president, Delcy Rodriguez, was immediately sworn in as acting president. There are widespread rumours, fanned by the White House itself, that she made a deal with Trump, offering up Maduro and access to oil in exchange for the survival of the regime. Rodriguez was also oil minister, and over the past year led negotiations with Trump's envoy Richard Grenell, so on one level this is plausible. But it's also possible no such deal was agreed, and that kidnapping Maduro and bombing the country was the administration's way of imposing its terms. Either way, the January attacks have decapitated the regime while leaving the rest of it intact for now.
That situation may change quickly, but there would be a certain logic to Trump's leaving a rump Maduro regime in place: the current government can guarantee stability while giving Trump what he wants, whereas full-blown regime change would be much less predictable, and would probably require an actual invasion and occupation. An operation of that scale would be long and bloody, and at the moment it seems unlikely that Trump will put boots on the ground. For now, the US can inflict massive damage on Venezuela from a distance should the new government fail to comply. As Trump's press secretary, Karoline Leavitt, put it on 7 January, 'Their decisions are going to continue to be dictated by the United States of America.'
It's possible that at some point the Trump administration will push what's left of the Maduro regime to concede new elections. But it's notable that Trump didn't mention the word 'democracy' once during his press conference on 3 January, which suggests it's not high on the list of priorities. The Trump administration's recognition of Rodriguez as acting president also runs counter to one of the basic premises of US policy, which is that Maduro's government was not legitimate because the opposition candidate, Edmundo Gonzalez, won the 2024 elections. Not only has the administration not called for Gonzalez to be installed as president; it has sidelined the opposition leader Maria Corina Machado, for whom Gonzalez ran as a surrogate. Machado repeatedly called for US military intervention to topple Maduro and grovelled to Trump to secure this outcome, dedicating her Nobel Peace Prize to him. Yet he made a point of dismissing her as 'a very nice woman' who 'doesn't have the support within, or the respect within the country' to be its leader. This was a body blow for the Venezuelan opposition, as well as in its own way a damning assessment of two decades of US policy.
Any predictions about what happens next are going to be tenuous. But the most likely scenario in the short run is a retrenchment of the existing regime under continuing US pressure, whether a tightening of the blockade or further armed incursions. The situation of most of the Venezuelan population is unlikely to improve any time soon, especially if the US is taking the oil revenues that fund its threadbare social safety net. There have been sizeable protests in Caracas and elsewhere against US actions and in defence of the country's sovereignty; further attacks may bolster the regime rather than undermine it. Outside Venezuela, many of the millions who have left the country were gladdened by Maduro's downfall. But it's not clear that his overthrow will benefit them either. If anything, it may make their predicament worse: if the US now insists on deporting large numbers of Venezuelans, its allies in the region - especially those who have stoked anti-migrant sentiment such as Milei and Kast - may follow suit. Far from signalling the end of Venezuela's prolonged crisis, Maduro's removal may only inaugurate a new stage.
9 January
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New Man on the Make
Michael Kulikowski

4262 wordsThe street violence  endemic to the city of Rome had been growing steadily worse for years and because of it, early in 52 BC, the great orator Marcus Tullius Cicero was facing a nasty challenge in a career that had been full of them: how to defend a murderer who openly admitted to the killing and, worse, how to do it when the victim was Cicero's worst enemy, Publius Clodius Pulcher. A decade before, Clodius, a louche aristocrat, had scandalised the city by infiltrating - perhaps to pursue a tryst - the rites sacred to Bona Dea, which were confined to women. After this damaging affair, he settled on rabble-rousing as the surest path to power. Born into the patrician aristocracy as a member of the venerable gens Claudia, he had himself formally adopted into a plebeian family (by a considerably younger man) so that he could stand for election to the tribunate, the only magistracy open solely to plebeians and a relic of a much older phase in the republic's history. As tribune of the plebs, in 58, he had enacted various populist measures, vastly expanding the grain dole and harassing hardline aristocrats opposed to such policies, as well as passing legislation that forced Cicero into exile. He retained his popularity, and his ability to call up a violent mob, long after his year in office ended and Cicero returned to Rome. Clodius ran for one of the eight praetorships - the second most senior level of magistrate after the two consuls - of 52 BC, his victory a foregone conclusion, although the elections were declared void on account of procedural irregularities of the sort that were almost inevitable amid the chaos. The new year opened with an interregnum - that is, without legally elected magistrates - and with an interrex appointed to conduct new elections, in which Clodius would certainly have been victorious. But on 18 January he was murdered; the next morning, a mob of his supporters cremated his body in front of the Senate House, which was burned down.
The killer was Titus Annius Milo, a serving praetor who was running for the consulship. He was a bitter enemy of Clodius, and like him a brutal thug: his nickname was a reference to Milo of Croton, the ancient Olympian wrestler famed for his astounding strength. Once a client of the general and three-time consul Pompey, on whose behalf while tribune he had engineered Cicero's recall from exile, Milo had recently married Fausta Sulla, daughter of the steely dictator who had normalised the proscription and mass murder of political opponents. The marriage signalled Milo's allegiance to the part of the aristocracy that regretted the dismantling of Sulla's measures to curb the rights and silence the voice of the masses. These men are still known out of long habit as optimates, though they were not a coherent faction, still less a political party. Clodius was as hateful to them as Milo was useful, and when the two agitators met on the Via Appia, perhaps not by chance, a pitched battle ensued. Clodius fled, wounded, only to be discovered by Milo and killed on the spot. Cicero argued that Clodius had laid a trap for Milo, who had been conducting official praetorian business, and that the murder was self-defence. The trial was marked by violence and intimidation: the mob wanted Milo's head. It's possible that Cicero lost his nerve and never finished his defence speech; certainly he lost the case, by a decisive vote of the jury, and Milo was exiled to Massilia.
The loss wasn't the nadir of Cicero's career - that had been his exile - but it made clear he no longer possessed the authority he had enjoyed in the 60s. This new Rome was a different world, in which the aristocracy could no longer maintain the political equilibrium that allowed the oligarchy to endure, though names and faces might change. The alliance of Pompey and Julius Caesar had begun to fray, but it cast a shadow over everything else. Cicero still won trials far more often than he lost them, but he lacked the will and the ability to trim his sails to each passing breeze. He still wanted to steer a middle course, to pursue the concordia ordinum - a harmony of the social orders - and not the extremism now embraced on every side. He had reached the pinnacle of a Roman career a decade earlier, with the consulship of 63, but the events of the late 50s, culminating in his exile, had shown that he was still an outsider in the metropolitan political classes, still constrained by his origins in Arpinum, sixty miles south-east of Rome.
Andrew Dyck's giant volume begins there, with Cicero's birth in 106 BC, and sticks relentlessly to biographical chronology. It is very much a life - the best in English since Elizabeth Rawson's fifty years ago - not a life and times. The context of that life will be unintelligible without some prior knowledge of Roman republican history, and all but the most expert will at times struggle to remember what role one character or another played beyond their walk-on appearance in Cicero's story. But it is very much worth persevering. If the general reader skims a short history of the late republic, and the historian has a copy of the Magistrates of the Roman Republic to hand, both will be rewarded with an expert guide to the way Cicero's numerous works fitted in to the course of his life. Cicero's writings, especially his rhetorical studies and philosophical treatises, are frequently studied in a disembodied realm of ideas. Dyck manages to locate the works within the public life of an era in which Cicero played an outsized role.
Born to a valetudinarian father and a mother, Helvia, about whom little is known, the young Cicero received the education in Greek and Latin normal for a well-off child of the equestrian order. (Roman citizens who met a certain threshold of wealth were equestrians, able to pursue either the sort of political career in Rome that might win them entry to the senatorial order, or to confine their political lives to their home towns and take part in the life of the capital through commerce or in the courts.) Cicero's father's ill-health may have masked a disinclination to enter politics, but Cicero intended to make it in the metropolis. He moved to Rome as a teenager, just before the upheavals of the Social War between Rome and its Italian allies, who had been repeatedly promised, and repeatedly disappointed of, enfranchisement as full citizens. After a short spell of military service, which put him off it for a lifetime, Cicero resumed his education. He hung on the orations of the great public speakers, frequented the salons of visiting Greek sages, wrote a first book on rhetoric, which was indebted to Greek models, and practised translating Greek philosophical treatises, which meant inventing a whole new Latin vocabulary to express ideas that Romans had previously only talked about in Greek. He also studied the law alongside another young equestrian, Titus Pomponius, later nicknamed Atticus, a lifelong friend and the recipient of Cicero's least mannered correspondence.
It was under Sulla's dictatorship that Cicero made his debut in the courts and began to publish his more successful defences. Republican Rome was a litigious place, but lacked a state apparatus of justice: both civil and criminal cases were brought before standing juries by private individuals, often politicians seeking advantage, and lawyering for the defence was a way onto the public stage as well as the fastest means of developing the network of mutual obligations that characterised the political classes. In around 80 BC, Cicero married the wealthy heiress Terentia, whose dowry would finance the next stages of his career. The following year, he left on an eastern tour with his younger brother, Quintus, visiting Pomponius Atticus in Athens as well as the Greek cities of Asia Minor and Rhodes. Returning to Rome aged thirty and thus eligible to stand in the elections of 76, he secured one of the twenty annual quaestorships, the most junior magistracy, serving his term at Lilybaeum in Sicily. The quaestorship meant entry to the Senate and eligibility for higher office. It was a good start, although for a novus homo like Cicero, a new man with no ancestral claims on advancement, the quaestorship was often also the end of a political career.
His year in Sicily brought him useful, if not terribly powerful, connections with Sicilian provincials and among equestrians with business interests there, and it was on behalf of these groups that he made a somewhat unorthodox bid for renown: rather than confine himself to legal defence, he launched a prosecution, correctly reckoning that it would set him apart from other new men on the make. His target was Gaius Verres, a former governor of Sicily, whom he charged with extortion. It was a risk: a failed prosecution rebounded on the prosecutor and could easily bankrupt him, and Verres was defended by Quintus Hortensius, the most admired speaker in Rome. Cicero's Verrines have few equals as a piece of forensic invective, balancing seriousness of purpose with the bravado of a young man with something to prove. As prosecutor, Cicero did everything right. He had done the legwork in his Sicilian investigations; his witnesses and his evidence were impossible to refute; and he skilfully parried every procedural manoeuvre the defence used to try to draw the case out into the festival season, when lawsuits had to pause. Hortensius realised that a conviction was all but inevitable and urged his client to go into voluntary exile. Verres' retirement to Massilia deprived his prosecutor of more hours in the limelight, so Cicero published the material he had been keeping in reserve as a second oration In Verrem. He carried on an amicable rivalry with Hortensius till the latter's death and honoured his memory with a treatise, Hortensius, on Philosophy, now lost, but a favourite text of late antiquity and a great inspiration to St Augustine.
In the moment, though, Cicero had stolen Hortensius' oratorical crown - everyone agreed. He could therefore afford to avoid such highwire acts for a while and devote himself to defences that expanded his clientele and made him money. Exceptionally for a novus homo, he stood for an aedileship in 69 and won. Aediles were responsible for marketplaces, public works and entertainments; this was a costly burden, if an excellent means of currying favour with the plebs, and the job - an optional post in the magisterial career ladder, the cursus honorum - was most often pursued by the already very rich. A lavish aedileship was one of the soft-power methods used by a scion of a great family to advertise its greatness and guarantee his own place in it. A novus homo had to weigh the debts he would incur, and the risk involved in besting a nobilis and depriving him of his birthright, against the potential return on this investment in the fickle affections of the plebs. Cicero's gamble paid off. He then stood for one of the eight praetorships of 66. As in the aedilician vote, he was the top-ranked candidate in every voting century, an almost unprecedented feat, let alone for a new man from Arpinum. He had become a genuine superstar, popular with conservative optimates, equestrian business interests and all but the most disaffected plebs. It was in these years of unrivalled success, which his opponents deplored as his 'reign', that he became committed to the ideal of the concordia ordinum and started to believe in his own capacity to achieve it. He decided to run for the consulship of 63, the first man from Arpinum to do so since Sulla's great enemy, Gaius Marius.
It was an odd moment in the history of the late republic. Pompey was at the height of his authority; his rival and erstwhile consular colleague Marcus Licinius Crassus had not yet discovered a means of undermining him; and Julius Caesar's main claim to fame was the funeral oration for his aunt Julia, the widow of Marius, whose political heir he aspired to be. Pompey's pre-eminence grated on the conservative nobiles, but no one imagined he would form an alliance with Crassus and Caesar and disrupt the constitutional order for ever. In the elections for 63, Cicero sailed to victory, ahead of his soon to be colleague Gaius Antonius Hybrida, the uncle of Mark Antony. The defeated patrician Lucius Sergius Catilina then plotted revolution. The story is well known: Cicero's four Catilinarians have been classroom staples since he published them in 60 bc (Dyck edited a good edition with commentary in 2008), and Sallust's Bellum Catilinae is second only to Caesar's Gallic Wars as most people's introduction to Latin historical prose. When the conspiracy was detected, and Cicero pronounced his first, absolutely damning oration, Catiline fled the Senate House to join a rebel army in Etruria, where he was killed in battle. At Rome, Cicero pursued Catiline's senatorial co-conspirators, exposing five of them, including a former consul, for treasonous correspondence with foreign enemies. The senatorial debate on their punishment has become famous, with Cicero arguing for their death and Caesar offering a spirited argument for life imprisonment and denouncing the execution of citizens without allowing them to exercise their right of appeal to the people. When the hardline optimates Catulus and Cato sided with Cicero, the consul had the conspirators taken to the Tullianum prison, where condemned criminals awaited execution. There they were strangled. Cicero emerged to address the crowd with a one-word sentence: 'Vixerunt.' They have lived.
His consulship was the apex of Cicero's career. He was hailed as pater patriae, father of his country, and granted a supplicatio, a public thanksgiving for having saved Rome. He had, however, executed citizens without trial, and not just any citizens but his social superiors. That would be held against him for the rest of his life. But in 62, he could bask in the glory and flatter himself with having preserved his precious concordia ordinum. The year 60 saw the inception of another conspiracy, and a much more dangerous one, because it unfolded behind a facade of constitutional propriety and was not intended to subvert the state in the way it ultimately did. The informal alliance of Pompey and Caesar, eventually joined by Crassus, gave each of them what they wanted in the moment and allowed them to checkmate their opponents, whom they could play off one against the other. In 58, Caesar went to govern Gaul and unleashed a genocidal war of conquest that took him to the English Channel and the Rhine. Pompey stayed at Rome, administering his provincial command via legates, although the city itself was becoming ungovernable: 58 was the year of Clodius Pulcher's tribunate, during which, among other populist measures, he proposed a law to exile anyone who executed a Roman citizen without trial. The target, of course, was Cicero, and his failure to mobilise Pompey or the great optimates on his behalf revealed the limits of his authority. He departed for Greece in May. His Roman villa and two of his country estates were razed by Clodius, while Atticus and Terentia scrambled to find the money to support him in his exile and lobbied for his return.
For a Roman statesman, Cicero's aversion to provincial command and military glory was almost unseemly; he was only happy when his finger was on the pulse of life at Rome. Away from it, he was desolate, and to Atticus he confessed contemplating suicide. Trying to psychoanalyse historical figures is rarely productive, but Cicero was a type we can all recognise. He had a huge but exceedingly brittle ego which could seesaw from self-regard to self-loathing, and from elation to despondency, with alarming speed. We know this because so much of his correspondence has survived that it is at times possible to watch his mood, and with it his political calculus, change day by day, or even within the same day. (It is of course true that Cicero curated even his most intimate seeming letters, but they were curated for his interlocutor, not for posterity, and they humanise their author in a way that few ancient texts do.) When his recall was engineered in 57, he rebounded from despair, landing at Brindisi to mass adulation and conducting his slow progress back to Rome as if it were a triumphal procession. A vote of the Senate restored his properties and ordered that reparations be made for his losses. The father of his country gloried in the prospect of reclaiming his position at the centre of affairs.
It didn't happen. Pompey and Crassus were alarmed at Caesar's Gallic successes, but the three repaired their alliance in 56. Rather than be shut out of public affairs, Cicero dropped his attacks on various legal measures passed by Caesar during his consulship and instead won him a public thanksgiving for his victories in Gaul. Cicero now divided his time between philosophical compositions and the legal defence of Pompey and Caesar's allies. On the Orator represents this first great burst of theoretical writing. In it, Cicero's semi-autobiographical thoughts about oratory and politics are disguised as a philosophical dialogue among the great orators of the previous generation. Not long afterwards, he published On the Commonwealth, an immediate success, and a sort of supplement to it, On Laws, set in the present and organised as a dialogue between Cicero, his brother and Pomponius Atticus on the nature of justice and the legal reforms called for by the present political moment.
Meanwhile,  the violence in the Roman street continued, culminating in the murder of Clodius and the burning of the Curia. It revealed Cicero to be a diminished figure. In the spring of 51, as one of the few ex-consuls then eligible, he reluctantly accepted a provincial command in Cilicia, in what is now south-eastern Turkey. He saw some fighting against brigands and mountain tribes, and against the Parthians who had defeated and killed Crassus at Carrhae two years earlier. He returned to Rome in January 49, after a six-month journey via Rhodes and Athens, but stayed outside the sacred boundary of the city in the hope of being granted a formal triumph. He was, once again, disappointed. By now, Pompey and Caesar had broken with each other: in 50, Pompey, after much vacillation, had sided with senatorial hardliners in demanding that Caesar lay down his command and return to Rome, where he would be open to every sort of prosecution. Caesar cast his die and crossed the Rubicon, precipitating two decades of civil war that would bring down the republic and usher in autocracy.
In his six remaining years of life, Cicero was at both his self-deluding worst and his sublimely determined best. When Pompey and most of the Senate retreated south from Rome and then went to Greece, Cicero temporised before fleeing the city ahead of Caesar's arrival. Caesar would have welcomed Cicero, as one of the few senior senators still in Italy, and Cicero toyed with the possibility of bringing a moderating influence to bear on the conqueror's regime. Instead, he sailed to Dyrrachium, the most important Greek city on the Adriatic coast (now Durres in Albania), and joined the Pompeians, reluctantly accompanying their querulous and self-sabotaging senatorial command to Thessaly, where they were routed by Caesar at Pharsalus.
Demonstrating his usual - if at times inglorious - talent for survival, Cicero abandoned the struggle and returned to Italy. He was never forgiven by the hardliners, and never fully trusted by the Caesarian side. He enjoyed the protection of Caesar's famous clementia and tested it ostentatiously with a panegyric on the dead Cato, who had already begun his reincarnation as a republican martyr. Caesar, holding all the cards and thus capable of tolerance, replied in a lost Anti-Cato that, one suspects, was a truer assessment of that rancorous fanatic. Normal politics having been suspended, Cicero cultivated his many friendships - the web of amicitia that bound Roman elites together and frequently saved them in moments of danger. The flow of masterly philosophical works, some with politically significant dedications, became a torrent. The Brutus recounted the history of Roman oratory in dialogue form, while the Stoic Paradoxes were imaginary orations on philosophical doctrines. Having divorced Terentia - he blamed her for not working hard enough for his recall during his exile, and they had become estranged during his absences in Cilicia and with the Pompeians - he now lost his beloved daughter, Tullia, in February 45. Among other treatises, he wrote a Consolation, which doesn't survive, and the Tusculan Disputations, at some level also a consolation, set in formal philosophical terms, as well as On the Nature of the Gods, which pits an Epicurean, a Stoic and a sceptic against one another.
Despite his assiduity, Cicero could not regain his standing in politics. The conspirators against Caesar did not include him in plotting the assassination they carried out on the Ides of March 44 BC. They assumed they had his sympathies but distrusted his constancy, and they had the measure of their man. As Mark Antony performed his inheritance of the Caesarian faction and incited the mob against the assassins, Cicero tried to broker a truce. Cowardice was and is imputed to him here, but we should instead find evidence of a sincere devotion to the ideals of concord and compromise as well as a habit of overestimating his own talents for charting the middle path. Mark Antony was in no mood for generosity, but he allowed the conspirators, or self-styled Liberators, to flee unmolested so that all Caesar's measures could stand - and so that he could promulgate, or manufacture, others that the dictator had intended to issue before his death.
But then Antony, Cicero and everyone else were wrong-footed by the appearance of Gaius Octavius, Caesar's great-nephew and heir, soon to style himself Caesar's adoptive son. Some have argued otherwise, discerning a faint but steely realism in Cicero's assessment of the future Augustus, but really it is hard to deny how thoroughly he underestimated Octavius, divi filius, son of the deified Caesar. Cicero saw in him a useful tool, an implement with which to short-circuit faction and rid the republic of Antony, whom Cicero had wished murdered alongside Caesar. The triumphant Caesar had been a prodigy, but Antony was just a man, the very type of the Roman nobilis. Cicero's Philippics against him - a reference to the broadsides written by the Athenian Demosthenes against Philip of Macedon - are a tour de force, more so even than the Catilinarians, from whose invective they borrow liberally. The undelivered though widely circulated second Philippic is the Cicero one remembers and returns to. Hyperbolic to the point of absurdity, not quite pornographic in its catalogue of Antonian depravity, it exemplifies the Roman mastery of invective. Cicero believed he was fighting for the life of the republic, and this spirit of existential struggle imbues common rhetorical tropes with a power they would not otherwise have. Whether Cicero knew he was putting his life on the line is much less clear. He had self-dramatised his own mortal peril too many times for us to know whether he realised that this was the war of words that would get him killed.
Following Caesar's murder, friendships and enmities shifted, and battlefields produced surprising alliances. When Caesar's heir formed an alliance with Antony and the noble Aemilius Lepidus, other eminent Caesarians having perished, Cicero may still have reckoned himself safe. Had he not nurtured and counselled and smoothed the path to power for the teenage Gaius Octavius? He was not safe. Few men in history have been as willing as the divi filius to discard those no longer useful to them, however dear they might have been - something that must be admitted, no matter how highly one rates the foresight with which Augustus brought the peaceful order of autocracy to the chaos of aristocratic freedom.
Antony, Lepidus and the young Caesar created themselves triumviri rei publicae constituendae, triple magistrates for state restoration. Their only shared goal was revenge on the Liberators. Caesar's murder had taught them that failing to proscribe one's enemies was the sheerest folly. In the semi-legal massacres that followed, there was plenty of space for denunciation, opportunism and the prosecution of private grudges. (Cicero's old enemy Verres was among the hundreds killed.) The triumvirs traded death sentences without regard to former loyalties and as their own advantage demanded. Whatever Octavian might have owed the pater patriae, it counted for less than Antony's implacable desire for vengeance.
Cicero faced his end with the gravity and self-possession that often eluded him in less mortal crises, baring his neck for the executioner's blade. It is the locus classicus for a type of statesman martyr, from the late Roman general Stilicho to Thomas Becket and Charles I: with whatever ambivalence they attended its prelude, they faced their end with composure, for the good of the state and the glory of posterity. The barbarity of Antony's vengeance - the hand that wrote and the tongue that pronounced the Philippics were nailed to the rostra in the Roman Forum - did less to guarantee Cicero's immortality than his extraordinary writings, which are here given their due. The roll call of eminent Ciceronians is longer even than the book with which Dyck has cemented his place in it.
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Two Poems
Lavinia Greenlaw

219 wordsOubliette
In the years of dark listening
to what lay between the seen and the said
I might catch a true thought

just as her mind forced it so far down
that it passed through the floor of herself
and into a black chamber.
She walked the surface
as if such thoughts might rise up
to display themselves - out of reach, in view.

There are things we say we never knew.
They are there far down where we cannot go
and so do not remember.
We are lock and key.
We are thought and chamber.
Out of All Cure
Little brother, do you remember the talking?
When we thought that life was time and space
and stayed up late to meet the dark with quotations.
We were young and had no wisdom of our own.
Lost in a mist, I cried out that I could see nothing.
The air cleared when I heard your voice:
Then open your eyes!
The last time we spoke, we allowed our true subject
had always been death - the unending ending
we described in terms of law and dimension
as if it were some kind of shell. This we found consoling
- the smaller existence, the smaller its ending.
Perhaps what really brought us peace was thinking side by side.
I look at your death: precipitous, continuous, unrealised.
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All the flowers shall bow
Chris Given-Wilson

3228 wordsIn April  1486, eight months after Richard III's death at the Battle of Bosworth, the 'Lancastrian' Henry VII set out with all the usual pomp and pageantry on a progress through his new kingdom. Before visiting York, Richard's northern stronghold, Henry sent instructions ahead telling the citizens how he was to be received. At Micklegate Bar, through which he would enter the city, a giant mechanical display was to be contrived, with a heaven full of angels above and an earth full of trees and flowers below, the centrepiece of which would be 'a royal, rich, red rose ... unto which rose shall appear another rich, white rose, unto whom all the flowers shall bow and evidently give sovereignty, showing the rose to be the principal of all flowers, and thereupon shall come from out of a cloud a crown, covering the roses'.
There are several earlier references, dating back at least to the early 14th century, to red and white roses being used occasionally as insignia by the families later associated with the Lancastrian and Yorkist causes, but it was not until Shakespeare picked up on the idea in Henry VI Part I (Act II, Scene iv) that it entered the popular imagination:
Somerset: Let him that is no coward nor no flatterer
But dare maintain the party of the truth
Pluck a red rose from off this thorn with me.
Warwick: I love no colours; and without all colour
Of base insinuating flattery,
I pluck this white rose with Plantagenet.

It was another two hundred years before Walter Scott's novel Anne of Geierstein, published in 1829, brought the idea of the 'wars of the White and Red Roses' into common usage. Since then it has become synonymous with the political turmoil which, between 1455 and 1485, saw four English kings deposed (one of them twice) and fifteen internecine 'battles' - some of them in reality just skirmishes - fought on English soil, from Dartford in Kent to Hexham in Northumberland to Mortimer's Cross on the Welsh border.
There are those, of course, who would like to bin the label, but that is a vain hope. During the last quarter of the 20th century at least seven British historians published monographs entitled The Wars of the Roses, and scholars in the 21st century appear to be trying to keep pace. One explanation for this is that no one seems satisfied with the traditional interpretations of the conflict, with their focus on kings, dynasties, factions and 'over-mighty subjects'. Instead (or as well), the focus has shifted to a search for context or 'circumstances' - political, constitutional, social and economic. Yet it is difficult to get away from the king-centred approach, because the one point around which every historian of the 15th century can unite is that Henry VI was an extraordinarily bad king. Not 'bad' in the sense of cruel or tyrannical, just hopeless. There were mitigating factors. Born in December 1421, he was just nine months old when he inherited the throne from a father, Henry V, who is often viewed as one of England's most successful kings, and by the time his personal rule began in 1437, the war with France had turned decisively against the English, the Crown was bankrupt and the lords increasingly divided.
What was needed was clear and firm management; what Henry offered was an absence of management. Biographers write of his complete lack of will, his 'utter incompetence', even his 'nothingness'. And then, in August 1453, shortly after receiving news of England's apparently final expulsion from France (still commonly regarded as the end of the Hundred Years' War), he sank for more than a year into a catatonic stupor and was wholly unable to govern. The squabble over the protectorate - should it be Henry's 'strong-laboured' queen, Margaret of Anjou, or Edmund, duke of Somerset, or Richard, duke of York? - was controversially settled in York's favour, but when the king recovered his senses at the end of 1454, Somerset and the queen removed him from power. Whether Henry was ever fully sentient again is unclear; it made little difference.
Given that the most widely accepted date for the start of the Wars of the Roses is 1455, it is unsurprising that the military defeats and collapse of active kingship in 1453-54 are often cited as causes of its outbreak. What is more difficult to demonstrate is that the ensuing power struggle polarised the nobility into Yorkist and Lancastrian factions and set the fault lines in England's polity for the next thirty years. In many cases, allegiances were fluid. Can we even pigeonhole Warwick 'the Kingmaker' and George, duke of Clarence (Edward IV's brother) as Yorkist when the consequence of their rebellion in 1469-70 was the restoration of Henry VI to the throne? Rather than one extended series of Wars of the Roses, it has become fashionable to divide England's thirty years of instability into discrete struggles divided by longer periods of relative stability. First, the war of 1455-61 (or 1459-61), caused principally by Henry VI's ineptitude, followed by the nine fretful but largely peaceful years of Edward IV's first reign. Second, the war of 1469-71, which was more an internal Yorkist struggle caused by Warwick's discontent and resulted in Henry VI's 'Readeption', which lasted for six months until he was overthrown once more and murdered in the Tower. Third, after nearly twelve years of peaceful and largely effective rule during Edward IV's second reign, the war of 1483-85 (or 1483-87), primarily again an internal Yorkist struggle, triggered by Richard III's ambition (the most memorable victims of which were the Princes in the Tower), and which once again, quirkily, led to the throne being handed back to a Lancastrian claimant, Henry Tudor.
The question of dynastic principle has long bothered historians. The Yorkists (Richard, duke of York and his sons, Edward IV and Richard III) did have a valid claim to the throne, being descended from the third son of Edward III, whereas the Lancastrians (Henry IV, V and VI) were descended from Edward III's fourth son. The complication was that whereas the Yorkist claim came through a female line, the Lancastrian kings were descended through a direct male line. Also problematic was that for forty years or so the Yorkist claim to the throne had remained, if not unremembered, then almost entirely unmentioned in public discourse. It re-emerged only in the 1450s, as the struggle to salvage the Crown from ignominy intensified. Shakespeare, following the Tudor historians of the 16th century, presented the matter differently. His history plays begin, quite deliberately, with Richard II: the original sin and real genesis of the Wars of the Roses was the usurpation of Richard's throne in 1399 by the Duke of Lancaster (Henry IV), and not until the accession of Henry VII and his speedy marriage to Edward IV's daughter, Elizabeth of York, thereby unifying their bloodlines, was the breach healed. For the Tudors, the dates of the Wars of the Roses were 1399 to 1486.
For many years, the favourite academic approach to all this was through 'bastard feudalism', a term used to describe a socio-political system in which lords, instead of granting parcels of land to their dependants in return for service (the classic 'feudal' tenurial system), increasingly retained followers through grants of money, office or simply 'good lordship', which in effect meant benign patronage and a degree of legal protection. Characteristics of this system included the granting to dependants of livery (robes, hoods or just badges) in the lord's colours and the practice of what was known as 'maintenance' in legal disputes (the use of threats or force to intimidate justices of the peace and/or jurors). The feudal bond, because rooted in the soil, should have meant a reasonably stable relationship, but the more slippery 'bastard feudal' bond facilitated a market in allegiance and hence the rapid recruitment of what were in effect private armies - it was these armies, so the argument goes, that fought the Wars of the Roses.
Several statutes restricting livery and maintenance were passed during the late 14th and 15th centuries (including by Edward IV) and hundreds of examples of the late medieval legal contracts known as 'indentures of retainer' survive, providing ample evidence of the creation of relationships between lords and dependants based on financial and/or patronal contracts, but it is quite another thing to suppose that they created an intrinsically less stable society or were a plausible cause of the Wars of the Roses. Bastard feudalism long predated the 1450s and there was no shortage of political upheaval in 12th and 13th-century 'feudal' England, amounting at times (the 1140s, 1215-16, 1261-65, 1321-22) to what could easily be categorised as civil war. In fact, indentures of retainer were more closely associated with a lord's requirements in times of peace than during war, providing his office-holders, his household and his entourage and escort when he toured his lands or went to court.
Economic explanations for the wars have also been dismissed. To be sure, England (and Europe) after the Black Death presented landlords with new problems: the halving of the population, which resulted in rising wages, falling rents and a growing resistance to serfdom, was bound to require some adjustments. Yet adjust they did, not simply through repression (although there was certainly that, as the succession of draconian Statutes of Labourers passed between the 1350s and the 1440s attest), but also through changes in land management, such as the move from arable to less labour-intensive pastoral farming, or the leasing out of the demesne (directly farmed land).
It's true that there was a severe depression in the agrarian economy during the middle decades of the 15th century, accompanied by a decline in the wool and cloth trades, England's most profitable exports. In certain respects, it is hard not to see this as a contributory factor to the wars: partly because it created desperate financial problems for a government that was heavily dependent on taxes derived from the wool trade, thus deepening the fiscal crisis of the 1440s and 1450s; and partly because it stimulated popular violence of the sort typified by the Kentish rising of 1450 (Jack Cade's Rebellion), which resulted in the lynching of several leading ministers and increased the aura of incompetence around the king and his advisers. At the same time, it is hard to see the wars as a direct consequence of economic factors, or of differing views over economic or financial policy, although it is worth noting that the London merchant class was generally Yorkist in sympathy, and that it was in part a result of their support that during his second reign (1471-83), Edward IV was so successful in restoring the solvency of the Crown.
A popular theory for a while was that the wars grew out of an escalation of private feuds - in other words, that the territorial or political rivalries of noble families in what they regarded as their spheres of influence ('countries', as they referred to them) proved impossible to contain and, when the Crown or its representatives tried to intervene, ended up mirroring and exacerbating rivalries at court. The most commonly cited examples are the long-running dispute in the North between the Percy family of Northumberland and the Neville family of Westmorland, and the open hostilities in the West Country between the Courtenays and the Bonvilles. The fact that Percy and Courtenay were fundamentally Lancastrian while Neville and Bonville were generally Yorkist obviously lends credibility to this idea, but what it really hinges on is the question of cause and effect. Rivalries between neighbouring great families were a fact of life. It was the king's job to sort them out and if necessary to impose a settlement - at any rate to prevent any dispute from metastasising into the wider body politic. When he failed to do so, they sought support elsewhere, which fed into the growing rivalries at the centre. The escalation of private feuds in the 1450s was not so much the cause as the result of the king's failure to fulfil his primary task: to dispense even-handed justice.
What of the gentry, that indeterminate class of several thousand lesser landholders - knights, esquires and gentlemen - on whose support both king and lords relied as office-holders, upholders and enforcers in the shires? Some historians have thought it crucial that both royal and noble rule, although presented as the exercise of public authority, in fact depended in almost every facet on private authority. How could it be otherwise in a kingdom with no police force or standing army? This was what made kingship so vital, as everyone at the time recognised, for without an acknowledged and effective public authority at the top, competing private interests would soon engulf the state. (Hence the seductive argument that the deposition of so many kings in late medieval England demonstrates not the weakness but the strength of the monarchy.) But when central direction faltered or was manifestly inequitable, as it was in the 1450s, it was increasingly up to the gentry, whose interests were inescapably narrower and more localised than those of the lords, to try to maintain order in the shires. In fact, local gentry families had been assuming greater authority in the shires for a century or more, establishing a monopoly of the chief offices (sheriff and justice of the peace) and an effective public voice through parliamentary representation, and were in a good position to assume more of the responsibility for local peacekeeping, with or without reference to their superiors. In this sense, the Wars of the Roses foreshadowed the Tudor polity, with its court-focused nobility, gentry more directly answerable to the Crown and monarchy raised to a new level of adulation.
That  John Watts's The Wars of the Roses: A Medieval Civil War is different from other books on the subject is clear from its subtitle. Watts's intention is to tackle the wars diachronically, as an exercise in comparative history in which evidence from a civil war in, say, Guinea-Bissau or the Balkans is as likely as the propaganda of the English medieval combatants to provide insights into the way allegiances shift or alliances collapse in a state riven by internal armed conflict. One of Watts's inspirations is Stathis Kalyvas's The Logic of Violence in Civil War (2006), which stresses the instability of associations between warlords and factions, a consequence of the effective privatisation of politics. This brings into question the whole problem of 'factions' (such as 'Lancastrian' and 'Yorkist') and whether it really makes sense to see the Wars of the Roses through such a lens. The idea of a simple struggle for the Crown between York and Lancaster has long been questioned but Watts is adept at teasing out the implications of this challenge. In particular, he notes that 'while macro-historical accounts of civil war emphasise pre-existing allegiances, micro-historical accounts show that division was generated as part of the process of these conflicts.'
The essence of Watts's argument - the book is based on the Lydon Lectures given at Trinity College Dublin - is that historians have too easily been seduced by the narrative artistry of contemporary chroniclers, whose approach was influenced by the Roman historians of the late Republic - Tacitus, Sallust, Suetonius, Cicero and Lucan. The chronicles are full of juicy examples of greed, ambition, covetousness, duplicity and the manipulation of 'the people' by scheming politicians. By relying too heavily on these accounts, Watts argues, modern historians have become accustomed to an overarching view of the wars as a litany of wanton cruelties in pursuit of base desires.
There is another kind of language which, although not ignored, has often been insufficiently noted as a result of the over-reliance on the chronicles: the language of reform and the 'common weal' or public good, which is found not only in reports of parliamentary proceedings or conciliar debates, but also in contemporary treatises, poems and letters. According to Watts, this is where the habitual deprecation of the wars as lacking in principle breaks down. There was in fact a constant airing of reformist ideas, not only financial reform (although money was often to the fore), but reform of the royal council and the resumption or extension of royal rights in order to restore the monarchy to a position from which it could exercise effective political leadership - which meant that it was the king who should be the chief reformer of his government. What's more, this emphasis yielded results, first during Edward IV's generally peaceful and low-tax second reign, and then, after the hiatus of 1483-85, under Henry VII.
Watts analyses the 'atmosphere of division' that pervaded the body politic during the wars, noting that individuals and families often changed sides, multiple times in some cases, with dynastic considerations seeming to play a negligible part in their decisions. Serial law-breakers failed to be punished by an ineffective monarchy, and the lords found it increasingly difficult to hold the middle ground, despite an evident desire to do so. This was not, Watts argues, unscrupulous scheming of the sort depicted by most of the chroniclers. Rather, the lords were driven by the 'climatic' sense of vulnerability and recrimination and the failure of successive well-meaning proposals for reform to find a way of protecting their private and familial interests: 'Only those who were most indelibly associated with one side or the other faced clear choices, and there were very few of these.' Fear was self-perpetuating, and only once its overriding cause - the political vacuum at the top - was removed, could the wars end. It was not until 1509, when the first Tudor king, Henry VII, was unquestioningly succeeded by the second, Henry VIII, that the country could really exhale.
The novelty of Watts's argument is less evident in its formulation than in its application to his chosen subject. After all, 14th-century chroniclers also larded their texts with neo-Roman exempla: Thomas Walsingham, the great St Albans chronicler and classical scholar, portrays Edward III's decline and Richard II's rule in much the same human terms as his mid-15th century counterparts. The language of reform and the common good was established in England by the mid-15th century, not just in times of conflict but also in times of domestic peace, as the parliamentary and conciliar records of the time bear witness. Yet there is no doubt that this more sophisticated and rigorous questioning of the sources has nudged forward the debate about the Wars of the Roses. The comparative perspective is a useful one, and it should encourage historians of other periods - especially medievalists - to do something similar. But it seems unlikely to change the popular, 'Shakespearean' view. The wars have their time-honoured place in England's history: the death throes of what Renaissance humanists effectively stigmatised as the 'dark' Middle Ages, the sanguinary but necessary purgative that ushered in a modern age of unified kingdoms and powerful monarchs leading eventually to the establishment of liberal democracy - or as Henry James put it, the 'Wars of the Roses, with battles and blood in the streets, and then the long quietude of the respectable centuries, all cornfields and magistrates and vicars'. Well, not quite yet. There was a Reformation and another civil war to negotiate first.
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Yeats, Auden, Eliot: 1939, 1940, 1941
Colm Toibin

8353 wordsYeats wrote  'Cuchulain Comforted' in the South of France on 13 January 1939, fifteen days before he died. In the poem, the implacable warrior has 'six mortal wounds'. As he nears death, he moves among the shades. He is the same solitary figure we know from an early Yeats poem, the warrior who 'fought with the invulnerable tide', and from plays such as At the Hawk's Well and The Only Jealousy of Emer. Since he was to be transformed, the poem itself required a new form, or a form that Yeats had not used before. The terza rima of 'Cuchulain Comforted' takes its bearings from Dante, but while some of the rhymes in Yeats mirror Dante in their directness, others are off-rhymes or half-rhymes. The poem's energy comes from an idea that appears in Yeats's 'A Vision': the idea that, in death, the soul 'lives through a life which is said to be in all things opposite to that lived through in the world'. Although Cuchulain is gentled, almost socialised, by his comforters, it is not so much a repudiation of what has made him famous, but, paradoxically, a kind of completion. 'Late style does not admit the definitive cadences of death,' Edward Said wrote. 'Instead, death appears in a refracted mode, as irony.' Cuchulain's violence is refracted. It is a great irony that he must finally consort with cowards.
Unusually for Yeats, as Roy Foster notes in his biography, the poem didn't need many drafts. After a dream, he dictated a prose version to his wife. The poem begins with a set of clear statements, free of metaphor, tonally stark. The first stanza has assertive single-syllable words - 'man', 'six', 'strode', 'dead', 'eyes', 'stared', 'out', 'gone'; the second ends in 'wounds and blood'. This allows two soft-cadenced words to stand out when they appear in the third stanza. A 'Shroud' - one of the 'bird-like' comforters - lets something fall: it might be a sword, or it might even be a curse or a promise or a prophecy. Instead, it is a bundle of linen, something harmless and domestic. The weak trochaic sound 'linen' is soon followed by the stronger trochaic sound of 'cowards', as we discover that the dying Cuchulain has found a group of cowards as associates. The word 'linen' and the word 'coward' seem irresolute in a poem where many words appear to be certain. Cuchulain's certainty gives way to something that has previously been anathema to him.
In this poem, the warrior Cuchulain is, among other things, a shadow version of Yeats himself, or someone who has come to share his predicament. Yeats's wife, Georgie, said that her 'instructors', the voices that came to her as a medium, had told him long before that each of his Cuchulain plays 'bore a relation to the state of his life when he wrote it'. Now that Yeats was old and weakened, so too was Cuchulain. At the very end of his life, Yeats created an image where his fierce and solitary warrior joined others in the act of sewing. While the idea of opposites coming together as an act of completion belongs to Yeats's theory of things, there is a simpler way of reading the poem as a kind of apology for his earlier refusal to privilege the unheroic. 'Cuchulain Comforted' is therefore not merely a culminating statement for Yeats, but also a contradictory one.
Yeats liked dialogue, juxtaposition, dispute. His poems are often more theatrical than his plays; they are energised by conflict, by movement, by shifting light, by the power that came from action and unrest, such as the images invoked in 'Easter 1916':
birds that range
From cloud to tumbling cloud,
Minute by minute they change;
A shadow of cloud on the stream
Changes minute by minute.

Part of the poems' drama came from representing himself anew. In the last years of his life, he made two memorable statements in which he explored his own guilt and sought to expiate or recognise what he had done - or not done - in the past. The first came in Part V of his poem 'Vacillation', included in the volume The Winding Stair (1933):
Things said or done long years ago,
Or things I did not do or say
But thought that I might say or do,
Weigh me down, and not a day
But something is recalled,
My conscience or my vanity appalled.

In the second, his guilt is more precise. In 'The Man and the Echo', included in Last Poems and Two Plays (1940), he wrote:
All that I have said and done,
Now that I am old and ill,
Turns into a question till
I lie awake night after night
And never get the answers right.
Did that play of mine send out
Certain men the English shot?
Did words of mine put too great strain
On that woman's reeling brain?
Could my spoken words have checked
That whereby a house lay wrecked?
And all seems evil until I
Sleepless would lie down and die.

This time it was not 'things' he did or did not do. It was guilt around fomenting political violence as a playwright. The play in question was Cathleen Ni Houlihan, written with Lady Gregory and first performed in Dublin in April 1902, with Maud Gonne playing Cathleen. In an interview with the United Irishman, Yeats said that the subject was 'Ireland and its struggle for independence'. The theatre was packed every night. The message was clear: young men would have to give up everything for Ireland. George Bernard Shaw later said that it was a play 'which might lead a man to do something foolish'. Lennox Robinson wrote that it 'made more rebels in Ireland than a thousand political speeches or a hundred reasoned books'.
Now, at the end of his life, almost a version of Cuchulain, Yeats feels free, as though visited by the Shades, to question himself, to set out the terms by which he will be accused. He has been tamed - or so it seems. But his interest in opposites and argument remained. If he could use that singing, unwhispering metrical system for 'The Man and the Echo' to accuse himself, he could also - in another of his last poems, 'Under Ben Bulben' - make use of this iambic tetrameter to set down some defiant certainties for the future, with no guilt, no self-questioning:
Irish poets learn your trade
Sing whatever is well made
Scorn the stuff now growing up
All out of shape from toe to top,
Their unremembering hearts and heads
Base-born products of base beds.
Sing the peasantry, and then
Hard-riding country gentlemen,
The holiness of monks, and after
Porter-drinkers' randy laughter;
Sing the lords and ladies gay
That were beaten into the clay
Through seven heroic centuries;
Cast your mind on other days
That we in coming days may be
Still the indomitable Irishry.

Yeats died on 28 January 1939. Two days earlier, W.H. Auden and Christopher Isherwood had arrived in New York. When Auden heard of Yeats's death, he sought to ascertain what time of the day or night he had died. He was planning a poem. What preoccupied him most in 1939 was guilt that his gift for poetry was serving causes, including political ones, that didn't concern him. But before he wrote the poem he wrote an essay, 'The Public v. the Late Mr William Butler Yeats', set out as an argument between a public prosecutor and a counsel for the defence, in which the value of poetry is itself interrogated.
The prosecutor makes little of Yeats's engagement in 'Easter 1916': 'After the rebellion of Easter Sunday 1916,' he says, 'he wrote a poem on the subject which has been called a masterpiece. It is. To succeed at such a time in writing a poem which could offend neither the Irish Republican nor the British Army was indeed a masterly achievement.' The defence counsel insists that 'the case for the prosecution rests on the fallacious belief that art ever makes anything happen, whereas the honest truth, gentlemen, is that, if not a poem had been written, not a picture painted, not a bar of music composed, the history of man would be materially unchanged.' But then Auden relents a little as he considers the history of the Abbey Theatre in Dublin. The prosecution, he says, has sneered at Yeats 'for not taking arms, as if shooting were the only honourable and useful form of social action. Has the Abbey Theatre done nothing for Ireland?'
Many years later, in a letter to Stephen Spender, Auden described Yeats as 'my own devil of unauthenticity' and referred to the 'false emotions, inflated rhetoric, empty sonorities' in his work. As he embarked on his poem in memory of Yeats, he must have been aware of the kind of criticism he would encounter. 'At one stroke,' Philip Larkin wrote, 'he lost his key subject and emotion - Europe and the fear of war - and abandoned his audience together with their common dialect and concerns.' Responding to Auden's death in 1973, Anthony Powell was less circumspect: 'No more Auden. I'm delighted that little shit has gone ... It should have happened years ago ... Scuttling off to America in 1939 with his boyfriend like a ... like a ...'
Auden's elegy, 'In Memory of W.B. Yeats', begins with Auden himself in New York in winter. Yeats had died in the South of France, but it's Auden who has 'disappeared in the dead of winter' and is now to be found in the George Washington Hotel on 23rd Street and Lexington Avenue. It is Auden who is freezing, having recently arrived in a city where it was snowing (their ship looked like 'a wedding cake', Isherwood noted). It is Auden, too, who is refusing to do anything poetic with the day or the weather or the cold other than insist on what can be measured: 'What instruments we have agree/The day of his death was a dark cold day.' Yeats, he knew, had no interest in what instruments might agree on: as he put it in 'The Fisherman', he wanted to write poems 'as cold/And passionate as the dawn'. Auden in his first section was invoking an anti-Yeats, much as Yeats himself was doing in 'Cuchulain Comforted'. He was emphatically not considering Yeats's poems as he started writing his own poem. In Yeats, the wolf lived in mythology, not in 'evergreen forests'. Yeats had no interest in 'airports' or 'suburbs'.
Auden's point was that these things remain, perhaps even prevail, now that the poet, who did not care for them, has died. The world carries on. The poems remain, as do their admirers - of whom there are only 'a few thousand'. If the world goes on as it will after the death of the poet, how has the living poet mattered, except to those few? Of all the places where Yeats wanted his spirit scattered, most of them rural and desolate, the 'hundred cities' mentioned by Auden would not have been included. In contemplating Yeats, Auden is also contemplating himself: the idea that while he mattered in England, and while England mattered to him, he will not matter in America, his poems will make no difference in the 'hundred cities', and America, the country of his long exile, will make no difference to him. In 1939, he was desperate to lose his moorings, to move to a place, or to 'a hundred cities', where nothing could make poetry happen, where poetry would not echo in a public cave, where it would not have consequences.
On its first publication, in the New Republic in March 1939, the poem had no second section. In the stanza he added for the version published in Another Time (1940), what eats at him is Yeats as a public figure, hurt into poetry by a so-called mad country, Yeats as silly in his belief in magic and his dabbling in national and public life, Yeats as irrational. And then, in a line that would underscore Auden's view that poetry is 'memorable speech', he wrote a memorable line: 'For poetry makes nothing happen.' In that hotel room in New York, Auden imagined poetry flowing 'south/From ranches of isolation'. Ranches? Auden was already in a dream America.
In the third and final section of the poem, written in what Auden called 'four-foot trochaic quatrains', he echoes what Yeats had done in 'Under Ben Bulben' a short time before, with Yeats's couplet 'Sing the peasantry and then/Hard-riding country gentlemen' becoming Auden's 'Sing of human unsuccess/In a rapture of distress.' There are two quatrains in this section that Auden might have hesitated over:
In the nightmare of the dark
All the dogs of Europe bark,
And the living nations wait,
Each sequestered in its hate;
Intellectual disgrace
Stares from every human face,
And the seas of pity lie
Locked and frozen in each eye.

This is, indeed, memorable speech, almost too memorable - the beat of the poem, its rhythms, seem designed to lull the reader into believing that the words are true. From 'every human face'? 'Frozen in each eye'? 'All the dogs of Europe bark.' Every one of them? Auden, like Yeats before him, had begun to feel guilt over lines he himself had written, lines that began to haunt him - what he called 'false emotions, inflated rhetoric, empty sonorities'. He strove instead to trust his gift. The word 'gift' was important for him. It might be the most significant word in his poem on Yeats. Yes, the poet was silly, but 'your gift survived it all.'
What did he mean by 'gift'? In Later Auden (1986), Edward Mendelson reports that Auden 'began using "gift" in the special sense of an artist's power only in the last weeks of 1938, when he was preparing to leave for the United States and was beginning his conscious revolt from political causes ... The gift was the special form taken by larger and more mysterious powers when they made themselves incarnate in an artist.' 'Throughout 1939,' Mendelson adds, 'Auden named the gift as the liberating source of identity and power.' Auden thought that D.H. Lawrence owed 'his influence for good and evil to his gift', but that Matthew Arnold had 'thrust his gift in prison till it died'. According to Mendelson, 'almost everything [Auden] wrote in 1939 was an attempt to clarify his mixed feelings about the rival claims of private gift and public good.' The claims were not to be easily reconciled: 'When he set these two claims against each other in a poem, the gift generally had the advantage, for it was defending itself on its own ground; when he argued them in a prose essay or review, the gift sank under a lowering cloud of rebuke and often withdrew in shame.'
This question of self-rebuke mattered to Auden as it had done to Yeats in 'The Man and the Echo'. Late in 1939, Auden made a change to a phrase in his poem 'Spain, 1937', a phrase to which George Orwell had taken considerable exception: 'the necessary murder'. Orwell wrote: 'It could only be written by a person to whom murder is at most a word. Personally, I would not speak so lightly of murder.' When it appeared in Another Time, 'the necessary murder' had become 'the fact of murder'. Auden had further reasons to rebuke himself. The final lines of 'Spain, 1937' read: 'History to the defeated/May say Alas but cannot help or pardon.' In a foreword to the 1966 edition of his Collected Shorter Poems, Auden wrote: 'To say this is to equate goodness with success. It would have been bad enough if I had ever held this wicked doctrine, but that I should have stated it simply because it sounded to me rhetorically effective is quite inexcusable.' In a note in the margin of Cyril Connolly's copy he was more pithy: 'This is a lie,' he wrote. He attempted to suppress the poem.
Auden seemed to get energy, or a kind of pleasure, in denouncing his own poems. He changed his mind about the last line of 'September 1, 1939' after it was published. On listening to a reading of 'We must love one another or die', he rebelled. 'I said to myself,' he later wrote, 'that's a damned lie! We must die anyway.' In the next edition it was: 'We must love one another and die.' But this was not enough: 'The whole poem, I realised, was infected with an incurable dishonesty and must be scrapped.' In 1967, he wrote to a friend: 'The reason (artistic) I left England and went to the US was precisely to stop me writing poems like "Sept. 1st, 1939" - the most dishonest poem I have ever written. A hangover from the UK. It takes time to cure oneself.'
Who  was English; who was American? If Auden was English, was T.S. Eliot American? Or was it the other way around? Eliot's own reply in 1953 was: 'I do not know whether Auden is to be considered as an English or as an American poet: his career has been useful to me with an answer to the same question when asked about myself, for I can say: "Whichever Auden is, I suppose, I must be the other."'
The other came to the Abbey Theatre in Dublin on Sunday, 30 June 1940 to give the first W.B. Yeats Lecture. This was his second visit to Ireland; in 1936 he had given a talk at University College Dublin. On that visit, he had also gone to Glendalough, in County Wicklow. On this second visit, he wrote to a friend: 'I think that the lecture and the broadcast went off very well. It is a little difficult to tell when one is amongst a foreign race, who are always extremely flattering, and whose real reactions are not so easy to detect.' He noted that he himself, during his short stay, dropped his customary 'Curzon-like aloofness' and took on what he called 'a mask of playful blarney', which must have been appreciated.
He did not think much of the Irish. 'Apart from the fact,' he wrote to his friend John Hayward, 'that the Irish have a certain respect for poetry and religion, theirs is a tiring society; and the kind of war nerves they are suffering from - not really daring to make up their minds what they think, and not being really prepared for anything - is more depressing than being in London.' On the day after his lecture at the Abbey, Eliot had lunch with Georgie Yeats. She had attended the lecture, but sat in the gallery, hoping not to be noticed. She had been avoiding the Abbey. No one would leave her alone about her husband's body, which remained buried in France, to the consternation, it seems, of all Dublin. She had to stick to the side streets to avoid people who wanted to annoy her about it. Maud Gonne wrote to Eamon de Valera on the matter, as well as to President Hyde and the board of the Abbey, who responded: 'We are making every endeavour to have the remains brought home to Ireland.' The board then wrote to Mrs Yeats herself: 'Ireland insists that Yeats be buried here.' De Valera's wire to her read: 'We hope that his body will be laid to rest in his native soil.' Yeats himself had written to Dorothy Wellesley five months before his death: 'I write my poems for the Irish people, but I am damned if I will have them at my funeral. A Dublin funeral is something between a public demonstration & a private picnic.'
On returning to London from Dublin, Eliot slept for eleven hours. He wrote to a friend in a tone almost apologetic about his Yeats lecture. 'You will understand, I hope, that [the lecture] is more in the nature of an occasional eulogy or funeral oration than a piece of cold criticism.' A month later, he was preparing to be an air raid warden. 'The first thing you do,' he told Hayward, 'when you hear the Syrens, or the gun fire preliminary, is to have a good Piss: after that you are ready for the Jerry.' At the end of the year, he finished the third of his Four Quartets, 'The Dry Salvages'. Now he had only 'Little Gidding' to write.
While this last of his quartets is devotional, it is also a poem written in wartime. As he told Hayward, 'we had to watch the fires and report them as quickly as they occurred. You will be interested to know that the lines from "Little Gidding" came out of this experience.' Little Gidding, a remote place in Huntingdonshire that was home to a religious community scattered by Cromwell, haunts him in the opening section. But there are other places in the poem that haunt him, places 'which also are the world's end, some at the sea jaws,/Or over a dark lake, in a desert or a city'. The dark lake here, according to Hayward, is Glendalough in Ireland. In July 1940, Eliot wrote to C.P. Curran recalling 'that excursion to Glendalough three years ago'. Twenty years later, in another letter to Curran, he mentioned again the occasion 'when we went to see St Kevin's cave (to which I later referred in a poem called "Little Gidding").'
In the second part of the poem, where Eliot invokes the ghost that he sees as he returns from a night as an air raid warden, he moves into terza rima, the form Yeats had used in 'Cuchulain Comforted'. Following Dante, terza rima became useful to both Yeats and Eliot when they wanted to write about a single figure encountering the shades. The rhymes in Eliot's poem are less present than in 'Cuchulain Comforted', but the poem has the same hushed sound, with hardly any ornament. Eliot did not believe that the poem would bear the weight of heavy rhyme. 'I call my tercets terza rima,' he wrote, 'simply because this alternation of weak and strong endings is, in my opinion, the closest equivalent to terza rima possible in English.' He felt strongly, he added, 'that rhymes in English are too emphatic, and in a passage of any length this form of verse becomes tiring.'
This section, he wrote,
cost me far more time and trouble and vexation than any passage of the same length that I have ever written ... It was chiefly that in this very bare and austere style, in which every word has to be 'functional', the slightest vagueness or imprecision is immediately noticeable. The language has to be very direct; the line, and the single word, must be completely disciplined to the purpose of the whole; and, when you are using simple words and simple phrases, any repetition of the most common idiom, or of the most frequently needed word, becomes a glaring blemish.

In an essay on Dante in 1929, Eliot had written: 'For the science or art of writing verse, one has learned from the Inferno that the greatest poetry can be written with the greatest economy of words, and with the greatest austerity in the use of metaphor, simile, verbal beauty and elegance.' About this style, Eliot wrote to a friend in 1942: 'The simplicity of language at which one must aim, in this kind of verse, requires the avoidance of repetition of words (even ofs and ands and buts have to be carefully watched) and even the avoidance of words of similar formation too near together.'
The terza rima section describes an encounter. It is a kind of dream London, a time before dawn, a time of war, but also a time out of time. Things can be registered but not specified. 'The dark dove with the flickering tongue' may be a bomber that has now flown off (Germany's military planes in the First World War were called Taube, 'doves'). But it is also now and England: the dead leaves rattle 'like tin/Over the asphalt', as tiny pieces of shrapnel might do. It is here, 'between three districts', that the poet meets the 'compound ghost', the dead master who cannot be named.
In his letters to Hayward, Eliot wrote about his struggles with many lines of the poem, and often single words. He struggled, for example, over the way to describe the hour before dawn. He had found a word that he liked, 'antelucan'. The OED gives its meaning as 'of, belonging to, or occurring in the hours just before dawn' and its first use in 1609. But then he thought it 'too self-conscious'. He toyed with 'lantern-end'. 'It is surprisingly difficult,' he told Hayward, 'to find words for the shades before morning; we seem to be richer in words and phrases for the end of day.' In early drafts, the ghost he encountered was a figure from Dante, but slowly it began to include elements of other figures, mainly Yeats, but also Joyce, who had died as the poem was being composed, as well as Milton and Shelley. As he was drafting the poem, Eliot was more tentative than he would be later about the identity of 'the familiar compound ghost', worried, as he told Hayward, that 'the visionary figure ... will no doubt be identified by some readers with Yeats though I do not mean anything so precise as that.' Later, Eliot wrote: 'I must confess I was not thinking of Robert Browning when I refer to "a familiar compound ghost". I was thinking primarily of William Yeats, whose body was of course brought back to Ireland after the war.' He confirmed that 'When I left my body on a distant shore' was a reference to Yeats.
'Of course, I had met Yeats many times,' Eliot wrote to the poet Donald Hall. 'Yeats was always very gracious when one met him and had the art of treating younger writers as if they were his equals and contemporaries.' In his Abbey lecture, Eliot teased out this idea of Yeats as a poet for the young: 'For the young can see him as a poet who in his work remained in the best sense always young, who even in one sense became young as he aged.' Now, two years after his death, Yeats, or some version of him, speaks to Eliot, almost a quarter of a century his junior. The address is direct, intimate and alert to the ideas of shame and regret that Yeats deals with in 'The Man and the Echo' and 'Vacillation'. The ghost speaks of 'the rending pain of re-enactment'. Eliot wrote about these lines to Hayward: 'I mean not simply something not questioned but something consciously approved.' He wished to blame himself for what he had done at a time when he presumed, erroneously, that he was right.
Of all that you have done, and been; the shame
Of motives late revealed, and the awareness
Of things ill done and done to others' harm
Which once you took for exercise of virtue

Eliot is echoing lines from the very Yeats that he had reimagined as a ghost in a London street, those lines from 'Vacillation':
Things said or done long years ago,
Or things I did not do or say
But thought that I might say or do,
Weigh me down, and not a day 
But something is recalled,
My conscience or my vanity appalled.

Once the day breaks, the ghost must go. He 'faded on the blowing of the horn', Eliot writes, echoing the Ghost in Hamlet: 'It faded on the crowing of the cock.'
Eliot is still striving towards what can be got from simplicity. In the final draft, he writes: 'In the disfigured street/He left me.' No poetic words, no large emotions. Simply 'he left me.' The 'disfigured street' is disfigured because the figure has gone but also because of the bombing. Just as snow has 'disfigured' the public statues in the third line of Auden's 'In Memory of W.B. Yeats', now shrapnel - 'the dead leaves still rattled on like tin' - disfigures the street in Eliot's poem.
In earlier drafts, Eliot included the line 'We strode together in a dead patrol,' thus allowing a word we associate with Cuchulain to make a brief appearance (Cuchulain who 'strode among the dead'). But soon the line was changed to: 'We trod the pavement in a dead patrol.' Eliot was worried about the sound: 'strode' in the same line as 'patrol', whose last syllable was too close to the 'ode' in 'strode'. In other earlier versions, he had 'the dismantled street' rather than 'the disfigured street'. And then Hayward suggested 'the demolished street'. But 'disfigured' invoked the figure that had come and gone. In any case, a decision had to be made, as Eliot wrote to Hayward: 'To spend much more time over this poem might be dangerous. After a time one loses the original feeling of the impulse, and then it is no longer safe to alter. It is time to close the chapter.'
In their introduction to Volume X of Eliot's Letters, Valerie Eliot and John Haffenden write about 'the impersonality' of 'Little Gidding'.* They quote a letter to a young poet on the importance of having 'deep enough roots in the subsoil of intense personal experience from which poetry draws its sustenance'. While poets such as Milton and Wordsworth could justify 'public verse', 'the rest of us have to be personal first, and concern ourselves with the trifles which we have genuinely known and felt, and perhaps let our private secret just peep out, and play hide and seek, and never quite disclose itself.' The editors write: 'It is no secret that "Little Gidding" is to a large extent a public, intensely patriotic poem - he said so too - but one has to wonder what he was winking at with the notion of a "private secret just peep[ing] out".'
On 5 August 1941, Eliot wrote to Hayward about Part II: 'I still think this part needs some sharpening of personal poignancy: a line or two might do it. "Autumn weather" only because it was autumn weather - it is supposed to be an early air raid.' Some images, then, are specific; they come from memory. But although the air raids are on London, the word 'London' is missing. Instead, 'Little Gidding' uses the word 'England' three times, as though relocating the poem's terrain from, say, Kensington (the original title for the four poems was supposed to be Kensington Quartets) or, indeed, London, to a Little Gidding that is an aspect of 'England'.
'England', like 'Ireland' (perhaps even like 'Scotland'), is a hard word to use in a poem. Since it is a trochee, it won't rhyme easily with anything: neither Ireland nor England will sit easy in a rhyme scheme with 'brass band' or 'left hand'. Yeats took pleasure, nonetheless, in invoking Ireland. A new energy comes into his late poem 'The Statues' when he begins line five of the last stanza with 'We Irish'. In 'Under Ben Bulben', he refers to 'the indomitable Irishry' as something that may be 'still' there in 'coming days'. In another late poem, 'The Municipal Gallery Revisited', he looks at the paintings of dead friends and suggests that the viewer might 'Ireland's history in their lineaments trace'. The Ireland here is far from the one that Eliot experienced on his visit to Dublin in 1940, or indeed the 'mad Ireland' that hurt Yeats into poetry, as Auden would have it. And, after Yeats's death, 'Ireland has her madness and her weather still.'
For Auden, the time before he wrote his poem on Yeats's death and the time after it are separated by the way he invokes the words 'England' and 'English'. After moving to America in 1939, he became more uneasy about naming his nation. In The Island: W.H. Auden and the Last of Englishness, Nicholas Jenkins writes about the word 'Englishness': 'It does not appear in the works of any of the classic poets, playwrights, and novelists who are so often taken as the constituents of an English literary canon ... the term is not in any English poem written before the 20th century or in any novel I have been able to find published before 1900 or in any piece of drama from the medieval Mystery Plays through to Oscar Wilde's comedies.'+ Jenkins notes that Isherwood, when he came to stay with Auden in Oxford in 1926, 'discovered that his friend had a new favourite adjective. Explaining his temporary fascination with the races at the local dog track, Auden called them "marvellously English".' 'English,' Isherwood wrote, 'was his latest term of approbation.'
Auden's juvenilia use the words 'England' and 'English' with an odd kind of ease and pleasure. As Jenkins points out, in 'March Winds' (1924) he writes that 'this English Spring is lovelier than we' and in 'The Gypsy Girl' (1925) he writes 'Blessed be England for so fair a face.' In 1930 he began to use the word again, denouncing the absence of healers 'in our English land'. 'The Orators', subtitled 'An English Study', refers to 'English earth'. In 'Prologue', Newton in his garden watches 'the apple falling towards England'. The poem invokes, without much irony, an England close to the one invoked by John of Gaunt, as it asks love: 'Here too on our little reef display your power,/This fortress perched on the edge of the Atlantic scarp,/The mole between all Europe and the exile-crowded sea.'
Perhaps Auden's most powerful 'English' poem is 'Out on the lawn I lie in bed', not only because it refers directly to 'our freedom in this English house' but because of the pleasure it takes in its own 'time and place' and the tonal stability (what Edward Mendelson calls 'a reconciling cadence') that emerges in the early stanzas, as though naturally from this 'land of farms'. Each stanza has six lines, five in varied forms of tetrameter and the final line in trimeter. Of the sixteen stanzas, fourteen end with a full stop and the other two with a colon. The argument or the feeling in each stanza edges towards easy completion. There is no strain either in the diction or in most of the imagery. The nights are 'windless', all is 'good to the newcomer'. Evenings are described when 'Death put down his book'. When morning comes, 'I shall speak with one/Who has not gone away.' Even when 'the gathering multitudes outside/Whose glances hunger worsens' are mentioned, it is clear that 'the creepered wall stands up to hide' such intrusions, but, more important, the images of violence and tyranny in the second half of the poem are here to keep complacency at bay. It is part of the poem's privilege that it can entertain such haunting shadows.
In March 1936, Auden went to Portugal to work on a play, The Ascent of F-6, with Isherwood. The protagonist, Michael Ransom, sets out to conquer a faraway mountain in a place called Sudoland. If he succeeds, it will add to the honour and glory of England. When he finally reaches the summit, he meets his mother, who is a sort of Britannia. He is eulogised as one of England's 'greatest sons'. In the closing moments of the play's first version, a group shout out: 'England! England! England!'
When Yeats saw the play in London in 1937 he wrote to the producer to say he thought parts of it were 'magnificent'. He believed, however, that it would be 'good theatre' if Mrs Ransom were to appear on the summit as a 'snow-white Britannia' . He continued: 'Remember the English expedition is racing that of another country because the one who gets first to the top will, the natives believe, rule them for a thousand years ... Britannia is the mother.' Writing shakily about England's putative glory did not encourage Auden. His mad evocation of England hurt him into exile. Many years later he told an interviewer that the play had fixed his decision to leave England: 'Yes. F-6 was the end. I knew I must leave when I wrote it.'
It was hard, in the United States, as it would have been in many other countries, for Auden to name his new nation with any confidence. On YouTube, we can hear him reading his poem 'A Walk after Dark', whose final stanza is:
But the stars burn on overhead,
Unconscious of final ends,
As I walk home to bed,
Asking what judgment waits
My person, all my friends,
And these United States.

It is  almost twenty years since I used to pass Nicholas Jenkins in the corridors of Stanford University. It was known that he was writing a book on Auden. I think he was the most English person I had ever seen, or maybe his Englishness stood out more under the manicured skies of Palo Alto. In any case, there is a passage about Auden and England at the end of Jenkins's book that seems more poignant when we imagine that it was written in California:
Part of what makes the story of Auden's poetry in the first half of the 1930s sobering and thought-provoking is that the myths about England that he summoned in poems full of unforgettable literary grandiloquence, such as 'Prologue', myths about English identity, English history, English sociability, seem so enduring but somehow also so fragile. The arc traced in his 1936 collection is long and in so many ways rich, but it bends towards emptiness - as if, after hundreds of years of lyrical rhetoric, Auden's end point in 'Epilogue' is that there was something exhausted and terminal about the myths underwriting English traditions and values. If Auden deserves the title of a prophet, as he perhaps sometimes hoped that he did, then this was a large part of what his prophecy said.

Eliot took a different view. He had had his fill of bending towards emptiness. He wanted to be English. In 1927, just as Auden was submitting his first book of poems to Faber, Eliot entered the Anglican communion and was naturalised as a British subject. The following year he announced that he was 'a classicist in literature, royalist in politics, and Anglo-Catholic in religion.' In March 1928, after his first confession, he told the priest who had baptised him that he felt he had 'crossed a very wide and deep river ... I feel certain that I shall not cross back.'
As a convert, Eliot went all in. In 'A Dialogue on Dramatic Poetry', from 1928, he has one of his characters say:
And the only dramatic satisfaction that I find now is in a High Mass well performed. Have you not there everything necessary? And indeed if you consider the ritual of the Church during the cycle of the year, you have the complete drama represented. The Mass is a small drama, having all the unities; but in the Church year you have represented the full drama of creation.

The author of 'The Waste Land', who had finally seen the light, wanted big fancy cathedrals. In May 1931, he wrote in the Chichester Diocesan Gazette: 'My cathedral, then, would be richly decorated inside: with tapestries (as, for example, they hang around the base of the columns in the cathedral of Toulouse), with modern religious paintings, with memorial tablets (but only to good churchmen), with chapels and church furniture.'
'It is always a wonder to me,' Eliot wrote to A.L. Rowse in March 1941, 'how people can write an autobiography but it is probably because they have less to suppress than I have.' In May 1941, he wrote to Emily Hale: 'I want to share something of what London and my friends there experience. The one thing that would be unendurable would be to be wholly outside of things: and I don't imagine for a moment that there is any heroism about this.'
By the beginning of June, he had a rough draft of 'Little Gidding'. On 14 July, he wrote to Hale: 'I have finished the poem but am very doubtful about it.' He was concerned that it lacked 'some acute personal reminiscence' which even though not 'explicated' would 'give power' to the poem 'well below the surface'. On the same day he wrote to Hayward: 'The question is not so much whether it is as good as the others (I am pretty sure it is not) but whether it is good enough to keep company with them to complete the shape.' And two days later to wrote to Frank Morley: 'My own suspicion about it is that it is a flop and that I shall have to put it aside and make a fresh start.' In August, he wrote to another friend: 'I have written a fourth poem to complete the series ... but I am not satisfied with it, and am putting it aside to work on in the winter ... John [Hayward] has made a number of useful criticisms.'
It is clear from the commentary on 'Little Gidding' in the edition of Eliot's Collected Poems edited by Christopher Ricks and Jim McCue, and Volumes IX and X of Eliot's Letters, how closely and critically Hayward read each draft of the poem and how much he encouraged Eliot as he worked. On 1 August 1941, he wrote:
I agree with you that the poem, in the unfinished and unpolished state in which you have allowed me to see it, is not quite up to the standard of the others in the group. But it does not seem to me to be, potentially, inferior to them; nor do I think it shows signs of fatigue or that, as you seem to fear, it is merely a mechanical exercise; I am sure that it only requires to be revised and perhaps rewritten in certain passages, to which I shall refer, to be brought to perfection as the culminating poem of the series.

Eliot was seeking reassurance or entertaining an outbreak of Christian humility as he expressed his doubts about 'Little Gidding'. But these doubts seem not to have lasted. An interviewer in 1958 reported: 'The one work with which he is most satisfied is the last of the Four Quartets.' Three years later, at Boston College, Eliot referred to 'Little Gidding' as 'my best'. In December 1942, shortly after the poem was published, he responded warmly to a letter from Desmond McCarthy: 'I am particularly glad that you liked the Ghost passage, because I found that piece gave me the greatest trouble.' But it may be that the greatest trouble lay elsewhere. In 1928, Virginia Woolf wrote to her sister:
I have had a most shameful and distressing interview with poor dear Tom Eliot, who may be called dead to us all from this day forward. He has become an Anglo-Catholic, believes in God and immortality, and goes to church. I was really shocked. A corpse would seem to me more credible than he is. I mean, there's something obscene in a living person sitting by the fire and believing in God.

Since Eliot's Englishness was a kind of pose, how could he, a master of self-examination and self-doubt, be sure that his interest in prayer was not also a pose? He underlined a passage about prayer in 'The Spiritual Letters of Dom John Chapman': 'The strangest part is when we begin to wonder whether we mean anything at all, and if we are addressing anybody, or merely using a formula without sense. The word "God" seems to mean nothing. If we feel this, we are starting on the right road.' This is what happened to poor Claudius in Hamlet, though he was hardly on the right road: 'My words fly up, my thoughts remain below/Words without thoughts never to heaven go.'
It is hard  to pray. I haven't tried for more than half a century, but I remember that it is easier to look as though you are praying than to pray. And it is easier to intone a well-known prayer over and over than to pray silently, to say things from you to God. It is easier, indeed, to pray to the Virgin Mary than to God Almighty. And easier to ask her for something - to find lost keys or to cure an illness - than it is to pray in the abstract. But it is very hard to pray if your relationship to words themselves is as fastidious, suspicious, self-conscious and filled with doubt as Eliot's was. The language of prayer does not entertain constant word-by-word revision, no matter how gifted or eloquent the man on his knees might be. To the soul at prayer, John Hayward can be of no assistance.
Eliot, in 'Little Gidding', tell us what prayer is not. It is more, he writes, 'than an order of words, the conscious occupation/Of the praying mind, or the sound of the voice praying'. But it might also be, in a frail consciousness, much less than that. What if it was banal, filled with platitudes, pure nonsense? Eliot does not, however, want us to entertain such earthly thoughts. It is his task to see if he can lure us into assenting to all the paradoxes, improbabilities and strangenesses that fill 'Little Gidding'. Since the poem is concerned with the space between High Holborn and the high heavens, a great deal depends on its not being a flop.
In his essay on Dante, Eliot wrote that 'there is a difference between ... philosophical belief and poetic assent.' In 1932, as Lyndall Gordon notes in Eliot's New Life (1988), 'he reminded his audience that it was not necessary to believe what Dante believed in order to enjoy the poetry, although to enjoy it fully one ought to understand what he believed.' Gordon sees the poem as a quest: 'Little Gidding', she writes, 'recounts "the end of the journey": "end", "purpose", "fulfilment" are the words in the air. The "end" is to come to rest in theological orthodoxy. It does not matter, though, if we do not share Eliot's precise belief, since the greatness of the work has been the authenticity of the search.' But what if the very point of the search is that it could, under pressure, lack 'authenticity'? What if the search has been tentative and plagued with doubts, doubts that must be kept hidden, shrouded in paradox and verbal sleight-of-hand? The approach then is hushed and humble. The opening season of the poem is uncertain; the time is sundown or the hour before dawn. The snow is transitory and looks like blossom. The traveller may come here 'not knowing what you came for'.
When the tone becomes ornate, when it moves away from soft speech, in the lines 'the communication/Of the dead is tongued with fire beyond the language of the living,' it seems almost a preparation for the simple, stark place or non-place that will embody 'the intersection of the timeless moment'. This place is 'England and nowhere'. The tone is ghostly even before any ghost appears. But the opening stanzas of Part II become metrically energetic as well as abstract and impersonal. This, in turn, is a preparation for the scene, filled with precise objects and concrete images, when the figure of Eliot, working as an air warden, meets the ghost.
When the time comes for the self-accusation that had so energised Yeats and Auden, Eliot's guilt, as Gordon writes, is 'obviously about Vivienne', his first wife. 'It took a grim moral courage,' Gordon continues,
to let go the visionary moments of his early life, with their latent promise, and let judgment fall, with the utmost severity, on what he must have wished to forget. But the reward of this public self-laceration was what is probably the strongest passage of poetry that he ever wrote, as he turned away from the plot of attainment to his habitat of pain.

If he wished to forget, what did he seek to establish, perhaps even remember? Since he wanted to work with a pattern where words cancel each other ('What we call the beginning is often the end', or 'We are born with the dead'), did this method have a purpose? Did it reach beyond its own dry, runic wisdom?
The rhythm of the final section of 'Little Gidding' is calm. It is a set of propositions, with no ornament. There are strange, almost awkward repetitions of sound: 'commerce', 'common', 'consort'. Slowly, Eliot begins to compose the most minimal music. He uses mostly words of one syllable, word after word - 'a step to the block, to the fire, down the sea's throat'. Soon, he has returned to abstractions ('history is a pattern of timeless moments'). He punctures lines with indications of urgency, the second 'See' more direct than the first:
We die with the dying:
See, they depart, and we go with them.
We are born with the dead:
See, they return, and bring us with them.

Four lines later the tone becomes more exact. He begins with 'So' to bounce against 'See' and 'See', to echo the 'I' sound in 'die' and 'dying' and to rhyme with 'go':
So, while the light fails
On a winter's afternoon, in a secluded chapel
History is now and England.

It is not lost on the reader that this is England in wartime, that 'the broken king' invoked in the poem may be Charles I, but could also become George VI if England were to lose the war. The light here is not the light of heaven or the light of St John's Gospel. It is winter light. It happened. And what occurred too was that the word 'England' appeared at the end of a line in an English poem without straining the metrical order or demanding a clanging rhyme. While 'the fire and the rose' in the last line do what they can to convince us, this England of Eliot's lured us further into - if not philosophical belief, then at least some kind of poetic assent.
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I'd smash you in the face
Thomas Meaney

4718 wordsAnti-communist  dandy, scourge of Ivy League administrators, magazine chieftain, amanuensis to Joe McCarthy, father-confessor of the Nixon White House, Ronald Reagan consigliere: is it any wonder that William F. Buckley is still the patron saint of the American right? For more than half a century, he supplied a gloss of coherence and glamour to a movement sorely lacking in both. With his mid-Atlantic drawl and slaloming locutions, he held out the suggestion that being a conservative was a daring and possibly even romantic position in American political life. On television and in his syndicated newspaper column, he fired back at the liberal mandarins, in between Cote-Rotie-fuelled lunches and yacht races. The American right had better minds on its side, finer writers and more formidable strategists, but no better entertainer.
Yet Sam Tanenhaus's thousand-page biography of Buckley provoked discontent in right-wing reviewers (once they had given it a 'Washington read' and searched for their names in the index). Not all the facts of the life were convenient. What appeared to be a career on the permanent offensive looked somewhat different when viewed at longer range. The same Buckley who swooned over McCarthy was already defending Truman's record in the 1960s. The same Buckley who wrote hymns to racial segregation in the 1950s later called for a Black president. Was it not embarrassing that this libertarian crusader derived much of his income from appearances on public television and that his chief professional ambition was to write for the New Yorker? Worst of all, Buckley anointed as his official biographer not one of the faithful, but a liberal Jew who became the editor of the Book Review of the New York Times, which, it transpires, was the only newspaper that Buckley cared about. Was he merely a baroque conduit between the right and the establishment centre? Was his life a piquant reminder that they are often only inches apart?
Buckley was born in New York, but was a son of the South. His mother came from Louisiana high society. His father, William Buckley Sr, grew up a poor Irish-Catholic in Texas and made a career as an oil speculator in Mexico, where his claims depended on the backing of Porfirio Diaz's dictatorship. During the Mexican Revolution of 1910, when Maderista insurgents from the north and Zapatista peasants from the south closed in on Diaz, Buckley Sr paid for Winchester rifles to arm the counter-revolutionaries. He never recovered from their failure. His biggest grievance was that Woodrow Wilson's administration had supported Mexican liberals instead of American businessmen. With nothing left for him south of the border, he moved to the bucolic town of Sharon in northwest Connecticut. There he built the family hacienda, Great Elm, staffed it with Mexican servants, took out a large loan from a French bank and settled down to raise a family in which William Jr, born in 1925, was the sixth of ten children.
Great Elm was a hive of reaction. At the dinner table William Jr excelled at parroting his father's opinions. The children were taught the sins of progressivism, and learned to snub Franklin Roosevelt, who lived across the Connecticut border and had been assistant secretary of the navy under Wilson. Left to their own devices, the older children's idea of a prank was to burn a cross in front of what Tanenhaus calls a 'popular Jewish resort'. The Buckleys hosted parties where Fats Waller played and Sylvia Plath danced. The guests were Mexican exiles and oilmen, along with representatives of a new species in the American landscape, the 'libertarian intellectual'. Henry James had foreseen the type in The Bostonians in the character of Basil Ransom, proud ex-Confederate contributor to the Rational Review, full of passionate intensity about how to harmonise hierarchy and freedom. The Buckleys' favoured ideas-and-values man was the editor of the Freeman, Albert Jay Nock, sworn foe of 'democratism', who considered most of his fellow countrymen to be 'sub-human raw material out of which the occasional human being is produced by an evolutionary process yet unexplained'.
Buckley made his name as a campus activist. In the lead-up to the Second World War, Yale had been the birthplace of the America First Committee. Dedicated to keeping the British Empire on a short leash and America out of the war, but also to controlling the 'virgin continent' of Latin America, the pressure group was backed by businessmen with similar interests to Buckley's father. With its criticisms of the missteps leading to the First World War, it was also able to attract support from Jack Kerouac, Kurt Vonnegut, Gore Vidal, Chester Bowles and John F. Kennedy. The right wing of the organisation was awash with antisemitism and Charles Lindbergh worship, but most of its followers eventually accepted the task of defeating Nazism. Arriving at Yale after the war, Buckley and his fellow conservative students knew that they faced a more unifying foe in Soviet communism. Buckley strutted the campus as a full-time anti-communist impresario. Robert Silvers, a Yale contemporary who later became the editor of the New York Review of Books, told Tanenhaus that Buckley 'was so superior, so commanding'. He kept an aeroplane near the campus and employed a secretary to assist him as editor of the Yale Daily News. When Henry Wallace, the Kremlin-curious US presidential candidate, visited New Haven, Buckley and his friends dressed as proto-beatniks holding a sign that read 'Give Russia the Atom Bomb', and intended to release some doves, but failed to find 'an opportune moment'. They were more successful at blocking interracial dances.
But the main enemy Buckley identified - making a lasting contribution to the American right's playbook - was the university itself. Yale presented itself as a school for Christian gentlemen, and the mottoes of churchmen graced its Gothic Revival facades. In reality, as Buckley demonstrated in God and Man at Yale, the bestselling expose he published in 1951 after graduating, the campus was crawling with Keynesian professors. After breaking the shocking news that the teaching staff didn't take the particulars of the New Testament seriously, the book became apoplectic about the injustice and impracticality of income tax. 'Individualism is dying at Yale,' Buckley declared, 'and without a fight.' The polemic owed its success in part to his father's bankrolling of the publicity. It also signalled a new manoeuvre in American politics. Buckley's primary antagonists were not card-carrying campus communists - who were at least forthright in their convictions and few in number - but the legions of liberals who passively absorbed socialist values. In its woundedness, its preference for ad hominem assault, its business ideology rounded off with Bible-speak, its parlour logic and censoriousness, God and Man at Yale was ahead of its time.
After Yale, Buckley trained with the CIA. Posted to Mexico, he posed as a businessman looking after his father's oil concessions. His supervisor was Howard Hunt, the future Watergate burglar, with whom he spent most of his time socialising and drinking in Mexico City. Buckley's only assignment was to edit the memoirs of the Peruvian ex-communist Eudocio Ravines. The main lesson he picked up was that ex-communists were a valuable resource. A career as a CIA operative, however, held no appeal. Buckley felt more at ease in the limelight than the shadows.
One figure on the national stage held a particular attraction for Buckley and the collegiate right. In the early 1950s, Senator Joseph McCarthy of Wisconsin emerged as the most uncompromising of anti-communist zealots, unafraid to name names and intent on rooting out subversives in the US government. At first this made him an isolated figure in a Republican Party that chose Dwight Eisenhower as its candidate for president in 1952 (over Robert Taft, Buckley's preference). Eisenhower could just as easily have run as a liberal Democrat. If they continued along this course, Buckley believed, the Republicans would lose their identity: McCarthy was the lone corrective to this drift. Buckley and L. Brent Bozell, his brother-in-law and collaborator from their Yale days, became McCarthy's speechwriters and in 1954 published McCarthy and His Enemies.
McCarthyism was more important for Buckley than its human vessel, though he supported McCarthy well beyond his public demise. Tanenhaus describes an extraordinary scene when Buckley, camped out in McCarthy's house in Washington, was summoned in the middle of the night by the senator to pore over a map of China, 'lost' to the communists. In 1954, Buckley gave a speech at the Waldorf Astoria in honour of McCarthy's aide-de-camp, Roy Cohn, whose crude tactics were seen (including by Buckley) as contributing to their patron's downfall. Later in life Buckley distanced himself from McCarthy's legacy, but his calculations in the 1950s made sense: anti-communism was the only creed capable of binding American conservatives, and McCarthy had grasped that earlier than most. 'He knew exactly who McCarthy was and what his uses were,' Tanenhaus writes. 'The carnal hunt for enemies within, the unmasking of their apologists and allies, real and more often fanciful, brought together diverse factions of a weak and fragmented movement in the growing war against the New Deal and its aftermath.'
In order to consolidate McCarthyism in the absence of its figurehead, Buckley did what enterprising intellectuals with a family fortune do: he founded a magazine. In 1955, the first editorial of National Review announced its intention to stand 'athwart history, yelling STOP, at a time when no one is inclined to do so, or to have much patience with those who so urge it'. Where precisely history was meant to stop was not specified. What united the right was a programme to roll back the advances of American labour at home and communism abroad. But how was Buckley to staff a right-wing propaganda organ in Manhattan? One obvious talent pool suggested itself: ex-communists. Along with family members including Bozell and Buckley's sister Priscilla, the magazine would be edited by operatives who had cut their teeth in interwar Europe. There was Willi Schlamm, a Jewish former Austrian Communist Party militant and veteran of Die Rote Fahne, who coined the term 'liberal establishment' and helped train the magazine's fire on a fixed target. There was James Burnham, Trotsky's favourite American correspondent, who had metamorphosed into an anti-collectivist cold warrior. There was Frank Meyer, who had been deported from Britain for organising communist students (he also found time to date Ramsay MacDonald's daughter), and was subsequently a CPUSA agent at the University of Chicago. Meyer theorised the project of National Review as a 'fusionism' that would harness libertarian values in the service of a traditionalist society. Then there was Buckley's old professor from Yale, the combative Willmoore Kendall, the inspiration for Saul Bellow's 'Mosby's Memoirs', who argued that the project of the magazine should be to defend majoritarian consensus over the abstract rights that favoured minorities.
Buckley succeeded in bringing these unlikely figures together in part because he too, despite his Ivy League pedigree, could be seen as an arriviste in the WASP enclaves of Manhattan. He was a Catholic after all, and had prepped at Millbrook, not Andover or Groton. Among the last to join the masthead of National Review were Russell Kirk, author of The Conservative Mind, who avoided listening to the radio for fear of being infected by modern life, and Whittaker Chambers, an ex-CPUSA agent who brought an apocalyptic sensibility to its pages. Not all of the magazine's notable contributors were veterans. Buckley knew he had to find new writing capable of withstanding the emerging counterculture, and himself made occasional sorties behind enemy lines, going so far as to drop acid with Burnham at a showing of the Swedish erotic film I Am Curious (Yellow). The staff writers he collected included the former seminarian Garry Wills, who became a revered liberal chronicler of American politics; a promising Harvard dropout, John Leonard, who became a leading literary critic; and a young caption writer at Vogue called Joan Didion. All three ended their careers writing for the New York Review of Books.
One of the problems National Review faced in the 1950s was that America possessed only the rudiments of an anti-liberal conservative tradition. Just five years before its founding, Lionel Trilling had declared that liberalism was 'not only the dominant but even the sole intellectual tradition' in the US. The right had a handful of outlets, including the libertarian Freeman, the anti-communist newsletter Human Events and the American Mercury, edited by H.L. Mencken, who died the year after National Review began publishing. But however much Buckley longed for it, the US had no ancien regime. This didn't stop him and his colleagues from looking to the Confederacy as a stand-in. National Review made the nascent civil rights movement its most consistent enemy. In 1957 Buckley spelled out the magazine's position in an editorial called 'Why the South Must Prevail'. Blacks, he argued, must be prevented from gaining the full franchise in the Southern states:
The central question that emerges - and it is not a parliamentary question or a question that is answered by merely consulting a catalogue of the rights of American citizens, born Equal - is whether the White community in the South is entitled to take such measures as are necessary to prevail, politically and culturally, in areas in which it does not predominate numerically? The sobering answer is Yes - the White community is so entitled because, for the time being, it is the advanced race.

Segregationism remained gospel at National Review well beyond the end of Jim Crow. The Freedom Riders of the 1960s were compared to Nazis in its pages. Despite the private misgivings of editors such as Wills and Bozell, Buckley rarely strayed from this line. In 1965, the year of the Selma to Montgomery marches, he debated with James Baldwin at the Cambridge Union, where he declared that Baldwin's very presence in the chamber demonstrated the beneficence of Western civilisation. Baldwin carried the argument, but afterwards regretted that he had only raised the profile of the 'intellectuals' James Bond'. What Baldwin and other contemporaries didn't know, but Tanenhaus has discovered, is that the Buckley family clandestinely funded a segregationist newspaper, the Camden News of South Carolina, in the mid-1950s. What's surprising here is that the Buckleys felt it necessary to cover this up.
In foreign affairs 
, National Review was defiantly imperialist. Buckley supported every rearguard colonial war, from Portuguese Goa to French Algeria to the Belgian Congo. The old right in America retained enough antisemitism to decry the creation of Israel, which, in its early years at least, looked alarmingly socialist. Buckley presided over the movement's shift towards Zionism, an about-face that began when Israel proved its bona fides as a colonial state by enlisting in the Franco-British attempt to seize the Suez Canal. But it was the Vietnam War to which Buckley devoted countless columns and television appearances in the following decades. The US, he believed, could not afford to repeat the mistake of 'losing' China, or settle for an unhappy draw as in Korea. 'I think we should have tried everything we could to overthrow China,' Buckley told the perennial socialist candidate for president, Norman Thomas, in a debate in 1966. 'Chiang Kai-shek should have been permitted to establish a beachhead in China and encouraged a revolt.' In Indochina, anything short of total victory over Hanoi counted as defeat.
Although Tanenhaus takes pains to show that Buckley's hard line endured much longer than is commonly thought, he still rehearses elements of the familiar tale that Buckley cleaned up the American right and purged it of its 'lunatic fringe', including the John Birch Society, whose leader, Robert Welch, believed Eisenhower was a Soviet agent. But if Buckley and colleagues such as Burnham distanced the movement from the kooky views of Welch and company, they did so not on account of their extremism, but because the Birchers were unreliable on Vietnam, opposing it as a 'phony' war in which both sides were marionettes of the Kremlin. Even after publicly denouncing Welch, Buckley sought privately to repair relations.
In their attitude towards Vietnam Buckley and National Review scarcely differed from America's liberal establishment, urging only that the war be prosecuted more vigorously. The communists had been routed in Malaya and Greece - why not in Vietnam? Buckley repeatedly expressed his disappointment that American youth quailed at the firebombing of villages in South-East Asia, when earlier generations had lost no sleep over the destruction of Dresden and Hiroshima. Unsurprisingly, he sought to dramatise his differences with liberals, and a striking number of episodes of his television show Firing Line, which ran for 34 seasons, were dedicated to the subject. Buckley argued on air that however kindly Ho Chi Minh may have seemed in the 1940s, the sheer number of Vietnamese people seeking refuge from repression south of the 17th parallel surely justified US intervention on humanitarian as well as anti-communist grounds (this argument proved influential on the human rights movement in the 1970s).
Buckley ran rhetorical circles around many of his opponents, exposing the self-satisfactions of the mainstream. But he also performed an inadvertent public service by inviting on his show a considerable number of Black radicals and figures from the American left. A favourite tactic was to skew conversations with ill-fitting historical analogies, then to press distinctions so fine that clarity became impossible. Another was to taunt guests until they lost their cool. Here is Buckley goading Noam Chomsky in 1969, reprising his performance against Gore Vidal a year earlier:
Buckley: You also say that you hate yourself for not having come to that position [complete opposition to American involvement in Vietnam] earlier.
Chomsky: Yeah, I do. I think that was a very great, great mistake.
Buckley: Well, I hope to give you a little solace in the course of the evening, but the reason I do raise this and I rejoice in your disposition to argue the Vietnam question especially when I recognise what an act of self-control this must involve.
Chomsky: It does, sure, it really does. I mean, I think it's the kind of issue [both talking simultaneously] ...
Buckley: And you did very well, you did very well.
Chomsky: Sometimes I lose my temper, maybe not ...
Buckley: Maybe not tonight. Because if you would, I'd smash you in the goddamn face.

Occasionally, Buckley's guests beat him at his own game. Huey Newton once shot back a question that made him wobble: 'During the Revolution of 1776 ... which side would you have been on?'
Along with his TV show and his syndicated newspaper column, Buckley found time to stand for mayor of New York in 1965. It began as a lark when National Review ran a joke cover proposing 'Buckley for Mayor?' In the wake of Barry Goldwater's defeat, however, the campaign became a mission to show that liberal Republicans like Richard Nixon were no longer the only option for the right. Buckley ran as the leader of the Conservative Party against his fellow Yale Republican John Lindsay. He called for the abolition of unions, tough policing, welfare restrictions, bicycle lanes and a New York Disneyland. The campaign is remembered for the quip he made when asked what he would do in the event of victory - 'Demand a recount!' Buckley only won 13 per cent of the vote, but his circus-style campaign enchanted white working-class voters in Queens and other outlying boroughs (a fact perhaps not lost on a 19-year-old Donald Trump). More significant still was his brother James's senatorial run of 1976, which led to federal limits on campaign spending being found unconstitutional by the Supreme Court on free speech grounds.
Tanenhaus slightly exaggerates the influence that Buckley exercised over Nixon, a president with unmatched anti-communist credentials. In fact, Buckley distrusted him, less for his policy on Vietnam than for his opening of relations with Mao's China. Buckley accompanied the press corps on Nixon's first trip to Beijing and came out firmly against rapprochement. If it had to happen, then at the very least full independence for Taiwan should be part of the package. But no:
Richard Nixon - his glass raised high to Mao Tse-tung, toasting to a long march together, he and we, likening our two revolutions to each other, landing at Andrews to impart the information that the Chinese people greatly esteem their government - may yet emerge as the most flexible man of the century, perhaps even as the most deracinated American who ever lived and exercised great power.

When Watergate consumed Nixon's presidency, Buckley stayed close to his former CIA instructor Hunt, another casualty of the scandal. But he felt little compunction in denouncing Nixon. When Nixon's 'enemies list' became public, Buckley joined with the liberals and called the administration 'fascist in its reliance on the state as the instrument of harassment' and 'altogether ruthless in its dismissal of human rights'. As Tanenhaus shows, Ronald Reagan, who occasionally cast his eye over National Review, was in some ways even more of a disappointment. National Review was never for the Reagan administration what the New Republic had been for Woodrow Wilson. In the 1980s, the right seemed to fall victim to its own success: once the 'Volcker shock' and Reagan's mop-up operation had crushed American labour, it was deprived of a domestic foe and became increasingly fragmented. Buckley could still occasionally offend - declaring, for instance, at the height of the Aids epidemic that sufferers ought to have numbers tattooed on their buttocks - but Reagan's free-market fundamentalism outstripped his own. By the following decade, despite the rising tide of blue-blazered shock troops who made up the audience at Firing Line recordings, he often favoured populist tribunes such as Pat Buchanan over the Republican elite.
Tanenhaus dashes through the latter decades of Buckley's career, though the brevity is not unwarranted: National Review had already started losing traction in the 1970s, as publications such as Commentary turned to the right. Buckley increasingly lived off the fumes of his celebrity. He was at ease trading barbs with Woody Allen, and his high camp theatrics were compared to Andy Warhol's by Hugh Kenner, a National Review colleague. By the turn of the millennium, National Review had been supplanted by William Kristol's Weekly Standard, a neoconservative cheerleader for the Bush administration. Buckley then bungled the editorial succession, handing his magazine over to a series of mediocrities after his retirement. It still limps on, recently celebrating its seventieth anniversary with an issue full of nostalgic tributes to Burnham, Meyer and Buckley.
One of  the curious features of Buckley's life, as Tanenhaus notes, is his distaste for actual politics. He only seems to have talked about political affairs when paid to do so, and was privately much more interested in classical music and literature. Christopher Hitchens used to say that, after any public encounter, Buckley avoided conversation at all costs, and rushed out like an actor off a set. His books functioned as reminders that he was still writing rather than as anything more significant. Tanenhaus at one point likens a tedious account of a sailing voyage to Melville, but admits that Buckley, outside of his spy novels, mostly produced 'non-books'. The biography benefits from viewing Buckley more as a networker than as an intellectual.
A recent vogue among liberal commentators in America exhorts the likeminded to 'know your enemy', which is meant to entail reading the books the American right produces, in a self-flattering projection of shared intellectual seriousness. But the reason Buckley never wrote a work to stand alongside the productions of Russell Kirk or Allan Bloom is that he was too close to the tradition he yearned to repudiate. Excluding abortion rights and gay marriage, Buckley eventually adopted every major liberal position of the postwar years, with varying lag-times. Tanenhaus might have reflected more on the reason Buckley chose him as his biographer, when not long before he had passed over David Frum and David Brooks as potential successors at National Review because they were Jewish (and perhaps even more unpardonably, Canadian). The reason seems to be that Buckley didn't want a hagiography by one of his entourage that would only interest the faithful, rather than attracting the liberal audience he held in higher esteem (and whose number his most talented staffers would ultimately swell).
Tanenhaus's belief that Buckley was the herald of a distinct political tradition can be explained in part by his having spent his career in American journalism, where it pays to magnify the drama of the two-party system. Tanenhaus's cri de coeur, The Death of Conservatism (2009), lamented the Republican Party's refusal to play a more constructive role in opposition and thereby contribute to a healthy democracy. Buckley's major contribution was to burnish the mystique of this system. From its inception, National Review staked out the frontiers of dissent from the liberal centre. Buckley's periodic outrages sustained an illusion of opposition, concealing the extent of common ground, and performed a favour for Americanism by presenting what was in effect a unitary ideology as a battle of ideas, thus satisfying a public demand for a choice between political alternatives.
The final chapters of Tanenhaus's Life are scenes out of Balzac. We see Buckley delighting in being edited by William Shawn of the New Yorker at the Algonquin Hotel. We see the arch-Catholic McCarthyite Bozell end his days working in Mother Teresa's Aids hospices. We find Buckley on his deathbed in 2008, setting up Google alerts so as not to miss any last morsel of his renown. He told his family to hold his funeral at St Patrick's Cathedral in Manhattan 'if I'm still famous'. Not long before the end, I met Buckley at a book party in the penthouse apartment of a New York socialite. Uncannily, he appeared to emerge like a living squire from the painting by Joseph Wright of Derby that hung on the wall behind him. Beet-red in the face, wearing a tan suit and flanked by acolytes from Dartmouth, he 'debouched' from the hallway with us and asked about my college magazine, flashing his blue eyes and his dentures when I told him it was called the Criterion. Did I know that as a young man he'd once gone hat in hand to T.S. Eliot's office at Faber asking for his support for National Review?
Almost everyone I've been able to track down who went to that party is now a dedicated Trumper. When Trump first came to power, it was common among the Republican old guard - including Buckley's son, Christopher - to contrast Buckley's elegance and moderation with Trump's vulgarity and extremism. The evidence was invariably Buckley's essay in 2000 for Cigar Aficionado, in which he observed that the nation was vulnerable to demagogic forces, though he thought that Trump at least would never hold high office. But did anyone lay the groundwork for MAGA more than Buckley? Would he, even in his prime, have denounced Trump for his authoritarian slide as he did Nixon? It seems unlikely. Buckley only ever discarded elements of the radical right when they had lost their charge.
MAGA's debt to Buckley has not gone unacknowledged. In a debate during the Republican presidential primaries in 2016, Ted Cruz thought he had Trump on the ropes, winning cheers for his winking references to 'New York values' and his remark that 'not a lot of conservatives come out of Manhattan.' He didn't realise he had just set Trump up. 'Conservatives actually do come out of Manhattan, including William F. Buckley,' Trump replied. Then it was on to New York values in the wake of 9/11:
And the people in New York fought and fought and fought. We saw more death and even the smell of death, nobody understood it and it was with us for months; the smell, the air. And we rebuilt downtown Manhattan and everybody in the world watched and everybody in the world loved New York and loved New Yorkers. And I have to tell you that was a very insulting statement that Ted made.

With a little help from Buckley, Trump clinched the nomination.
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At the Movies
'Marty Supreme'
Michael Wood

1183 wordsAcharacter  in Josh Safdie's new film, Marty Supreme, says there are no second chances in this world. The remark is meant to sound tough and true, if a little worn out. In fact, although the character may be right about many places in reality, he couldn't be more wrong about the world of this movie. Everyone has dozens of chances, and everyone screws up most of them.
Marty Supreme is the second film Safdie has made without his usual co-director, his brother, Benny. Still, much of their joint style remains: the energy, the crowded screen, the use of platitudes as if they were wisdom. A good example of the last effect occurs in Uncut Gems (2019), where Adam Sandler is scripted to swear at least six times a sentence so that we know how stylish and untamed his character is. All we learn is that bad habits don't go away.
Richard Brody, in his review of Uncut Gems, has an interesting theory about this style. It's not an attempt at messy realism; it's a reflection on the messiness of the real. It indicates an 'awareness that what takes place in the world is often absurd, incredible, filled with the sort of astonishing twists that people say they would never believe if they saw them in a movie'. This view doesn't get rid of the platitudes or chaotic repetitions, but it puts them to work.
The lapses into cliche are more controlled in Marty Supreme and I would like to think more ironic. The script was written by Safdie and Ronald Bronstein. Most of the characters believe their lives are a kind of movie, and when a character speaks of 'theatre' he is not talking about a building but about the agitated world he lives in. But then how do you make a good movie about an imagined bad movie?
One of the strong features of the plot of Marty Supreme (and to some extent Uncut Gems) is its proximity to parable and the absence of masses of money. You could be really rich if you were lucky in your next gambling spree; if you hadn't already pawned the pricey object you borrowed; if your boss would pay you what he owed you; if your family would do their bit.
A fine example of this occurs early in Marty Supreme when our hero (Timothee Chalamet) has to hold up the New York shoe shop where he works because he needs cash for a ticket to England. He waves a gun at a colleague and talks like a gangster. Is he really threatening or just playing a game? His need is too serious for this to be an act, his act too flashy and theatrical to be serious. Marty gets the money. The double acting was well done.
Chalamet is the perfect actor for this part. He looks ridiculously young, never takes his glasses off and projects a timeless innocence. The reaction of the actress Kay Stone (played by Gwyneth Paltrow with a calm that belongs to no one else in the film) is that of many of us. She meets him at the Ritz in London, and knows he is a pest, definitely to be ignored. Then she gives in to her curiosity or his secret charm.
Marty's reason for the trip to England is not comic in itself, but for many people in and out of the movie it's something to snigger about. He wants to compete in the British Open table tennis competition. The element of the ridiculous never fades from the story, but curiously - this is a true tour de force of filming - it doesn't dilute in any way the drama of the closely-fought games. It's a smart move that Safdie shows us only the suspense of late moments in the matches and not the tiring treks that lead to their fraught, dramatic results. In this version of the game, the ball is mostly off-screen, sent there by a shot no one could possibly return - until it comes back from nowhere, and the game continues.
The results return us to parable, or exemplary tale. In London, Marty defeats the reigning champion (Bela Kletzki, played by Geza Rohrig), but is then defeated in the final by a Japanese competitor, Koto Endo (Koto Kawaguchi). For the rest of the film, Marty is seeking money to go to Tokyo for a rematch in the world championship. This quest produces several sub-plots in New York, which involve theft and arrest, a bathroom collapsing through an apartment floor and a search for a lost dog which culminates in the accidental burning down of a petrol station.
Meanwhile, the main plot continues steadily. Marty meets Kay Stone, who is trying to make a comeback in a new play (it doesn't work), and learns that his girlfriend, Rachel (Odessa A'zion), is pregnant. She tells him he's the father, though he denies it. Marty comes up with a plan to get to Tokyo. Stone's husband is a millionaire who sells pens and is sponsoring a table tennis exhibition that would precede the championship event. Marty can play against Endo in Tokyo, and his travel will be covered, as long as he makes sure he loses the match. If the Japanese win, they will buy pens. Losing is exactly what Marty doesn't want and he initially says no. When he realises he's not going to get any other funding, he finally agrees.
Meanwhile Safdie and Bronstein have decided that table tennis can be allowed to carry a bit of allegorical history on the side. When Marty is about to defeat the Hungarian Kletzki he says he will do what Auschwitz failed to do. ('I'm Jewish, I can say that,' he adds.) And by the time the contest starts in Tokyo, the whole film seems invested in the idea that the match will be a sporting repeat of Hiroshima, Japan's chance of revenge and America's rush to repetition. Close-ups of the audience watching the match, including a crowd of GIs, enact this double story.
I need to mention the music by Daniel Lopatin, which haunts the whole film, especially the games, and feels more like a parallel opera than a soundtrack, an aural story of victory, suspense, defeat and romance for which music may well be the best possible messenger.
The story is double in another way. Marty throws the exhibition match as planned but then makes a speech explaining what has happened and pleading for the second chance no one is supposed to have. The organisers and the crowd agree, and so does Endo. The predictable close call plays out in spectacular form, and it becomes clear that whoever wins, the other result would not have ruined the movie. One implication of a victory for Marty would be that crazy persistence may be rewarded and American imperialism can be romantic. Endo's winning would remind us of sober probability and all the other sides of empire.
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Calling Dr Jekyll
David Runciman

3429 wordsOne regular theme  of the reports that came out of Trump's first administration was that no matter how bad it looked on the surface, it was even worse behind the scenes. The long-standing Trump-watcher Michael Wolff, who positioned himself as tittle-tattle-in-chief during those years, wrote a series of books - Fire and Fury, Siege, Landslide - describing the endless tantrums, dressings down and sulks that took place inside the Oval Office. No one was safe from the president's terrible personality: generals were belittled, senators squashed, lawyers hired and fired on a whim and passers-by caught in the crossfire. The rapid turnover of West Wing staff was testament to what a truly horrible workplace it must have been.
Trump 2.0 is different. Now the stories that emerge from people who have seen behind the curtain tell of a calmer atmosphere and a nicer man - nicer, at least, than you might expect. Some of the witnesses are not entirely to be trusted, of course. Conrad Black, the convicted fraudster whom Trump pardoned in 2019, was in the White House on the day of Charlie Kirk's assassination and wrote giddily about the experience in the National Post. Here he was, waiting for his audience with the president before the news broke:
The ambience is one of constant and purposeful activity in a shared and good-spirited cause. Occasionally, it happened that successive doors were simultaneously ajar, and the familiar voice of the chief occupant would be heard, good-humoured but authoritative ... Here it was possible to see how the private office functioned and it was clear the president's staff is devoted to him personally and that he, unlike some holders of great offices that I have known, is unfailingly polite to staff ... He was looking trim, fit and completely undaunted by the requirements of his position.

Black also enjoyed the scenery. 'A pleasing aesthetic aspect, as usual in Trump matters, is the presence of very capable and attractive youngish ladies on the presidential staff.'
But it isn't only cronies who have been impressed. Earlier this year the comedian and talkshow host Bill Maher went to see Trump expecting the worst and didn't find it. 'I've had so many conversations with prominent people who are much less connected, people who don't look you in the eye, people who don't really listen because they just want to get to their next thing ... None of that with him. And he mostly steered the conversations to "What do you think about this?" I know. Your mind is blown. So is mine.' Maher ended his reflections with a puzzle. 'Trump was gracious and measured, and why he isn't that in other settings I don't know.' Then again, he may have been played. In the New York Times, Larry David responded to Maher's account of his cheery time visiting the commander-in-chief with an alternative version: 'My Dinner with Adolf.' 'It wasn't just a one-way street, with the Fuhrer dominating the conversation. He was inquisitive and asked me a lot of questions about myself.'
Now Kamala Harris has joined the list of those who have been surprised by Trump's softer side. In 107 Days, her excruciating memoir of her failed campaign to defeat him for the presidency in 2024, she recounts their conversation on 17 September, when she called her rival after a would-be assassin had been discovered on one of his golf courses in Florida. Following an exchange of formalities, she recalls, Trump became 'surprisingly effusive'. He told her: 'You've done a great job, you really have. You've done a very, very good job ... my only problem is it makes it very hard for me to be angry with you.' Then he started gushing about Harris's husband, Doug Emhoff. 'And say hello to your husband. He looks like a really good guy. He did a really good job at the convention, by the way. I watched his speech. He really was good.' Trump let Harris know that his daughter Ivanka was a big fan too.
Harris concluded from all this something she says she already knew: Trump is a con man. He is more than capable of being different things to different people to suit himself. During his first term a common refrain was that what you see is what you get, for better and for worse - Trump's authenticity stemmed from the fact that he was the same bullying braggart on stage and off. He didn't hide his true self from the voters. Harris discovered that this was not the case. 'I'd readied myself for a phone conversation with Mr Hyde,' she writes. 'But Dr Jekyll had picked up the call.' In other words, the man is a hypocrite. But Harris doesn't say what an unusual sort of hypocrisy this is. Most politicians put their best face forward and are exposed when it is discovered they have a seamier side. Trump is apparently hiding the fact that he is not the monster he likes to present in public. I noticed something of this curious double standard when watching the videos of some of Trump's podcast appearances during the campaign. Often the filming started before the official recording got underway and Trump could be seen chatting with his hosts more or less like a regular human being - he was engaging and even somewhat self-aware. Then the official conversation started and a light went off behind his eyes as the trash talk began.
Normally, being revealed as a hypocrite is kryptonite for a politician running for office. But Harris doesn't know what to do with Trump's tricksy personality because it doesn't fit the mould. Was she meant to tell people that he's not as bad as he looks or that he couldn't be trusted because he might be capable of empathy? She is on much safer ground with the smooth-talking J.D. Vance, whom she seems genuinely to loathe and strongly suspects of concealing a volcanic inner nastiness. Her misgivings come to a head during Vance's debate with her running mate, Tim Walz. Harris had chosen Walz over better qualified candidates such as Pete Buttigieg or Josh Shapiro because she saw the advantage of his down-home qualities and relatable life story. Walz had warned her, however, that he wasn't up to much as a debater. This turned out to be true, though what appalled Harris on the night was the readiness with which Walz fell for Vance's fake bonhomie. 'J.D. Vance is a shape-shifter,' she writes. 'He understood that his default meanness wouldn't play against Tim Walz's sunny disposition and patent decency. Throughout the debate, he toned the anger and the insults way down. As Van Jones later remarked, he sane-washed the crazy.' Walz's job was to goad his opponent into revealing his true self. Instead, he played along. Harris, watching the TV coverage from home, was horrified. 'When Tim fell for it and started nodding and smiling at J.D.'s fake bipartisanship, I moaned to Doug: "What is happening?"'
Her response is emblematic of what was wrong with her campaign. She chose Walz because he was a good guy - 'most people can relate to a high-school coach,' was her wafer-thin rationale - but then she wanted him to be someone he wasn't: an attack dog. She also wanted the campaign to conform to the only pattern she was comfortable with, in which she occupied the high ground and her opponents could be cast as crooks and charlatans. They refused to play along. When she needed them to be nasty they were nice. When she revealed her weaknesses, they tore her apart in a manner she considered deeply unfair. Why couldn't the media and the electorate see that their attacks revealed who they were, not who she was? The answer is that who she was didn't stack up in the way she believed it did. And that was what was so easy to attack.
The most notorious Trump campaign ad exploited Harris's support for state-sponsored gender-affirming medical treatment for prisoners with the brutal slogan: 'Kamala is for they/them. President Trump is for you.' Harris explains that when she was attorney general of California she had been required to represent the state against an inmate who was seeking gender-affirming surgery. This gave rise to the accusation that she was opposed to trans rights. She wanted people to know she was just doing her job, which is why when asked about the issue in 2019 by the ACLU she made clear that her personal views were not those she had defended as a lawyer. Harris deeply regrets that she didn't come up with a more effective response to the ad. 'I wish I could have gotten the message across that there isn't a distinction between "they/them" and "you". The pronoun that matters is "we". We the people. And that's who I am for.' Another line that Harris likes to use - it's in her author bio at the back of this book - is that 'throughout her career she has always fought for the only client she has ever had: the people.' But it was when fighting for the people of California as their attorney general that she sought to block gender-affirming surgery for prisoners. And it was that position she wanted to make clear didn't reflect who she really was. So who is she? I'm not sure even she can say.
Harris complains that the 107 days between the announcement of Biden's decision not to run for re-election and election day simply weren't long enough for her to get her message across. She blames many people for this impossibly narrow window, including Biden and his wife, Jill, along with the Democratic Party insiders who insisted he was fit to run again. At the same time, she believes that she was fighting an uphill battle against a political system that refused to give a candidate like her a fair hearing and that the prejudice got worse as the contest wore on. In that respect the campaign was too long as well as too short.
At first she seemed to be doing well. There was a freshness and energy to her candidacy after Biden's desperate bumbling and she had a good nominating convention, something that Trump was happy to acknowledge. But then she got stuck. Her poll numbers refused to budge and nothing she tried seemed to help. This, she concludes, is because of the double standards to which she was subjected. Whenever she tried to explain what she stood for she was invariably accused of making things worse. 'If I hesitated or backtracked mid-sentence to try to clarify or better express a thought, it was "word salad". Meanwhile, Trump could describe Hurricane Florence as "one of the wettest we've ever seen, from the standpoint of water".' There is an old saying in politics that when you're explaining, you're losing. When you are backtracking mid-sentence to clarify what you have just said, you have probably already lost.
Harris claims she was bubbling with ideas to improve the lives of ordinary Americans. Yet most of the specific proposals she mentions relate to government positions and the people who might occupy them.
As president, there was so much more I could do. I wanted to see Gen Z given the tools they needed to become a new Greatest Generation, and I had so many ideas on how to help them. I wanted to create a secretary of culture to uplift the immense creative talent of this country. I wanted to change the way we think about our workforce, to assign value based on an individual's skill, to open up government jobs to talented people who didn't necessarily have a college degree.

She concedes that the biggest mistake she made during the campaign came when an interviewer asked her what she would have done differently from Biden over the previous four years and she replied: 'There is not a thing that comes to mind.' Afterwards she was kicking herself because she had prepared an answer to the question: 'Throughout my career I have worked with Democrats, independents and Republicans, and I know that great ideas come from all places. If I'm president I would appoint a Republican to my cabinet.' Earlier in the campaign her adviser David Plouffe had been blunt with her about one of the problems she faced: 'People hate Joe Biden,' he told her. It seems unlikely they hated him because he hadn't put a Republican in his cabinet.
Harris believes that the difference between her vision for America and Trump's was stark. 'The campaign, I stressed, was about two very different versions of our country going forward, one focused on the future, one mired in the past.' Yet it is she who seems to be stuck in the past, endlessly preoccupied with her own personal history and unable to break free from the kind of politics that had enabled her to rise to the top. She likes to attribute her dogged approach to loyalty. One reason she struggled to separate herself from Biden, she says, is that 'I've never believed you need to elevate yourself by pushing someone else down. To do so would have been to embrace the cruelty of my opponent.' It comes across as solipsism.
As this book makes clear, Harris is a creature of a system that too many Americans have come to mistrust. She relies on a large staff to support her in all her endeavours and offers repeated thanks to the many people who were the wind beneath her wings on the campaign. She is also quick to blame them when things go wrong. On the day she hears that Biden is going to drop out she is at home making pancakes with her grandnieces. The timing is inopportune. 'The whole world is about to change. I'm here in sweatpants, and the two people staffing me right now are under four feet tall.' I think this is intended as a joke but something about the transitive use of that word 'staffing' reeks of both privilege and dependency. Yes, running for president must be a terrifying business and any candidate needs all the help they can get. No, Trump wouldn't have minded being left to his own devices when the shit hit the fan. It's another way in which Harris singularly fails to come across as her own person.
When she pays tribute to all the wonderful individuals who have worked with and for her over the years Harris is keen to talk up their credentials (so-and-so went to this college, worked on that campaign, knew all the right people in the party - the Clintons, the Obamas - at the right time: the best and the brightest!). Much of this credentialism seems weirdly misplaced, not least because she ended up losing. It is also misapplied to her own career. That author bio at the end includes the strange boast that she 'cast more tiebreaking votes than any vice president in history, including for pandemic relief and the largest climate investment ever'. She did this only because in a divided chamber there were plenty of ties to be broken and she happened to be in the chair. It had nothing to do with her - it was simply a formality attaching to the office that she held. Even her humblebrag that the people are the only client she has ever had is really just a grandiose way of describing her job title. She was a public prosecutor, which means that she worked for the people v. whoever was on the other side of the docket. Then she went into politics. Any career public prosecutor who got elected to anything could say the same.
Harris appears particularly tone-deaf when it comes to celebrity. She wanted her campaign to speak to and for the broadest possible swathe of American voters. She thought she was getting close to her goal one night in September. 'If there was one event that captured the diversity of the coalition that had come together to support me, it was the Unite for America town hall hosted by Oprah Winfrey in Farmington Hills, Michigan.' There were only four hundred people in the hall but more than two hundred thousand had joined on the Zoom screens that rose in tiers on either side of the stage. However, she only seems really interested in a few of them:
There were some famous faces on those screens, supporters such as Meryl Streep, Ben Stiller, Jennifer Lopez and Chris Rock, who joked he'd been a longtime fan of mine: 'I remember writing her a cheque when she was like the district attorney for something, but maybe it was to get out of a parking ticket.' Now, he said, he wanted to bring his daughters 'to the White House to meet this Black woman president'.
But the power of the event wasn't so much the celebrities as the hundreds of thousands of other faces, not well-known, from every possible demographic that could vote.

A sea of anonymity out of which she picks four names and records one set of remarks, which are about her own celebrity. 'I look around at these screens, I look at who's in the room, and this is America,' she said to those gathered. It turned out this wasn't the America that enough of America wanted to be.
Three days before the election Harris and Trump held competing rallies in the swing state of North Carolina. Trump's was in Greensboro, where he repeated his fraudulent accusation that despite what she claimed Harris had never worked at McDonald's. Someone in the crowd shouted back: 'She worked on a corner.' As Harris reports, 'Trump loved that. He laughed and pointed to the guy, encouraging the audience to cheer him. "This place is amazing!" Show him a gutter and he crawled right into it.' She contrasts this cesspit with what took place where she was that night, in Charlotte. 'I was onstage with a man who seeks to lift people up. The Jon Bon Jovi Soul Foundation has been building affordable housing and providing food in the rock star's Soul Kitchen since 2006. I was proud to have his support.' Of course, she is right that hers was much the more wholesome event. But there is another way to see this. Trump gave voice to a member of his audience and revelled in what he had to say. Harris gave voice to a faded rock star and revelled in his benevolence. Trump won in North Carolina by 3.2 per cent.
Could it have been different? Harris writes at points of missed opportunities to connect across the partisan divide:
Sometimes, as my motorcade moved through streets lined with supporters, I'd look out the window and see the one or two scowling people, arms outstretched, middle fingers raised. It pained me, especially if they had children standing alongside.
There are many good reasons that the Secret Service would have objected had I stopped the motorcade to speak with them. But I often wanted to. I wished I could ask every one of them: What are you angry about? What about me makes you angry? Is it your healthcare, your grocery bills, a backbreaking job that doesn't pay what you're worth - and what can I do to help you? An impossible wish, since I didn't even control the lock on my car door. And there were always people waiting for me - sometimes for hours - at the next destination.

But even if she had managed to get out of the car, would she have had much to say in return? The problem is that Harris comes across as the same on stage and off, the public and private personas closely aligned: careful, poised, self-conscious, sometimes prickly, a little too ready to stand on ceremony when she can't find the right words. In her tightly constructed world there was simply not enough give. It was Harris, not Trump, who turned out to be the what-you-see-is-what-you-get candidate. Maybe she should have told the world that Trump is nicer than he looks, that the scowl is just an act and his supporters are the ones being played. It might not have helped. But it couldn't have gone any worse.
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At the Palazzo Strozzi
On Fra Angelico
Anna McGee

2665 wordsArt historians  were once preoccupied with periodisation. In the 20th century, Fra Angelico's work, which spans the late 1410s to the early 1450s, was variously described as Gothic or Renaissance, with its gold grounds and hieratic poses as well as its perspectival constructions and naturalistic expressions. His exclusively pious subject matter made him seem conservative; but his treatment of space and composition could be read as progressive. Did he belong to both eras, or somewhere in between, or did he move from one to the other? Today Angelico's relationship to both the Gothic and Renaissance traditions - in all their overlapping glory - is treated as a framework for analysis rather than a subject for debate. This attitude informs the current exhibition of his work in Florence. Fra Angelico (until 25 January) is a sprawling monographic survey organised across two sites: the Fondazione Palazzo Strozzi and the convent of San Marco (now a museum), where Angelico lived for almost a decade. It is distinguished not only by the rarity and number of loans secured but also by the wealth of scholarly endeavour shaping its curation.
Fra Angelico was born Guido di Pietro around 1395 in a hamlet in the Mugello, a region thirty kilometres north-east of Florence. By 1417 he was in Florence itself and already working as a dipintore, according to a document recording his admission to one of the city's lay confraternities. Around 1420, he entered the Dominican Order, soon after taking the name Giovanni, and completed his year-long novitiate at the convent of San Domenico in Cortona, Arezzo. Once he became a friar, Angelico's career as a painter took off: he received a steady stream of commissions both from within the order and beyond it. One advantage of his dual calling was that he could work without having to follow the rules or pay the fees of the painters' guild. For the next fifteen or so years, based at the friary in Fiesole, he produced altarpieces, reliquaries and illuminated manuscripts for church communities and individual patrons, primarily in Tuscany.
In the late 1430s, following building work led by the architect Michelozzo on the San Marco complex, Angelico embarked on a five-year commission to produce dozens of frescoes to decorate the convent, of which he was by then a member, as well as an altarpiece for its church. Sponsored by Cosimo de' Medici, the project marked the start of Angelico's extended patronage by Florence's de facto rulers. Also impressed by his work at San Marco was Pope Eugenius IV, who, in 1445, summoned Angelico to Rome to fresco the chapel used for papal conclaves in the now demolished Old St Peter's Basilica. The following year, the pope apparently offered him the position of archbishop of Florence. Angelico declined, perhaps worried that the politicking of the bishopric would get in the way of his painting. He continued to work for his Medici and papal patrons in the final decade of his life, moving between Florence and Rome, where he died in 1455. Almost immediately after his death, he began to be referred to as pictor angelicus; Vasari coined the name 'Fra Angelico' a hundred years later. In 1982, he was beatified by Pope John Paul II, which is why Italian audiences now call him Beato Angelico - not just angelic, but blessed.
With more than 140 pieces on display, the exhibition has enough material to chart the full arc of his career. The works are arranged broadly chronologically, with occasional thematic groupings. Angelico's depictions of the Virgin and Child appear in almost every room, providing a constant against which to read his stylistic development over the decades. These figures become weightier, seeming to occupy real space, as he models their bodies with light and shade, and though there is not yet tenderness between mother and child, the Virgin does at least seem aware that someone is sitting on her lap. The characteristics of the Angelican Virgins - round faces with luminous skin, expressions of careworn grace and lightly flushed cheeks - remain unchanged, however.
The curators have not shied away from the early years of Angelico's career, still the most contested part of the scholarship. The exact dates of his birth and his arrival in Florence are not known, which, in turn, makes the dating of his earliest paintings problematic. And in 15th-century Florence, just a few years meant the difference between leading the innovations in painting and following in their wake. The curators adopt the recent shift among scholars towards earlier dating of Angelico's first paintings, and on display are three of his works dated to the second half of the 1410s. These small-scale devotional images were produced before he entered the Dominican Order, when he was still just Guido di Pietro. In general, works from the 1410s for which the attribution to Angelico is in doubt have not been included, producing a smaller but more stable core than the Metropolitan Museum of Art's exhibition had in 2005. One surprising inclusion is the San Marco Museum's Thebaid, a long, narrow painting displaying vignettes of hermits' lives scattered across a rocky landscape. Not only is the attribution to Angelico uncertain, some art historians have recently suggested that it might be an 18th-century imitation, based on an autograph composition now in Budapest.
A greater difficulty for the curators concerns the representation of Angelico's time in Rome. His most prestigious commissions there, for successive popes, are either lost or immovable, frescoed onto the walls of the Apostolic Palace. On display are two pink-purple parchment drawings, executed in brown ink and white gouache, either by Angelico himself or by a member of his workshop, which are thought to be designs for a reliquary derived from the lost frescoes of the Holy Sacraments painted for Eugenius IV. Bold and slightly unstable, with energetic bursts of hatching and cross-hatching, they provide an insight into Angelico's draughtsmanship at the height of his career. Also included is his work for the wider papal court, among which is a gold-ground Crucifixion painted in the final years of his life, probably for Cardinal Juan de Torquemada. The painting draws on the rare iconography of St Bridget of Sweden dripping burning wax from a candle onto her shoulder as a reminder of the blood shed by Christ; it belongs to a private collection and has never before been shown in public.
[image: ]'Virgin and Child Enthroned' from the San Marco altarpiece (1438-42).




The danger of a monographic exhibition is that the artist appears in a vacuum. There is also the risk, of course, that padding a show too indiscriminately with the work of other artists will obscure its primary subject. The curators have focused their contextualisation on specific aspects of Angelico's development. First come the painters of the previous generation who influenced his late Gothic beginnings, especially Gherardo Starnina and Lorenzo Monaco ('the Monk'); then his contemporaries of the 1420s and 1430s, including Masaccio ('careless Tom'), with whom Angelico developed 'the new language' of figuration; and, finally, the younger artists with whom he competed and collaborated in the last fifteen years of his career, including Filippo Lippi, Francesco Pesellino and Benozzo Gozzoli. A room devoted to three monumental cut-out Crucifixions - by Lorenzo Monaco in c.1420, Angelico in c.1430 and Pesellino in c.1450 - neatly captures the evolution of Florentine painting, as its proponents grappled with the best way to depict Christ's anatomy and the reactions of onlookers.
Faced with a parade of flushed Madonnas and anguished Christs, it would be easy to think that Angelico was somehow apart from the intellectual and interdisciplinary advances we associate with the Renaissance. Yet he was incorporating many of these innovations into his practice. The principles of linear perspective are evident in the box-like spaces within which Angelico began to set his scenes. In his Last Judgment from the Florentine church of Santa Maria degli Angeli, the rows of empty tombs from which the blessed and the damned have just emerged hurtle towards a vanishing point like train tracks, bisecting the composition. The curators suggest that the panel was originally placed above a doorway; if so, this central recession would have appeared even more pronounced as viewers moved towards the threshold. Recent infrared imaging of another panel revealed that, before beginning to paint, Angelico ruled the orthogonals and incised along them the outlines of the buildings he intended to include.
He also drew on contemporary architectural developments as he began placing the figures of his altarpieces within unified, fictive environments rather than in polyptych compartments. After spending time in Rome alongside architects including Bernardo Rossellino, Angelico absorbed the vocabulary of classical revival into his work: in his last major altarpiece, painted around 1450 for the Bosco ai Frati church in his native Mugello, the Virgin and Child sit within a scallop-shell apse, while the flanking saints stand in front of a wall articulated by a frieze, aedicules and Corinthian pilasters. Angelico looked to sculpture to give his figures the appearance of greater three-dimensionality. The exhibition places his works alongside statues by Dello Delli, Luca della Robbia and Michelozzo, among others, and discusses his close relationship with Lorenzo Ghiberti, whose bronze doors for Florence's Baptistery were an enduring influence. (Some scholars have suggested that Ghiberti even supplied Angelico with clay or wax maquettes to use as models for the figures in his paintings.)
[image: ]'The Miracle of the Black Leg' from the San Marco altarpiece (1438-42).




One of the exhibition's greatest achievements is its reassembly of fragmented altarpieces. The Napoleonic suppression of religious houses in the early 19th century, combined with a growing taste for Angelico's art, led to the dismemberment of several of his altarpieces and the sale of their fragments to collectors around the world. The curators have spent years negotiating their temporary return to Florence, allowing many of the most significant altarpieces to be displayed in their entirety - or near entirety - for the first time since they were broken up. In anticipation of the exhibition, several altarpieces have also undergone cleaning and conservation treatments.
The most impressive reunion in the exhibition is that of the altarpiece Angelico painted for the church of San Marco, commissioned by Cosimo de' Medici and his brother Lorenzo, which the curators describe as 'the first truly Renaissance altarpiece'. It now exists in eighteen pieces - the central panel remains intact, but the lower predella register has been divided into individual scenes and the lateral pilaster panels into separate saints - drawn from eight different collections, including the National Gallery of Ireland and the Minneapolis Institute of Art, as well as San Marco itself. The curators succeeded in securing seventeen of the pieces for the exhibition and have installed them together on a single wall, arranged to reflect their original relationship to one another. The main panel is set back from the other fragments, reflecting a new theory about the depth of the predella box, inferred from the width of the side panels. When you see the panels reunited in this way, it's easy to understand why Pope Eugenius IV summoned Angelico to Rome following their unveiling on the high altar of San Marco in 1443.
The main panel, showing the enthroned Virgin and Child surrounded by angels and a gathering of Dominican and Medicean saints, is beautiful, clever and slightly hectic. It is one of the earliest sacre conversazioni, altarpieces in which the figures interact with one another and share a unified space; here they stand on a spectacular Anatolian rug, patterned with geometric motifs and stylised beasts, its border woven with the Medici ball device. The rug may have been an actual Medici possession, an expensive import that Cosimo wanted to show off, but it also alludes to the recent rapprochement between the Eastern and Western churches. The composition is built around a central recession, with the saints arranged along the orthogonals so that the Virgin and Child form the vanishing point. The Christ Child, in a Salvator Mundi pose, holds a tiny globe on which the landmasses of the Mediterranean can just be made out. In the foreground kneel the physician brothers Cosmas and Damian, the Medici patron saints, distinguished by their red caps. Cosmas looks out at us, pointing towards the Virgin and Child in a classic Albertian technique of viewer engagement. Cosmas's head, modelled in dark shadow and slightly too frontal for his torso, was probably intended as a crypto-portrait of Cosimo. Most striking of all is the small gold-ground Crucifixion panel that appears to be propped against the painting, casting a convincing shadow onto the picture plane. Angelico is reminding us that, however real the world he has conjured may seem, it is only wood and pigment.
The predella scenes - their sequence now confirmed through wood-grain analysis - narrate the life, martyrdom and afterlife of Cosmas and Damian (in addition to a central panel which depicts Christ's entombment). As Christian doctors, the brothers devoted themselves to healing the sick at no cost, but in the first scene, Damian violates this principle by accepting three eggs as payment from a grateful patient. In the subsequent scenes, the brothers endure a series of torments as punishment for their Christian proselytising - drowning, burning at the stake, crucifixion - before finally being beheaded. In the penultimate scene, depicting their burial, the repercussions of the egg incident emerge: Cosmas, aggrieved by Damian's flouting of their principles, requested that he be laid to rest separately from his brother. Yet at the burial, a camel miraculously speaks: a curling banner of text unfurling from its mouth declares that the brothers belong side by side in death. The final scene depicts one of the brothers' posthumous miracles: the bizarre Miracle of the Black Leg, in which a deacon with a diseased leg receives a transplant from Cosmas and Damian, who appear to him in a dream. However, they use the leg of a recently deceased man from Ethiopia, leaving the deacon with a mismatched limb. Each scene of the predella is a discrete miniature world, a carefully wrought space alive with drama and anecdotal detail, while the series as a whole is bound by a quiet coherence of scale, colour and light.
The altarpiece was removed when the church of San Marco was remodelled in the 17th century. The adjacent convent, meanwhile, has survived largely as Michelozzo designed it in the 15th century, and its walls still bear the frescoes Angelico painted while a friar there in the early 1440s. With several assistants, he decorated its chapter house, one of its cloisters and each of the 44 cells that comprised the friars' dormitory on the first floor with Crucifixions, Annunciations and other moments from the Passion of Christ and the Life of the Virgin, chosen in accordance with Dominican theology. The convent has been a state-run museum since 1869, although a handful of friars continued to live there until 2018. As the second site of the Fra Angelico exhibition, the convent-museum presents just one curated gallery and the invitation to move through its frescoed spaces, largely unmediated.
To see Angelico's art in situ, and in such abundance, is an extraordinary experience - and one that is not limited to the exhibition. These works are activated by their context, literally in some cases: several scenes are set in spaces that look like the convent itself, with its restrained classical style and plain stuccoed surfaces, creating a sort of mise en abyme, while in the sacra conversazione Angelico painted in the dormitory corridor, the oblique shadows cast by the columns align with the direction of light from the real windows. You can walk along this corridor and peer into each cell, taking in the frescoes - some austere, some almost lavish - that once guided the devotion of its occupants. The convent and its art encourage a sort of contemplation different from that of a museum. Henry James, who visited in 1873, put it well: 'You may be as little of a formal Christian as Fra Angelico was much of one, you yet feel admonished by spiritual decency to let so yearning a view of the Christian story work its utmost will on you.'
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It's. Not. Real.
Chal Ravens

5032 wordsFor thirteen years  Britney Spears lived under a conservatorship, a legal arrangement in which every aspect of her life was controlled by her father. She couldn't spend her own money, drive her own car, write a cheque, change her setlist, get a manicure, take vitamins for her hair, remove her IUD or drink coffee. Jamie Spears had the power to enter his daughter into new contracts, make medical decisions for her, choose her security guards and monitor all her communications. During the years of the conservatorship, which began when she was 26, the entity known as Britney Spears nevertheless released four albums and more than twenty perfumes. She was a judge and mentor on The X Factor USA, and for four years earned more than $1 million a week from a Las Vegas residency while receiving a personal weekly allowance of $2000. Her earnings supported several family members, her own court-appointed attorney and her father's team of attorneys and business managers, while her ex-husband received $20,000 a month in child support. She did this while being deemed unable to feed, clothe or shelter herself independently, per the legal definition of a conservatee in the state of California.
In 2007, Britney had experienced a very public breakdown. Tabloids reported daily on her 'erratic behaviour': driving dangerously, staying out late, forgetting to wear knickers. One afternoon she drove her SUV to a hair salon in the Valley and shaved her head in front of dozens of paparazzi; a few days later, she attacked a photographer's car with an umbrella. That same year she finalised her divorce and lost custody of her two children. In January 2008, Britney was arrested at home and placed under a 5150 hold - temporary detainment in a psychiatric hospital - after locking herself in a bathroom with her 15-month-old son at the end of a court-monitored visit. Police cars and ambulances swarmed, tailed by paparazzi hoping to capture the next day's front page: the world's biggest pop star being hauled out of her mansion, strapped to a stretcher. Four weeks later, twenty police officers stormed her beach house and placed her under a second 5150. Britney believes that her family led the intervention, assisted by the business manager Lou Taylor, whose company Tri Star went on to receive at least $18 million from the conservatorship. An even larger convoy of paps and police followed the ambulance to hospital. This time she was supervised round the clock while her father petitioned for control of her person and assets. Britney had no choice but to co-operate if she wanted to renew contact with her sons. 'My freedom in exchange for naps with my children - it was a trade I was willing to make,' she writes in her memoir, The Woman in Me. That is how, from February 2008 to September 2021, Jamie Spears took over his adult daughter's life.
The loss of agency must have been bewildering for a young woman used to having the world revolve around her needs, her desires, her schedule. Britney had already spent a decade in the public glare, after being catapulted to celebrity at sixteen when her debut single, 'Baby One More Time', went to number one in twenty countries. Living in a Hollywood bubble yet painfully exposed to the world: whose sanity wouldn't wobble? What we didn't know was that Britney was also dealing with undiagnosed postnatal depression, and grieving the death of a beloved aunt as well as an aborted pregnancy; on top of this, she was exhausted by years of touring and was mixing her drinks with prescription pills - all while a horde of photographers trailed her around town. The press showed little sympathy, reporting on her meltdown not as a mental health crisis so much as a petulant squandering of looks and talent: as though she'd decided to abandon the American dream and reverted to being white trash.
In the mid-2000s the celebrity gossip machine was hitting peak efficiency, with a clutch of new weekly magazines followed by digital arrivistes such as TMZ, a rolling news website fed by a network of LA tipsters, and bloggers like Perez Hilton, a professional troll who posted leaked nudes and outed gay celebrities. Britney was their biggest trophy, with a face that sold more magazines than any other and, for years, the most searched name on the internet. But she was also a delivery system for pop music like few before her. Her Southern manners and goofy humour made her physical beauty seem just about attainable, and her teenage body was the object of collective desire. I remember seeing her poster on my best friend's wall - lips slightly parted, a ragged strap sliding off her shoulder - and the two of us agreeing that we were gay for Britney Spears. She was never at home on the static red carpet, feet splayed, smile too wide. Instead her grace emerged through movement, a hip-hop dance vocabulary of popping, locking and rolling. Her early stage outfits were subtly masculine, too: flared trousers, flat shoes and fedoras, famous midriff rippling under a crop top. Flanked by backing dancers, she was always ready to be flipped, hoisted or clipped onto aerial wires - hands-free, of course, wearing the signature 'Britney mic'.
The perfect pop star, then, though not especially interested in music. When she was paired with au courant collaborators - Southern hip-hop minimalists the Neptunes, the Swedish super-producers Max Martin and Bloodshy & Avant - it was industry logic more than personal preference. But that didn't matter, because Britney instinctively knew how to inhabit a song. Her voice is singular, a randomised texture generator that can flip between baby doll and seductress in a croak. She has the ability to make nonsensical, lost in translation, even vaguely offensive lyrics sound great: 'Hit me, baby,' 'Oops! I did it again,' 'I'm a ... sla-ave for you.' There are stomping school disco hits like '(You Drive Me) Crazy'; sexed-up, stripped-back R&B jams ('Boys'); and sweet yet sombre ballads ('Everytime', 'Sometimes', 'Email My Heart'). There's one dazzling, Bollywood-sampling, pomo show pony: 'Toxic', a dance hit so inventive that it helped usher in a critical shift towards 'poptimism', a reframing of 'manufactured' pop as worthy of serious attention. In one scene from the video, her entire body is covered with glittering diamantes. Another tranche of her most personal songs - mostly written not by her, but for her - can be pieced together to form a metacommentary on her life: 'Overprotected', 'Lucky', 'Piece of Me', 'Work Bitch', 'Stronger'.
By the time of Britney's breakdown in 2007, she had released five albums, starred in a movie, been the face of Pepsi, snogged Madonna, filled her mantelpiece with awards and broken sales records around the world. She'd also become a tabloid fixture, labelled 'sick', 'out of control', a 'time bomb'. The Hollywood fairy tale had turned Southern Gothic. As punishment for her moral failings she was cursed with a thirteen-year sleep in a high tower, a living death. Yet when she finally prevailed, all it took to end the conservatorship was to say the magic words in court. Poof - the spell was broken.
Britney Jean Spears  was born in McComb, Mississippi in 1981 and raised just over the state border in Kentwood, Louisiana, a dairy farming town in slow decline. Her parents, Jamie and Lynne, fought constantly: she writes that the house was a 'zoo'. Jamie had been a high-school basketball star and ran a successful gym before drinking sent him wayward and he missed his kids' birthdays as well as his loan repayments. The summer after Britney signed her record deal, the family filed for bankruptcy. Jamie's father, June, had been a cruel disciplinarian: every day after basketball practice, Jamie would have to shoot a hundred extra baskets before being allowed inside to eat. June's wife, Emma Jean, spent time on a psychiatric ward. She never got over the death of her infant son, and shot herself at his grave when Jamie was fourteen.
Lynne, a teacher, held the family together with prayer and potato salad. Compared to her 'reckless, cold and mean' father, Britney paints Lynne as passive and avoidant, unwilling or unable to leave her husband or to stand up for her daughter. Lynne's mother, Lily, was a war bride from London who had followed her husband to rural Louisiana. Her granddaughter adored her accent and her refined manners. As the middle child, Britney was both self-sufficient and eager for attention. She doted on her older brother, Bryan, and her baby sister, Jamie Lynn. Britney's talent for singing and dancing was apparent from the age of four. Lynne took her to dance classes, gymnastics, singing competitions and TV auditions; when Britney landed a role on The All New Mickey Mouse Club, they moved to Florida. After two series of the show, Britney went back to school in Kentwood, a brief window of normality before her demo found its way to an A&R man at Jive Records. She was sent to Sweden, where Max Martin, who'd had hits with Robyn and the Backstreet Boys, handed her a bizarre chorus: 'Hit me baby, one more time!' (The original lyric was the less perplexing 'Hit me up.') The night before recording, Britney listened to Soft Cell's 'Tainted Love' and stayed up late in order to sound similarly 'fried' on tape. In those pre-fame months she moulded her voice into something quite different from the big-lunged belt of her talent show days: whimpering and coquettish, with a Michael Jackson hiccup. On 'Baby One More Time' it was paired with a jarring three-note riff and an instantly famous video shot in a high school, resetting the pop clocks with a controlled explosion of scrunchies, crop tops and love hearts. For a moment in 1999, the whole world sang to her tune.
'Baby One More Time' became the biggest-selling song of the year in the UK, and went quintuple platinum in the US. Britney embarked on an exhausting cycle of recording and touring, releasing three albums in three years. Her stardom was portioned out in images: vacuum-packed into a shiny red catsuit; holding a seven-foot-long albino python; twinning in double denim with her boyfriend Justin Timberlake; papped in a T-shirt that read 'I am the American dream.' Her coming-of-age was a recurring lyrical theme: 'I'm not a girl, not yet a woman'; 'All you people look at me like I'm a little girl'; 'I don't wanna be so damn protected.' Her management encouraged the press to believe - incorrectly - that she was a virgin, chastely waiting to peel off the catsuit in her marital bed. For her first Rolling Stone cover, aged seventeen, David LaChapelle shot her in a bra and hot pants, one arm around a Teletubby doll. Lynne was horrified; Britney asked LaChapelle to direct her next video. In this period she seemed both omnipotent and obedient, a chronic people-pleaser at the centre of her own universe. Her concerts broke new ground with their complex routines (masterminded by the boy wonder choreographer Wade Robson) and cutting-edge techniques, which turned the pop concert into a theatrical spectacle complete with video screens, flying stages, acrobatics, pyrotechnics, artificial snow and waterfalls that soaked her to the skin. She was known as a hard taskmaster, but she herself was screwed tightly into the label machine, fatigued (and injured) by constant touring, recording and press engagements.
In 2000, Britney discovered she was pregnant. Timberlake and her management pressured her to have an abortion in secret. A couple of years later their relationship crumbled - he cheated, so she cheated, and he dumped her by text message. In the video for his single 'Cry Me a River', he jabbed at her infidelity by casting his love interest as a blonde villainess creeping around in the shadows. Now the world knew she wasn't a virgin; she was a hypocrite, and a cheater to boot. Timberlake did her dirty, though he was only 21 - naive enough to be cruel, smart enough to know what would sell. At Britney Inc. there was no compassionate leave. Her parents - who by this time were fully entangled in her business - decided she had to set the record straight and get back on the road. Hustled onto ABC for an interview, Britney cried when Diane Sawyer demanded to know what she'd done to break Justin's heart.
The interview was a breaking point: 'I felt something dark come over my body,' she remembers. She could no longer embody all the contradictions c0ntained in her public persona: sexy but pure, radiant but accessible, mature enough but barely legal. Like so many overexposed starlets before her, she hit the big red button, just to see what would happen: 'Hello alcohol!' On the eve of 2004 she flew her friends to Las Vegas. She remembers dancing on tables and running through the casino with no shoes on, but has hazier memories of ending up at the Little White Wedding Chapel, high on ecstasy, and marrying her old high-school friend Jason Alexander. She wore a white baseball cap and a garter pulled over her ripped jeans. Within hours Jamie and Lynne had flown to Las Vegas to force an annulment. Britney complied, but she was bewildered by her parents' meddling and the ensuing media frenzy. 'We landed on Mars that day,' she told MTV two weeks later. 'Why aren't they talking about that?'
Was Vegas the fatal twist in the tale, the bite of the cursed apple? Britney remembers it differently: her parents' reaction made her think she'd 'accidentally committed a brilliant act'. One woman's meltdown is another's tour de force. By September 2004 she was married again. She had met Kevin Federline, a backing dancer, only five months before their wedding. K-Fed was a gift to the tabloids: a pot-growing wannabe rapper who'd abandoned his pregnant girlfriend to shack up with their golden girl. (Lynne inadvertently put it best: 'I've often thought that if the Lord got hold of Kevin, he could do great things with him.') For Britney, he was a protector, a dependable buffer against her family and the rest of the world. The newlyweds had the bright idea of trying to take control of the narrative with their own behind-the-scenes TV show, one of the first reality series of its kind. Britney and Kevin: Chaotic, which captured the awkward early months of the relationship in wobbly up-nose footage, was panned, but it provided a useful lesson to other fame-seekers on the need to have their 'reality' tightly scripted.
A first child, Sean Preston, was born in 2005. Federline released his debut album, Playing with Fire, the following year, seven weeks after the birth of their second child, Jayden James. By then the marriage had fallen apart, with Britney spiralling into anxiety and depression while Federline was away from home. He claims in his memoir that Britney took cocaine at his album release party, prompting him to file for custody of the boys. Set loose by the split and fuelled by Adderall, Britney was lonely and exhausted. She was heard chattering in an English accent. One day, after stopping for coffee, she was surrounded by photographers; she panicked and drove away with Sean in her lap. Not long afterwards, Paris Hilton took her out on the town and she wore a short dress with no underwear, an outfit captured in the 'upskirt' photographs that were published the following day. Another night out with Hilton and fellow feral starlet Lindsay Lohan ended in a photo opportunity at the wheel of Hilton's sports car; the New York Post put them on the front page with the headline 'Bimbo Summit'.
Among  the recent glut of books picking over the wreckage of mid-2000s tabloid culture, Jeff Weiss's fictionalised memoir offers the tightest close-up on Britney's breakdown. Weiss, now a music journalist, was at the time working as a gossip reporter on the trail of Hollywood stars. He brings us into the diabolical furnace of celebrity news just as digital photography and the launch of the X17 agency had multiplied the numbers of paparazzi. Where Britney's memoir leaves much unsaid, or perhaps unremembered, Weiss magnifies the hard surfaces of LA in the 2000s: the thin membrane between success and failure, people with 'no interest in niceties unless you had a Nielsen rating', VIP ropes and corner booths and $37 salads. He speeds around town with his real-life paparazzo accomplice - who's British, of course - and arrives at the hair salon in time to see Britney's locks fall. 'That night was not a good night for her,' one paparazzo said in the 2021 documentary Framing Britney Spears, 'but it was a good night for us, 'cause it was a money shot.' Eyewitnesses remember her snapping 'I'm tired of everybody touching me.'
What happens when the heroine chooses to desecrate her beauty? During this period Britney recorded what is her most innovative and influential album. Helmed by the R&B producer Danja as well as Bloodshy & Avant, the sex-hungry, ugly on purpose Blackout is studded with darkside club hits ('Gimme More', 'Radar'); nocturnal, nihilistic and squeezed of organic life. It was recorded in thirty-minute bursts of total focus - any longer and photographers would multiply outside the studio. She laid down 'Hot as Ice' in two takes, pushing her voice to new heights; elsewhere she speaks in a fembot monotone, living for pleasure, ego and revenge. 'Piece of Me' is a tabloid expose in reverse, with a snarling Britney rejecting sexist double standards while pointing her finger at the rest of us for going along with them: 'I'm Miss Bad Media Karma, another day, another drama/Guess I can't see the harm in working and being a mama/And with a kid on my arm, I'm still an exceptional earner/You want a piece of me?'
Three months after the release of Blackout, the Spears family staged their intervention. Lynne hovered at the edges, but managed to publish her third - and most damaging - memoir about Britney just as the application for conservatorship went to court. Jamie put himself forward to be the conservator. 'Even though I begged the court to appoint literally anyone else - and I mean, anyone off the street would have been better,' Britney writes, 'my father was given the job.' Under California law there are two main types of conservatorship: probate for cases involving adults unable to care for themselves, and LPS (after the Lanterman-Petris-Short Act) for cases triggered by a mental health crisis. The first is permanent and transfers power over a conservatee's assets; the second must be renewed annually. Jamie chose to file for probate conservatorship and was granted one, despite never submitting the required 'capacity declaration' from a doctor.
Various attorneys, managers and lackeys who had wormed their way into the Spears inner circle had much to gain from keeping the conservatorship running. Britney's court-appointed lawyer, Samuel Ingham, failed to inform her that she had the right to hire someone else, and for nearly thirteen years invoiced as much as $10,000 a week for his services. Concentric circles of lawsuits were ultimately billed to Britney, including a restraining order her sons took out against Jamie in 2019 following a violent outburst. Anyone she dated had to undergo a background check, sign an NDA and take a blood test. Parental controls were installed on her phone. Sometimes she'd fight back, smuggling in burner phones to make calls to Ingham, but to little effect.
What was going on in Britney's head at the time? In the mid-2000s she offered sporadic musings on her blog ('Recently, I was sent to a very humbling place called rehab'), but the updates petered out as the crisis deepened. While under the conservatorship she posted bizarre videos - usually of her dancing in skimpy clothes, chokers and bad hats - which diehard fans scoured for clues about her mental wellbeing. Among the emojiologists were the hosts of the podcast Britney's Gram, who by 2019 were in the van of the #FreeBritney movement, bringing renewed public attention to the conservatorship. The announcement of a memoir, bought by Simon & Schuster in 2022 for a reported $15 million, promised more than just her side of the story: poetic justice would be done.
It's a lot to ask of fewer than three hundred pages of generously spaced text. Some passages in The Woman in Me are revealing: the everyday horrors of the conservatorship, the accounts of Jamie's power trip and Lynne's frustrating passivity, the dreadful memory of the home abortion and her primal fear of losing her 'babies'. But the sticky bits are short on detail. Britney bounds through both scandal and success in a gum-snapping, girls-night-out vernacular of 'shitfaced' weekends and listen-up-ladies real talk: 'Fame? That world isn't real, my friends. It's. Not. Real.' She admits that at her worst she was 'hell on wheels'. But there's no mention of the hit-and-run incident that lost her custody of her sons, or of the time she turned up to court in her wedding dress, or of the lawsuit from a former security guard who claimed she'd hit Sean with a belt. (Federline's memoir contains still more alarming claims, including that she punched Sean in the face and fed shellfish to Jayden despite knowing he was allergic.)
There's also no mention by name of Sam Lutfi, an LA grifter who snaked his way into Britney's life while she was partly estranged from her parents and dating the paparazzo Adnan Ghalib. According to Lynne, Lutfi threw away Britney's mobile chargers, disabled her cars, fed her uppers and downers, and isolated her from friends and family. (A restraining order against him stipulated that he could not refer to the Spears family as a 'clan of hillbilly criminals'.) The Woman in Me functions less as a warts-and-all memoir than as a court deposition, another chapter of the he-said-she-said that has defined Spears's life.
The  early 2000s have acquired a reputation as an era of surprising cruelty and blatant misogyny. Celebrity women were under particular scrutiny, their cellulite and pregnant bodies targeted by gossip rags' 'circles of shame'. Hollywood starlets were getting arrested, their mugshots leaked to the press; in Britain, singers like Kerry Katona and Amy Winehouse took drugs, fought their boyfriends and sold magazines by the hundred thousand. Reckoning with this period in her book Girl on Girl, the journalist Sophie Gilbert argues that the insinuation of pornography into the mainstream - trickling down through high fashion, pop music and reality TV - was decisive in creating a culture of apparent sexual freedom that was nonetheless monitored and punished by pearl-clutching, slut-shaming media.* She points to the faux-ironic objectification of Terry Richardson's photography, lad mags' rankings of 'high street honeys', and the obsession with virginity in so many teen movies of the era. Britney's treatment, in Gilbert's view, exposed the lie of 'choice feminism': patriarchy is still the water we all swim in, so young women can't present themselves as sexy, wild and free, however much they're egged on to do so, without becoming vulnerable to attack. It was certainly a strange moment to be not a girl, not yet a woman. Britney's career began with the plausible deniability of her schoolgirl sex appeal and stalled with the refusal of her right to make adult choices: no Vegas weddings, no drugged-up partying, no sex before marriage, no making yourself ugly on purpose. 'At what point,' she asks, 'did I promise to stay seventeen for the rest of my life?'
In a recent essay comparing Britney with one of her contemporaries, the R&B singer Aaliyah, the critic Philippa Snow notes the damaging effects of the two teen stars' blocked transitions to womanhood. Sexualised as a child, infantilised as an adult, Britney tried to navigate her status as a sex symbol by pretending in interviews that she wasn't one. The celebrity woman is 'routinely subjected to the hollowing out of her interior in favour of the insertion of desire', Snow writes, which makes her perhaps 'the most female of us all'. The irony is that femininity is a costume Britney always wore awkwardly. She was a basketball player, not a cheerleader; a self-professed tomboy; goofy rather than graceful. Her sex appeal was cribbed from Janet Jackson and Madonna, but she copied their homework without doing the sums. She doesn't seem sufficiently cold-blooded for showbusiness - by her own account, she has 'always been almost disturbingly empathic'. After shooting the movie Crossroads, she found herself unable to snap out of character, and later spent months hiding out in her vast Manhattan apartment, too anxious to socialise. 'I never knew how to play the game,' she claims - but others around her did, like Hilton, who hid all her trauma inside the diamond-hard shell of a ditzy bimbo. Britney's insides were so exposed, her reactions so instinctive, that Hilton nicknamed her 'the animal'. But once her family had taken control, she was left a pliant zombie. In her memoir, Britney describes the way her Vegas residency kept her in stasis, the choreography never changing. 'If I play along, surely they'll see how good I am and they will let me go,' she reasoned at first. Eventually, 'I felt like I was dead.' More than once her father was overheard saying, 'I'm Britney Spears now.'
A lot changed during those thirteen years. The #MeToo movement sent tremors through Hollywood and beyond, social media turned into a political battleground, celebrities built PR fortresses out of scripted TV shows and social media, and mental illness became less taboo. Pop fans mobilised 'stan' armies to defend their favourite musicians, sometimes harassing critics who'd written negative reviews, but in Britney's case leading the charge to have the conservatorship terminated. Her supporters began turning up to court hearings wearing #FreeBritney T-shirts. Several investigations and TV documentaries appeared in 2021. Behind the curtain, Britney was finding her own ways to rebel. On stage she flattened her energy and stopped tossing her hair, 'my own version of a factory slowdown'. When her Instagram posts changed in tone, fans sensed that something was up and speculated that Britney's team had taken control of her social media. Supposedly, after she refused to try out a new dance move, her family held a meeting with the directors of the Vegas show. The next day her doctor accused her of taking drugs; she was sent to rehab again and put on lithium, the same drug her grandmother had been given decades before. Forced to sit in a chair and do therapy for months, Britney felt her 'concept of time morph'.
The end of the conservatorship was as surprising as its beginning. In 2021, Britney asked to address a court hearing and demanded that it be open to the public. Fans gathered around an audio feed outside the court. She spoke for 23 minutes, so fast that the judge repeatedly asked her to slow down for the court reporter. 'I'm making a living for so many people ... and I'm told I'm not good enough. But I'm great at what I do,' Britney seethed over video call. 'I would like to sue my family.' She requested that the conservatorship be ended without her having to undergo further mental evaluation. For that to happen, the judge explained, she would need to submit a petition - which was news to Britney, but presumably not to her long-standing attorney. Jamie stepped down as conservator that September, and by November Britney was free. (Only in 2024 did she finally disentangle herself financially, agreeing to settle out of court after Jamie demanded that his legal fees be paid by her estate.) The same year a '#FreeBritney bill' was signed into law in California, limiting the use of conservatorships.
Reinstalled in her mansion, free to drink, dance, drive or pop over to Kim Kardashian's house for a sleepover, Britney continues to post some of the oddest videos on Instagram. With tangled hair and gappy teeth, she slips into an English accent or improvises dance routines with kitchen knives. Online commenters fall into two camps, either celebrating her display of individual agency or arguing that she 'needs help' and was better off under the conservatorship. How mad is someone allowed to be without legal intervention? Equally, how should we deal with mentally unstable people who happen to be rich and famous? Britney experienced her fame as an isolating illness, a conviction that she was being manipulated, spied on and lied to. Who'd want to tell her any different? She spiralled into dangerously erratic territory, but she was never offered the time and space to get better, or even to admit that she had a problem. 'I was afraid somebody would think I was crazy,' she writes, perhaps the saddest line in the book.
One solution to a factory slowdown is to move production offshore. In January 2020, an 'immersive fan experience' opened in a Barbie-pink former Kmart in Los Angeles. The Zone was reportedly 'approved by Britney' - meaning, legally speaking, her father - and was the work of two 'superfans'. Visitors paid as much as $70 a ticket to walk through a series of photo opportunities themed around the hits: a 'Baby One More Time' high school, a 'Slave 4 U' jungle complete with python soft toy, a Circus ball pit, a Blackout church. On the 'Piece of Me' red carpet, a wall of paparazzi cameras flashed, with voices shouting from all directions: 'Look over here, Britney!' In the next room, your photo would appear on the cover of a mocked-up magazine. Logically, the final room should have been a hair salon with bald caps to try on, perhaps a stretcher to be strapped onto; instead, visitors exited through the giftshop, where they could pick up a T-shirt emblazoned with the words WORK BITCH. An entire life rendered into a series of wearable moments, frozen images to climb inside and wear like a costume: I'm Britney Spears now.
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On Richard Siken
Stephanie Burt

2294 wordsNo modern poet  has had a career quite like Richard Siken's. His first book, Crush, won the Yale Younger Poets Prize in 2004, joining first collections by Adrienne Rich, John Ashbery and Robert Hass in a century-old series that still guarantees critical attention. But Crush was unusual in achieving not just critical acclaim but substantial popular success. Its hot-blooded, hallucinatory poems, set in a run-down, roadside-horror America, pursued kinky gay sex, impulsive violence, 'names of poisons, names of/handguns', 'street names and place names' and 'clothes clinging/nipple to groin'. The long or awkward lines and blocks of prose poetry - less Louise Gluck (who picked the book for the prize) than C.K. Williams or even Ted Hughes - split the difference between gritty lyric and speedy erotica, or maybe drove one, like a classic Camaro in a 3 a.m. drag race, right into the other.
'Driving, Not Washing' envisions 'two boys striking out across America', 'hurling their bodies down the freeway/to the smell of gasoline', with 'angels rising from their little dens ... swarming over the grassland', 'dropping their white-hot bombs of love'. The longest sequence in Crush, a set of prose poems titled 'You Are Jeff', goes even further in scrambling sex with violence and childhood memories with action movies. It features 'twins on motorbikes': 'They are the same and they hate each other for it.' One twin - or maybe a third party, 'the Devil', 'played by two men' - 'invents the monsters underneath the bed to get you to sleep next to him, chest to chest or chest to back ... When he throws the wrench into the air it will catch the light.'
'We are still, all of us, in the shadow of [Crush],' the poet Richie Hofmann wrote after Yale reissued the book in a 20th-anniversary edition last year. Gluck told Hofmann that long after Crush won the Yale prize, submissions for the award were 'all just Siken imitations'. He won the prize at the age of 37, after years as a social worker for developmentally disabled adults in Tucson, Arizona. It probably helped both his work and his reception that he seemed to come out of nowhere, far from elite universities and their forcing-house norms.
Crush hit hard because young readers wanted what it offered: blood and sex, hot guys and trauma, bedsheets and crime scenes and open defiance, in a nation where school shootings already seemed normal but gay marriage (except in one deep-blue state) remained illegal. Many readers also saw in the book's sexy brothers and demons and gunshot wounds de facto fan fiction for the TV show Supernatural, with its hard-driving, demon-hunting brothers.
Writing in 2015, the journalist Adam Carlson called Siken 'the poet laureate of fan fiction'. Siken would later write fanfic (about the TV show Sherlock), though he reminded Carlson that 'Crush was accepted for publication before Supernatural aired ... Crush and Supernatural are products of a cultural moment, not products of each other.' The Archive of Our Own, a leading website for fan fiction, now holds almost 300,000 works based on Supernatural, several using lines from Crush (you can search the site for the phrase 'Inspired by Richard Siken'). Crush itself has since made an appearance on the popular teen drama series Heartstopper; in the second season, a character is shown reading from the book at a friend's sixteenth birthday party.
Siken's second collection, War of the Foxes (2015), abandoned B-movies, open roads and firearms for art galleries and four-legged mammals: 'I erased my legs and forgot to draw in the stilts,' one sonnet begins. 'Sometimes I draw you with fangs. I tell you these/things because I love you.' The poems in this volume sought quieter intimate scenes, with fewer thrills and fewer shocks. 'We smuggled ourselves into ourselves,' Siken says in 'Landscape with Black Coats in Snow'. 'We left footprints in the slush of ourselves.' Sometimes the poet seems stuck, neither delicate nor vigorous, but uncomfortably indecisive: 'There were boxes in my head and I moved them/around, pretended it changed something./It didn't work.' At least he wasn't trying to write Crush 2.
And then Siken couldn't write - or speak - at all. In early 2019, he had a stroke and had to learn to move, speak, write, recognise and remember all over again. By 2020, he was publishing poems once more, but they didn't sound like anything from his previous books. All in prose, they strung together sentences about the parts of his life he could, sometimes, recall, using the English he had slowly reacquired, and pursuing the understated astonishment, or surprise, or even confusion, that now accompanied his use of language.
His new book, I Do Know Some Things (Chatto, PS12.99), collects these prose poems. They're direct, moving, disquieting and almost never sexy. Rather, they ask us to respect our limits, and Siken's: 'It's a small window, the span of time in which we get to say what we know.' The verse line - meant for overlapping parts, gaps and incomplete interpretations - doesn't serve someone who has to work hard to complete any utterance. 'The sentence goes one way, the line goes another,' he writes in a poem called 'Line'. 'I wouldn't break the line. I was afraid to. Too much was already broken.' 'After my stroke,' Siken told an interviewer, 'I was going to measure my progress by my ability to make a paragraph, to convey a single thought completely.'
If that's the measure, then the new book fails: no page holds just one thought. Instead each paragraph takes us determinedly from one thought to the next, one attempt to re-enter the world through speech and then another, like steps on a balance beam. 'I said it as plain as I could,' Siken writes near the end of the volume. 'If you can't find the word, you can still describe it. Once, I said restaurant nurse instead of waitress. It was good enough. The meaning survived.' If he wouldn't set out to find metaphors, metaphors would find him.
Siken's new, flattened style is made up of painstaking, slow-moving sentences and isolated words: 'Meat. Blood. Floor. Thunder ... Describing the world was easier than finding a place in it.' 'Sidewalk' reimagines the stroke itself. Later he laments, but cannot avoid, 'the constant narration of how damaged I was'. Many of the poems take place in hospital rooms, in cars, at home, at frustrating check-ups familiar to anyone who has been, or accompanied, a patient with chronic needs. A nurse pushes Siken's wheelchair without asking and he defends himself: 'I scolded her ... I am the shithead who is doing laps in his wheelchair. I am the shithead who has a philosophy about how people should be treated even if they can't remember anything.'
I Do Know Some Things is not just a set of prose poems but a book about disability advocacy. Siken's new work shows him coming to terms with his changed body: 'I wanted to defend my new self from my old self. I didn't want to be him anymore. You live on this side now.' The term 'disability gain' refers to the strengths or capacities that can arise from disabled experience. (Many blind people, for example, experience heightened hearing or smell.) Siken's new style may be a form of disability gain. If, as he proposes, 'style is how you compensate for what you can't do,' then new compensation implies a new style. A poet who once used language to rip the world apart now sees the way simple words can put it together.
The book tracks this process, not step by step, or month by month, but through single realisations, breakthrough moments and dissolving anecdotes. Some show Siken recalling - after a kind of radio silence - lines from other poets: 'Something Bright, Then Holes' is a Maggie Nelson poem; 'a man somewhere, chalk-faced in evening light, travelling furiously towards you' alludes to Ashbery's 'At North Farm'. At other times, Siken describes his damaged brain and body as a long-wounded civilisation: 'All over town pipes are still bursting in houses that are no longer there. When you build on a graveyard everything is a graveyard, and everything is a graveyard because nothing is free from history.'
At a cursory glance, the spare prose blocks of I Do Know Some Things may not seem to qualify as poems at all. Read the book through carefully, though, and the reason becomes obvious. For every handful of sentences that lead us in a seemingly straightforward way through Siken's day-to-day world, another sentence points sideways, up, backwards or into the ether. From 'Piano Lesson': 'If a harp lay down and fell asleep and you bludgeoned its dreams with felted hammers then you would have a piano. If you were wearing a tuxedo, you would have a grand piano.' From 'Fear': 'I am jet fuel and six miles long. I am bad business. I make the rooms grow smaller.' If lyric poems compose a kind of substitute body, then Siken, as he negotiates his disability, needs the alternative bodies shaped by poems as much as anyone can.
The book gives special attention to voice and to the way words sound. 'I used the words I could keep in the front of my mouth: quick, this, yes,' Siken writes of beginning speech therapy. 'The back-of-the-throat words made me queasy. Grease, glaze, sing. Phlegm, plague, Baton Rouge ... I didn't like the reminder: This is your body, your stupid body. I didn't want to be in this body, to make these sounds.' Choosing labials and sibilants over palatals and dentals, Siken turns inside-out the goal that scholars and avant-gardists, from Roman Jakobson to Ron Silliman, have long attributed to modern poetry - highlighting the material aspects of words. I Do Know Some Things uses that material not to break out of a shared social world, but to find a way back in. 'I said black tree when I meant night. I said The branches blow and we sleep in dirt.' These substitutions sound neat, but it would be neater if he could also choose to say 'night'. Or 'death'. Or 'wind'. 'What had made things follow had come apart and the coming apart was no longer interesting.'
The poems consider not just the physical work of speech therapy but the memory work of psychotherapy and emotional recovery. A poem called 'Pornography' reconstructs the experience of watching, or maybe working on, an erotic film: 'I want to be them. I want to be like them. I want to fuck everything but I don't want to be touched ... The cameraman is standing very quietly. It looks like he is weeping.' He might have been reading Crush.
Other poems in I Do Know Some Things examine memories from Siken's difficult childhood. 'At dinner, my grandmother would serve us white meat on plates, then turn her back to us and eat dark meat and gizzards over the stove, out of the pan.' 'Kitchen Window' recalls other unnerving adults: 'Several men were not my father.' One such man, a friend's stepfather, detects in the speaker 'the wariness one learns from being neglected - eating too fast, being overly grateful, always knowing who was in the house'. 'Family Therapy' opens: 'The morning after my father killed his first wife, he woke up next to her dead body, rose from their bed, and began his morning routine.' Figural or literal murder? Siken (at least within the book) doesn't say.
In a poem called 'Parataxis', Siken writes about his 'housemate's girlfriend's kid', who 'stays with us half the week', 'eats sugared cereal and cheese sandwiches, like the rest of us, but he has to use plastic cups and plates because he is clumsier than I am. It doesn't matter. When the dishes are safe the toy rocketships break apart.' Children have certain affinities with disabled adults: there's so much they can't do. But children also possess abilities adults lack. They sometimes find safety in failure: when their rockets crash nobody dies; they also 'insist on possibility in the face of grown-ups and the pumice of their compromises'.
Siken's new style resembles the musically alert prose of writers such as Amy Hempel or Lydia Davis. The terse realism of the poem 'Desk Clerk' is reminiscent of early Joan Didion: 'In the morning, during brunch, the ambulance pulled silently into the parking lot. The silence is worse than the flashing and the noise. It means there is no need to rush.' When Didion declared 'we tell ourselves stories in order to live,' she meant that we lie to ourselves all the time. But Siken, in the recovery that his prose poems chart, cannot lie: his life is a box of pieces he has to name and pick up and put together. Of course the poems are shaped like boxes too.
What comes next? According to Siken, the poet of Crush is gone. 'I don't really recover,' he told another interviewer. 'There are things I will just never be able to do again. And that's fine.' Whatever his process of non-recovery is, that process has fashioned a new and valuable writer, one who could not have come into being without the stroke, or without having first written Crush. 'I remember things that might have been you and I remember things I thought were you and I remember things that weren't you, that were actually me,' he explains, in one of the many poems in the new book that describe the process of writing. 'Identity is self-defence.' These poems show the way he built himself back up, and let the world back in.
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Good Failures
Geoff Mann

2988 wordsOne of  the fabulous stories that unfolds at 11 rue Simon-Crubellier, the Paris apartment building at the centre of Georges Perec's novel Life: A User's Manual, concerns an Englishman called Percival Bartlebooth. While he is still youngish, Bartlebooth - heir to money enough to live as an idle aristocrat - decides to dedicate himself and his fortune to a peculiar project. He first spends ten years in Paris training in watercolour painting, then sets off on a twenty-year tour of the world. Along the way, he paints exactly five hundred watercolours in different ports, each of which he carefully packages and sends home to his neighbour Gaspard Winckler, a puzzle-maker, whose task is to paste each painting onto a wooden backing and make it into an artfully difficult jigsaw puzzle. The puzzles are then taken apart and stored in custom-made boxes. When he returns from his travels, Bartlebooth spends his days sitting at a table in his apartment, doing the puzzles made from his paintings.
He has had a chemist develop a process that seals up the cuts Winckler made when constructing the puzzles. When Bartlebooth finishes a jigsaw (he tries to complete one a fortnight, but this gets harder as his eyesight fails), he has another neighbour apply the chemical agent, restoring the painting to its original integrity and allowing it to be removed from its wooden backing. Then, precisely twenty years after the date of its creation, he has each painting taken to the exact spot where it was painted. There, it is dipped into a detergent that dissolves the paint, leaving only the original sheet in its 'blank virginity', which is returned to Bartlebooth's Paris apartment and stored away by Mortimer Smautf, his servant and companion throughout this adventure.
You might see this as performance art, perhaps rendered all the more compelling by its incompleteness - Bartlebooth dies at his table, blind, the last piece of the 439th puzzle in his hand. But it is not a performance. Bartlebooth is his own audience, and he keeps the whole project as private as possible. He wants to leave 'no trace', to live a life no one notices even as it erases itself, so that when he is gone it is as if he had never been.
Does a life like that matter? If it does, does the mattering continue in a future that is totally unaware of it? Do we have to be remembered later for life to matter now? And what of Winckler, who dies before Bartlebooth, his life and craft recruited and then annihilated in the course of someone else's exercise in self-negation? It's one thing to erase yourself from time, but another to disappear someone else along with you. What happens to injustice when nobody ever knows of it?
All these questions are at stake when we address ourselves to the idea of the end times. Does anything matter if we're done for? We are not the first to wonder. Contemporary fictions are preoccupied with apocalypse, human extinction and cataclysm, but as Dorian Lynskey makes clear in Everything Must Go: Why We Are Obsessed with the End of the World, this is nothing new. Secular eschatology is young compared to its millennial Christian variations, but it still has a history two centuries long, beginning, Lynskey says, when Byron 'killed the whole world' in his poem 'Darkness':
       The world was void,
The populous and the powerful was a lump,
Seasonless, herbless, treeless, manless, lifeless -
A lump of death - a chaos of hard clay.

But what was inaugurated by 'Darkness', along with Mary Shelley's Last Man, another work about the end of humanity written in the grey and frigid wake of 1816, the 'year without a summer', wasn't just the spectre of a non-redemptive, St Peter-less and faith-free apocalypse, but the question of what kind of meaning life has in a future with nobody in it. Today's narratives of climate change and pandemic - which have themselves displaced previous generations' anxieties about the Bomb - are just as caught up with this question, a version of 'How should we live with the knowledge or expectation that the end is coming?' It would be one thing if we thought that heaven or hell, or anything at all, awaited us on the other side. But if we don't, what then?
It is true, of course, that the world is eventually going to end. At some point in the future, the Sun will explode and incinerate the Earth. But that far-off finality isn't enough to keep us up at night. What might do that is the knowledge that humanity - or some portion of it - has the capacity to determine its own fate. And what if humanity - or some portion of it - creates, or has already created, a situation in which its survival, even in the relatively short term, is impossible? What if all that's left is just a few Bartlebooths and a lot of Wincklers, our lives and legacies meaningless as soon as we're gone, in a world with nobody in it, no one to know, let alone care, that we ever existed? How should we live now if that is a real possibility?
In The Sense of an Ending (1967), Frank Kermode argued that one of the things eschatologies of all kinds do is to provide people with narrative closure. We are uncomfortable, he suggested, with the idea that we are all of us mere players in the middle of history. Apocalypses and other endings give us a sense that we can be there for the climax, to see how it all turns out. The two hundred years of writings about the end times that Lynskey has collected in the seven themed sections of Everything Must Go - Last Man, Impact, Bomb, Machines, Collapse, Pandemic and Climate - present a range of possible responses to the end of the world: abandon all hope and commit suicide; descend into unbridled brutality; rush to avert approaching doom; party till the last minute then cosy up with a glass of wine to watch the meteor come in.
Yet beyond providing a stern warning of the potentially cataclysmic paths we tread (the closest thing to real-life heroes in Everything Must Go are scientists like Leo Szilard, who fought tirelessly and fruitlessly to prevent the use of the atomic bomb he helped develop), none of these end-times narratives gives us any sense of what we should - as distinct from would - do if we find ourselves on such a path. Lynskey tells us that 'secular eschatology is the history of deciding what to worry about, and what to do about it,' but that isn't quite right: there is actually very little 'what to do about it'. When the end of the world comes, it seems that all we'll be able to do is watch.
For all the wit, energy and impressive research that animates Everything Must Go, something about the book puts me in mind of Lowell George's 'Apolitical Blues' - 'the meanest blues of all'. 'None of us,' Lynskey writes, 'has yet been forced to confront universal annihilation, but stories about such situations tell us that individuals, too, think about the fact that, in the end, all we are is the sum of our choices.' He says his 'goal is not complacency but sanity - freedom from unjustified dread', because 'the higher the stakes, the less tenable fear is, and the more likely it is to breed disassociation or hopelessness. The doomers have overdosed on dread.' Perhaps. But it's a long way from there to 'in the end, all we are is the sum of our choices.' If anything, the stories in Everything Must Go suggest that when it comes to the end of the world, the choices most of us have made don't much matter. As responses to 'unjustified dread', neither scepticism nor the retreat to individual paths seems politically adequate.
Bartlebooth wanted no place in the future, which is an attitude that also seems incompatible with politics. Politics is deeply engaged with the past and present, certainly, but it is ineluctably oriented towards the future. Politics and political life require not only a future, but a future in which what we do today can matter. Questions of meaning and mattering are unavoidable in a life lived in the shadow of end times. It isn't significant whether or not they really are the end times; living with the sense of an ending doesn't require confirmation that the feeling is justified any more than anticipation today is diminished by its disappointment tomorrow. If we believe we are on the road to cataclysm, what happens to politics?
Anyone who has been involved in climate politics will have run up against these questions many times over. In the wealthier parts of the world, those involved believe that doom or any form of negativity is demobilising. Every article, every book, every speech has to at least end with hope, optimism: 'Yes we can.' The only way to build a movement is to tell people it can or even will succeed - otherwise they will give up. However, anyone who has been involved in climate politics and who has any knowledge of current climate science assessments, or grasps just how tiny an impact is made by most of our 'wins', also knows that hope and optimism can be hard to muster. Nevertheless, the general sense is that we must not 'give in' to despair or doubt, indeed that it would be a moral failure to do so.
Mara van der Lugt's Hopeful Pessimism is an extended dismantling of this common sense. It is a book of political philosophy addressed, maybe more narrowly than she intends, to self-identified climate activists. Van der Lugt's principal claim is that in a 'breaking world' like ours, pessimism is completely justifiable and not the obstacle to action the climate movement believes it to be. Pessimism is not fatalism, and 'from the pessimistic premise the defeatist conclusion does not follow.' On the contrary, she says, one of the biggest problems with the 'fatalistic optimism' of mainstream climate politics is that when the 'win' fails to arrive - which so far has been most of the time - what adds to the disappointment is 'the burden of being responsible for it'. Worse still, 'the repression of negative, pessimistic, even desperate counter-narratives is truly dangerous, as it charges the already burdened with the duty of optimism.'
Van der Lugt bases her claim on a range of historical experiences (Jewish resistance during the Holocaust; Indigenous peoples devastated by colonialism; the campaigns of climate activists such as Greta Thunberg) and on the thinking of Albert Camus, Vaclav Havel and Cornel West, among others. In each case she finds support for her argument that to be a pessimist is not to be without hope. It is to sustain a sense of hope different from the simple 'positivity' we are usually prescribed. Taking her cue from the two versions of the painting on her book's cover - George Frederic Watts's Hope (1885-86), the first with a green background, the second with a blue - she gives the name 'green hope' to the 'crude optimism' of Camus's 'realists', who are 'willing to undertake only the tasks that succeed'. What we need instead, she says, is 'blue hope', a 'restless hope' that acknowledges the radical uncertainty of our moment and 'draws its strength precisely from what we don't know'. It is 'not oriented on outcomes in the way that green hope is but finds value in commitment regardless of effect'. Her goal is to uncouple hope from impossible guarantees of success, and to propose an ethical basis for action in a world that might not have a future: to make political commitment meaningful, in other words, no matter what is on the horizon.
Though she herself  doesn't go in this direction, van der Lugt's book can help us think not only about the future of social movements, but about their pasts too. It is especially helpful when it comes to the endless post facto indictments of this or that effort's 'failure': the failure to prevent the rise of the far right, the failure to prevent ecological destruction, the failure to win over the electorate to social democracy. As with the insistence on hope, these judgments are directed at those who are bothered enough to care in the first place. If you want to demoralise a movement, it seems to me, insisting that the past is cluttered with failures is a good way of going about it. It is plainly untrue that victory or success is always there to be had, as if 'the people' are naturally progressive and every lost election is proof of the left's failure to convince them. Why do progressives, who justifiably insist on the power of money, media, history and structural forces, often seem to believe it should be easy to overcome these things?
Most of the time, politics is a long, slow scramble up the scree slope of history. As the climate crisis deepens, we don't have time for that, which is one reason it makes sense to be pessimistic. But there is enormous political potential - and hope as well, though I am not sure which colour - in the fact that it can take a very long time for some things to matter, and even then it's often in unexpected ways. It is almost impossible to know what will or won't make a difference in the end, what seemingly failed efforts will be built on in the future. We need to experiment with new ways of thinking and doing, some of which won't work out. Will these too be deemed failures? Or will they be welcomed as contributions to the work of building a different future, helping us learn what to do and what not to do?
I expect van der Lugt would agree with my elaboration on her argument. But it doesn't sit easily with her emphasis throughout Hopeful Pessimism on politically motivated 'duty' and 'right conduct' rather than consequences. In an 'age of sorrow', pessimism, she says, is a virtue. Those who demonstrate a 'hopeful, activistic pessimism' - Thunberg, West, Rebecca Solnit, Naomi Klein and Jane Goodall all feature prominently in the book - are 'moral exemplars'. This is old-school virtue ethics: she uses the Aristotelian term phronimos, referring to those skilled in the exercise of the virtues. These charismatic activists - who 'know what we have to do' and do it 'because it is the right thing to do' - are heroic figures who light the way.
The contributions of these people to the fight for social and climate justice are enormous. But Thunberg, West and Klein can be put on pedestals only because they are not representative of climate activists generally, let alone the public. Hopeful Pessimism reads like a book for and about such figures less than one for and about the public - the people who are most vulnerable to 'green hope'. Is it possible to motivate a movement or political action that does not hinge on heroes?
'If you do not have the courage to be where the crisis is, where the catastrophe is,' van der Lugt quotes West, 'you will never be changed.' I have no idea whether that is true. Either way, it gives you a sense of the 'costly' virtue of hopeful pessimism. Most people do not take themselves to be activists. According to van der Lugt, that is a dereliction of duty. In the face of climate catastrophe, she asks, 'how can we not grieve?' But only the already grieving will hear that cry. Would you join a movement if its pitch was that it is a moral failing not to be part of it already? It would be too glib to say that pessimism, however hopeful, needs to be more fun. Van der Lugt's phronimoi are doing essential work, and in the absence of a non-heroic transformative mass politics, they might well be the best we can hope for. But if hopeful pessimism requires that we self-identify as activists, that we act as moral exemplars with 'the courage to be where the crisis is', I'm not sure that it can provide a sound basis for the politics of the future.
Van der Lugt makes a persuasive case for hopeful pessimism, but I wonder if the mood most appropriate to the current moment isn't something closer to hopeful cynicism. That isn't necessarily the paradox it may seem. The impression I have after years of teaching is that cynicism is the defining characteristic of many sharp-eyed young people. Pessimism is not fatalism, and neither is cynicism. Cynicism doesn't mean 'I don't care' or 'It's pointless.' Instead, it is van der Lugt's pessimism wrapped in a suspicion of claims to duty, virtue and the 'right thing to do' - especially when those claims are uttered by people from previous generations who have little to crow about. It may be that at this conjuncture, rallying to right conduct, duty and virtue won't have a chance if it doesn't also include some 'fuck you' and 'whatever, dude.'
Perhaps this is what Lynskey is getting at when he writes: 'We have to live in the space between "Everything is going to be okay" and "Everything is fucked," between denial and despair.' But this still suggests that history isn't ours to make so much as something that happens to us. We have still to figure out the politics of a posture that rejects both Bartleboothian self-erasure and passive Wincklerian victimhood. Lynskey closes by reminding us that 'everybody dies, everything ends - but not yet.' However, for millions of people all over the world, 'yet' has already arrived. Right now, a posture of cynicism seems more than reasonable.
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'I'm not a radical, Dad'
Adam Mars-Jones

4170 wordsGurnaik Johal 
's admirable first novel starts with a piece of miraculous regeneration. Satnam, a Londoner, visits Punjab for the first time since childhood to scatter his grandmother's ashes (this is East Punjab, on the Indian side of the border, predominantly Sikh). He looks down into the old well on the family farm - dry for many decades - and is surprised to see his reflection. Unaccountably, there is water in the well, and the level keeps rising, becoming first a local attraction and before long a headline around the world. This strand of the novel is set in the near future. The gap of time, short though it is, is long enough to make a systemic collapse of the environment plausible. The water is from a new river, or an old one reborn, the Saraswati, flowing through palaeochannels. The Saraswati is the name of an ancient river, once bigger than the Indus, and gives its name to an early Indian civilisation that flourished from about 3300 to 1700 bce.
To start with, the book seems to be a subtle culture-clash comedy. Satnam decides to stay on the farm while his parents return to London. This also allows him to avoid conflict with the London girlfriend he has dumped in a fairly cowardly way. It is a portrait, not unkind, of a beta male. He's currently unemployed, and not in a hurry to return to the world of work. His previous employers, VertiCrop, grew 'microgreens' in a controlled UV-lit environment - a warehouse in Tottenham. He was the diversity and inclusion 'champion', spending a fair amount of time deciding on the appropriate snacks for heritage days and 'ordering in the right bunting'. He didn't particularly want the job, applying partly to please a friend who worked there, and who would get a referral fee (paid in Amazon vouchers) if he did, and partly to appease his pragmatic doctor girlfriend with a show of career-mindedness. When he was made redundant, the severance package included a bonus box of kale and chard.
One of his new neighbours in India puts Satnam in the category of 'foreign-returned', which doesn't seem to fit: his Punjabi is poor and he still refers to London as home. His luggage didn't arrive when he did, and the suitcase eventually delivered by the airline was someone else's, but the courier wouldn't take it back. He ends up borrowing some clothes from his grandmother's farm manager. When his father sees him, he asks mildly, 'Gone native?' Any amount of dry irony is contained in that dismissive phrase appropriated from the coloniser.
Soon a Brahmin with an Apple watch is turning up to bless the well. Then come the experts, many self-appointed, and the spokesmen for pressure groups and politicians. Once or twice a worrying explanation for the miraculous event is suggested - that it's a consequence of glaciers melting in the Himalayas (disconcertingly described at one point as constituting 'the highest water tower in the world'). Whatever its cause, the new river is a physical fact, one substantial enough to justify the building of new cities, as well as a cultural and political one.
An epigraph to one section of Saraswati quotes an American administrator called David E. Lilienthal, writing soon after Partition, who suggested that the Indus pays no heed to borders but 'just keeps running along'. Lilienthal was head of the Tennessee Valley Authority, which may explain the slightly blurred quotation from 'Ol' Man River'. To him it seemed obvious that India and Pakistan should share the water of the Indus. The British chair of the Punjab Boundary Commission agreed, and told both countries' leaders so. Muhammad Ali Jinnah said 'he would have Pakistan remain a desert rather than a fertile field watered courtesy of the Hindus'; Nehru declared that 'what India did with its rivers was its own business.' Water stopped flowing into Pakistan's canals on 1 April 1948, returning five weeks later after Pakistan agreed to pay for the water supply. Water war is nothing new.
Setting a narrative only a little in the future has the obvious disadvantage that its prophecies can unravel sooner rather than later, but a modest gap nevertheless creates a firebreak in the historical record, making it possible for the writer to portray a recognisable world without the restriction of having to name current political figures. What this means here is the freedom to show the India Modi has made without making reference to Modi. The Hindu nationalist leader in the novel is called Narayan Indra, and rides the swell of the miraculously regenerating river. A local representative of the Centre for Research into the Saraswati River produces his own rhetoric to back Indra up:
Let me make it clear: this is the scientific discovery of a millennium! If you can help support the campaign for returning our great river goddess, we can chart a path to put India top of the podium! In the spirit of the goddess Saraswati, put reason and logic first. You remember praying to Saraswati when studying at school? Doing a mantra in her name before an exam? Why do we do that? Because she is the voice of reason.

In the short term the waking river does Satnam nothing but good. His decision not to sell the farm can retrospectively be seen as shrewd, since he is paid far more for the water rights than he could ever have got for the land. But some neighbouring landowners are less eager to realise their assets. There's a dismaying moment when the object Satnam is hiding under his shirt on the way to meet one such recalcitrant is revealed to be a crowbar. As it turns out, there's no one more easily recruited to a lynch mob than a half-outsider with a weak sense of self.
The combination of dark turn and early climax (barely seventy pages into a substantial novel) would seem questionable if this were the book's only strand, but the narrative is made up of linked episodes of novella length, interspersed with shorter passages of family saga, which would, if they ran continuously, come to roughly the same number of pages. This structure is elaborate but not contorted, just as the writing is rich but not dense. It takes real skill to make the material hang together without going closure mad. There's no shortage of drama, but it's rarely brought to conventional climaxes, and Johal is unafraid of loose ends. The episodes generally involve the Saraswati, which eventually runs from Kailash to Kutch, roughly seven hundred miles, and the protagonists are descendants of a couple, Sejal and Jugaad, who appear in the 19th-century segments of the novel and who name their seven children after local rivers.
The narratives tend to unfold in environments that are both numinous and degraded. The Hakra farm was blighted when Satnam arrived, with despairing local farmers 'taking sulfas' (swallowing pesticide) when unable to afford to buy new seed to replace the last lot, which has been genetically engineered to be sterile - never mind that even in the remotest villages you can now order manure on Flipkart. The sharpest contrast between treasure and trash comes in the third section, when an expedition hoping to use a submersible to unearth a stone tablet from a 19th-century wreck passes through the Indian Ocean garbage patch, seen through a porthole. 'Caught adrift in the churn of the South Equatorial Current, the plastic objects - crisp wrappers, fishing nets, energy-drink bottles - were undergoing a slow metamorphosis ... slowly breaking down within the shimmering epipelagic zone, until one day they would coat the stomachs of fish eaten by fish eaten by fish.' The stone they are seeking may provide the key to the Saraswati language, just as the Rosetta Stone did for hieroglyphics. This is of more than archaeological interest, since Indra's administration is anxious to establish or fabricate a continuity of culture between the Saraswati civilisation and modern India. The mission is a success. AI instantly consolidates the translation and 'meaning spread through the archives with the speed of a virus.' The newly translated sentence reads 'A cow is worth seven chickens; a pot is worth ten beads,' but only a non-archaeologist could be disappointed by that.
The location of the second section, Diego Garcia in the Indian Ocean, largest island of the Chagos group, isn't obviously blighted. In fact it would meet most of the requirements for an island paradise, though not for the Chagossians, who were expelled in the 1970s. It isn't a paradise for those who are billeted there, since it is an American-British military base, but two people posted there form a passionate and lasting couple that offers the greatest possible contrast to commitment-shy Satnam. Jay is there to design new trails on the island for training purposes, Katrina to do her utmost to eliminate the yellow crazy ant, an omnivore that spits out acid and wipes out species after species until there's no ecosystem left. Her weapon of (she hopes) mass destruction is fishmeal dosed with fipronil sprayed from a helicopter into the tropical forest. The ants die in spasm after their nerves and muscles become hyperexcited. Sitting on the beach watching the swimmers, and realising that she can see no military buildings or uniforms, she thinks that if she took a photo of the scene and found it years later, she would assume it was a holiday snap. But somewhere nearby 'the queens were moving, their colonies crawling over carcases.'
Jay and Katrina may be working for a US/UK outpost, but his mother is from Trinidad and her parents from Mauritius - they had actually left India as emigrants heading for Trinidad but got no further than the boat's first stop. Throughout Saraswati British imperialism is presented indirectly, not exonerated but depersonalised, as if it was only a spell of bad weather that lasted a few hundred years. Even in the sections set in the 19th century, when they were in charge, the British are referred to as 'Angrezi', a word that seems to have reached Indian vernacular by way of another colonial language, French (it's a version of anglais). In one of the 21st-century sections the Raj is blamed for a modern Indian's difficulty in gaining muscle mass ('Our very bodies carry the story of their plunder'), since man-made famines favoured the survival of those whose bodies store fat efficiently. Not such an asset for a gym bunny.
Johal takes occasional risks, usually successfully, in his handling of point of view. Satnam experiences the move from London to India in cinematic terms, as a change in aspect ratio, 'a shift into widescreen'. At one point he seems to lose track of himself in the frame, when fog on the farm blots out all outlines during a visit from yet another team of scientists: 'Satnam headed out towards them, the hard edges of his body softening and dissolving into white, until he was gone entirely.' A transposed element of film language often on display in Johal's prose is an extreme focus-pulling, even a pouncing zoom threatening to destabilise the composition. On a single page Katrina's awareness shifts from the far past, back to 'the Big Bang and whatever came before that', to the product she is using in the shower, 'a single travel-sized bottle of conditioner containing enough far-off ingredients to make a medieval man rich', and then to the pattern of hair radiating out from Jay's bald spot, all the other hairs pointing away from it, like grass in the wind: 'It looked like a hurricane as seen from space, an approaching front.' Finally her virtual gaze goes inside his body imagining 'empires and civilisations of minute beings, which, in making out and fucking, would also have crossed over into her body in a kind of mutual colonisation'. Colonisation, though, seems the wrong image for an equal exchange.
A few pages after these extreme camera angles she asks herself a related question: 'At what point, she thought, did a person first imagine themselves from a bird's-eye view?' The classic way for literature to produce a three-dimensional model of human behaviour has been to supplement subjective experience with the notionally objective, not operating from the side (the way our neighbours might see us), but from above. Recently, though, this angle has become ominous. The silently patrolling drone, in the short time since it was devised, seems to have taken over from the bird flying overhead as the natural way of imagining a scene if not from a personal perspective. This has darkened our understanding of the world, now that invisibility, which didn't seem altogether precious while we had it, is gone. An eye in the sky takes much less imagining now that it may really be up there.
More than one variety of omniscience is on show in this novel. What is referred to as an omniscient narrator is usually one able to slip in and out of the minds of a modest number of characters, something we are unable to do away from the page, although literature makes it seem some sort of birthright. This is empathy in action, though exempt from the possibility of contradiction. Our culture sees empathy as a virtue that recognises and celebrates the reality of other people. Jay has a different take on it: 'To hunt ... the predator has to think like its prey. Empathy has its roots in killing.' Perhaps this is meant to link up with an idea of Satnam's - picked up from a podcast - that human beings, no longer having predators to fear, have turned inwards.
If empathy started as part of a predator's armoury it has come a long way, though the fascination exercised by villains like Tom Ripley and Hannibal Lecter must be based on the paradox of their combining psychological acuity with a contempt for the human race. The omniscience displayed at a couple of points in Saraswati is intuitive knowledge on a startlingly grand scale, bursting the banks of any single consciousness. It seeks to conjure up a creature able to detect the echoes of every interaction, one that might
interpret the sound of pickaxes deep within rare-metal mines, interpret the music of calls on hold and the steady thrum of cruise-ship engines, as well as the buzzing moon-like glow of their cabin lights luring migratory birds from their routes home, and the beat of insect wings as they veered towards the headlights of cars, the veined shadows their spreadeagled bodies cast across the rain-slick road still humming with the aftershock of seismic charges from gas prospectors using sound to see like the bats, who'd fled their roosts to escape the noise of LEDs, leaving the insects and frogs they would have hunted to grow more confident in their mating calls and, no longer haunted, to sing not just for continuance but for the sake of the song.

Somehow a spiralling catastrophe has been wrenched back into affirmation.
A second cadenza a hundred pages later, accompanying a storm described as 'an airborne river' that is carrying 25 times more water than the Mississippi as it heads from Hawaii towards the west coast of Canada, can't manage the same feat, though the deluge might quench some forest fires. The storm drifts north along the Athabasca River up to the vast tar sands where water falls
on the miles of hot bitumen, filled the enormous dumps of heavy-haul mega-trucks, hit the tailings ponds that threatened to overspill, rippling at regular intervals as the bird blasters sounded to stop migratory ducks touching the toxic surface; and somewhere, not much further east, at some invisible border, the rain stopped and there was land it did not reach, burning trees that it could not touch.

The comfort and excitement of her new relationship make it hard for Katrina 'to take the burning, melting world seriously; it was nothing to her.' It's striking that those who do take action in Saraswati set out to damage or destroy. A teenager trying to cross the closed border between India and Pakistan falls in with an old man driving his cattle. The timeless pastoral image lasts right up to the moment of realisation that the old man has infected his herd with the disease rinderpest, supposedly extinct, using serum stolen from a lab. This is no eclogue. In the fourth section Gyan, a Canadian singer-songwriter, applies for a residency in an art colony in the forest in order to provide a base for a group intending to disrupt logging operations. The saboteurs drive spikes into selected trees, being careful to leave a mark so the loggers don't risk injury by trying to fell them. But one of the group doesn't feel that destroyers of the environment deserve such courtesy - a thriller plot line that is left hanging.
When Gyan learns that another wing of the group is attacking the pulp mill where her mother works, she visits her blind father at 'the gurdwara, opposite the mall' - a phrase that could hardly be bettered as an epitome of assimilation - where he volunteers. If you wanted to devise an entirely purposeless activity, it would be hard to beat waving a yak-tail fly whisk, as her father does, to protect a holy book from insects. In Sikh tradition, though, its central holy text, the Guru Granth Sahib, is the consummation of a long line of gurus and must be accorded the status of a person. There isn't the expected, virtually obligatory, confrontation between generations and choices here. The dialogue goes like this: 'You know, you're not the first radical in the family.' 'I'm not a radical, Dad.' Her father doesn't point out that both her parents work in the same industry as the loggers (he too worked at the pulp mill until he lost his sight). It's family mythology that the arrival of an invasive beetle, resulting in a surplus of substandard timber to be pulped, provided the prosperity her parents needed to start a family.
There's one public protest against injustice in the book, not exactly an altruistic action but at least one undertaken on behalf of a displaced community. A delegation of Chagossians charters a boat and lands on the island, protected by the UN's ruling that Britain has no sovereign claim to the archipelago, and more practically by the presence of journalists and cameras. The plan is for a photo opportunity, with the Chagossians dropping to their knees on the beach and kissing the sand, but one woman, Marianne, insists on staying. 'The only place to protest is here. On the land. With this air in my lungs, with coconut flesh in my gut.' In the furore Katrina's assignment is cut short, making this a symbolic victory but a real defeat, because the yellow crazy ant gets a reprieve.
In formal terms it's an odd choice to introduce a first-person narrator after a hundred pages or so, in the Katrina section, and odd too that the narrator doesn't become a consistent presence until towards the end of the book. A first-person and an omniscient narrator are not opposite elements of literary technique, but they certainly diverge, giving a compound narrative like this one a lurching gait. The narrator isn't named (unless I missed it), but she's a journalist and podcaster, and she too is descended from Sejal and Jugaad. She's trying to track down others - there's the technology to do it, in the form of an app called Helix, able to reach back seven generations by using genome mapping. It's possible that the narrator is to be imagined as the writer of the whole book, though this is a formal solution that brings a new set of problems. The seven narrative strands stop being a piece of literary patterning and come close to promising an overarching plot, something that Johal seems to feel under no obligation to provide. There are hints almost of a team of superheroes being assembled, though it's hard to imagine what their powers might be. Still, it can't be a coincidence that the waking river first showed itself on the farm where Sejal and Jugaad raised their children, can it? On the first page of the book, after all, there's the emptied urn of the grandmother's ashes and a well that starts to fill: these two vessels may be mystically rather than just symbolically linked. And when pattern starts to turn into plot it can't be turned back into mere pattern without disappointment.
In the family's origin story Jugaad is the one who has adventures, risking severe punishment from his drunken father at the age of fifteen after stealing a dead buffalo, skinning it and burying the hide. Later he scrapes the remaining hair from it and sews up the orifices, inflating it to produce a makeshift float that can get him across a body of water and make him employable as a guide for an Angrezi hunting party. But the men disgust him with their cruelty and wastefulness, so he abandons them in their drunken sleep in a remote spot, taking their money, maps and compasses. Later, and far away, he hears that an elderly ferryman has died. There's a vacancy. 'He laughed. It was his destiny to live a life of crossing. He headed down the river, drawn by the current towards Sejal.'
Sejal is a storyteller and a needlewoman. All traditional stories seem to her identical, boiling down to 'two people connect across a divide, and the divide swallows them up.' She wants to tell her own stories, or at least to break off before the tragic consequences, just as she wants to sew phulkari dupattas - traditional embroidered shawls - in her own patterns rather than using old ones. It's only in later life, though, that she can fulfil this ambition, making seven dupattas with untraditional designs, some abstract and some representational, all with a line of gold thread. One of them shows seven rivers flowing from one source. Satnam's grandmother inherited all seven dupattas and kept them locked away. His unsentimental parents sold them, but Satnam quietly kept one for himself ('"Were there only six?" his mum asked him, as she unfolded the cloth for a prospective customer'), though he didn't realise that one of the stitched rivers represents his branch of the bloodline.
That's not the only way Sejal projects herself into the future. She turns her own life into a story, which impresses a professional story-wallah enough for him to incorporate a version of it in his repertoire, which eventually reaches print. There's also a piece of red cloth that is subdivided with each generation, so that Gyan, more than a century later, contemplates a work framed above her parents' mantelpiece that's about the size of a postcard. If she had a sibling it would have been cut into two credit-card-sized rectangles. Her own children, if she has any, will inherit sections hardly larger than postage stamps. It can seem that there's almost too much connective tissue here. The dupattas are precious and fragile, susceptible to being dispersed but also reunited. The red cloth is of no intrinsic value, but like a talisman in a folk tale, seems not to lose its potency by being divided. Sejal's conviction that a pattern should incorporate a mistake rather than unpick it complicates the picture.
Towards the end of the book an exhibition of her needlework is put on in New Lothal, the rapidly built city on the Saraswati named after the oldest port in human history. The cloths are arranged so that the line of gold is continuous, and there are plans for a small touring exhibition, a prospect that exhilarates the narrator: 'I could see a kind of beauty in the dupattas being spread back out across the world, as if the little golden lines connecting them in the gallery would now stretch across the continents.' But what about the burning, melting world? We're back to pattern, even if Katrina has returned to the Chagos archipelago as the exterminating angel of the yellow crazy ant.
Perhaps it's to finesse a way out of the impasse it has reached that the novel in its last pages concentrates on the narrator and her new baby, seeking to relativise a global predicament that seems all too absolute, but at the cost of ending the book on a note both bland and jarring: 'I wished I could have brought you into a better world. But was that not a sentiment expressed by every generation of mothers? Right back unto the first people of the plains, there must have been mothers that wished that things were better, as they ran from known dangers to unknown hopes.'
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At the Musee Jacquemart-Andre
On Georges de La Tour
Julian Bell

1599 wordsThe man  on the canvas stands five foot four, in other words nearly life size. You stand no further away from him, to judge from the angle at which you view the dog at his feet. The two as it were confront you. You can almost smell him, this weathered blind beggar. You can almost hear him: his hollering, his hurdy-gurdy's abrasive dense drone. And you are watched - but unsettlingly, by eyes on a lead, those of the little ratter who stares up from the floor. Georges de La Tour's scan of the visual field is a stark, bold testing out of basic facets of experience. What is it to face another human, when that person cannot see you? What are humans if not tall bipeds, with heads that dangle above a distant ground? Bipeds with voices, though: animals that intone. In a smaller studio exercise, also from the early 1620s, La Tour observes those animals at feed. A needy old couple guzzle bowls of peas, alms that the painter has supplied them with. Hunger rules them, yet they're not entirely bowed: the woman glares back at him, even as the food is at her mouth.
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'The Hurdy-Gurdy Player with a Dog' (c.1622)
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'The Pea Eaters' (c.1620)
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'The Newborn Child' (c.1647-48)
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These experiments are of their nature social. There was a pattern to follow for the young artist with a father in the Lorraine corn trade and a wife with connections in the duchy's court. It runs back to the Limbourg brothers' pictures of feudal peasantry from two centuries earlier: in the middle lands between France and Germany, high art's overview involved looking down. A snigger, even a shudder was in order: the current exhibition at Paris's Musee Jacquemart-Andre, Georges de La Tour: Entre ombre et lumiere (until 22 February), includes for comparison an etching by Jacques Bellange, a Lorrainer of the preceding generation, in which a rabid hurdy-gurdy man is strangling a fellow beggar. But La Tour takes on lowlife imagery with eyes reattuned by the Caravaggesque revolution that had just swept Europe. (A contemporary cousin to his canvases would be The Waterseller of Seville by the young Velazquez, in London's Apsley House.) Empirical evidence is to the fore. Symbolic intent is part suspended, subsumed within plays of light against dark that are at once natural and metaphysical.
This agenda allows for respect: observer and observed are on the same level. Furthermore, for a rapport, it would seem, in the case of La Tour's blind musician, since he served as a model for at least four other somewhat smaller paintings. And the suspension of connotations is only partial. Majestic in scale, the clamorous greybeard challenges us almost as a prophet might: a Wunderlicher Alter, 'strange old man' like the hurdy-gurdy player at the desolate endpoint of Schubert's Winterreise sequence. Over the decades till his death in 1652, La Tour would return repeatedly to ambiguities such as these. He becomes the painter par excellence of immanence, of the divine that is in us rather than above us. The shuttle between sacred and secular runs either way. The Paris exhibition features a commissioned set of half-length apostle portraits in which saints' attributes conjoin with scratchily specific 'wrinkled faces of peasants and bearded beggars', as Pierre Curie, one of the curators, puts it. It also includes a tall canvas in which a young woman sits alone by candlelight, eyes fixed on some tiny item her thumbs compress as her nightdress falls loose to reveal her breasts. What does she squeeze? The Servant Girl with the Flea is the title supplied, but the art historian who instead proposed a rosary bead responded appropriately to the gravity of her demeanour.
And to the steadiness of La Tour's attention. He cares for this exposed female without slavering: beyond an exercise in looking at her, he seems to arrive at one in feeling with her. That impression arises from his economy of means. You would not know that immediately around La Tour, for much of his career, the Thirty Years' War was raging, spawning horrific scenes recorded by his fellow countryman Jacques Callot. La Tour dwells on an indoor world occupied by human figures, their clothing and whatever accessories are immediately to hand - chief among them, lit candles. White, black, ochre and vermilion, often the only colours on his palette, kindle a reliable warmth: his brushes use them to explore varieties of surface, but do so without ostentation. Those figures are 'forms constructed on a surface, on a ground devoid of relief': Gail Feigenbaum, another curator, is here contrasting them with the more three-dimensional bodies in Caravaggio's chiaroscuros. Forms obedient to a certain formalism: over against that girl in her nightdress, a red chair-back set flat on to the picture plane bears out Feigenbaum's claim that the compositions have 'an abstract conception'.
It would be good to know whether La Tour ever directly set eyes on a Caravaggio. Most academics now think it unlikely that his career began with a study trip to Italy. And it would be good if we could close in on the spaces in which he operated. When local potentates hung large canvases such as The Hurdy Gurdy Player with a Dog in their chateaux, did trends in Catholic spirituality nudge their purchasing? One of the wall texts in the exhibition cites lines from Les Tenebres, a 1624 publication prompted by the Lorraine poet Henry Humbert's loss of his eyesight. But on further inspection, this clue may be misleading. Humbert's verse sequence is a set of howls against his descent into 'appalling night'. By contrast, La Tour's darknesses are affirmative ushers to concentration.
We know at least that their reputation spread to Paris, where Louis XIII admired the nocturne St Sebastian Tended by St Irene, so that by 1639 the 46-year-old La Tour could claim the title of Peintre du Roi. A year earlier, French armies had torched the town of Luneville and with it La Tour's home and an unknown quantity of his work: but his allegiance remained evidently to the force that was extirpating Lorraine's sovereignty. The little else that we know of the public man is not appealing. A 1646 deposition from Lunevillians, complaining of an 'odious' neighbour who let his dogs loose 'as if he were the local lord', suggests that La Tour reserved his compassion for the studio. One reason we don't know much is that two years later, with the foundation of the Academie Royale, French fashion veered decisively away from Caravaggesque picture-making, meaning that a practitioner in that mode from a recently acquired province was completely forgotten. It was not till 1915 that Hermann Voss began to reassemble his oeuvre. The subsequent upswell of enthusiasm for this new 'Old Master' more or less tracked that for Caravaggio, re-evaluated from the 1920s by Roberto Longhi.
The present show follows others in the Jacquemart-Andre that were devoted to Caravaggio himself and to Artemisia Gentileschi, another interpreter of his legacy. In the museum's cramped little galleries, La Tour is tailored to a somewhat constricting pattern. Unable or unprepared to borrow his most adventurous mid-career paintings, the curators of Entre ombre et lumiere cleave to his 'tenebrism' and introduce for comparison further exponents of that early 17th-century vogue. The Met's The Fortune Teller and the Louvre's The Cheat with the Ace of Diamonds would have expanded our sense of La Tour: his gifts in fact reached to sumptuous and intricately plotted comic drama. As it is, the paintings in the show that come closest to the nuanced repartee of plays from a couple of decades earlier - say Twelfth Night or Henry IV Part I - are by a Fleming in Paris called Adam de Coster and a dazzling anonymous who, identified only by his lodging in Rome, gets labelled 'Il Pensionante del Saraceni'. These and five other exhibits turn on the biblical episode in which Peter denies Jesus. The gospel text specifies a courtyard at night and a maid who knows he's lying: its additional 'servants and officers' become, in the painters' hands, a tavern gang, a turbid, torchlit gaggle of sinners. Bad faith, you come to feel, was an itch this era loved to scratch.
There is no such restlessness about the works that dominate the display. In them, La Tour flattens time, just as he flattens space. The candles illuminating his repentant Magdalene and indeed his own repentant Peter look never to gutter. Action and change are precluded, because, from La Tour's religious perspective, these figures stand for ways that we permanently and necessarily exist. For want of sound knowledge of La Tour's own frames of discourse, I think across from these solitaries in their frames to other occupants of the period's interiors: Descartes with his door shut and his stove lit in 1619, rethinking the nature of thought, or the everyman of Pascal who could only be happy if he knew 'how to stay quietly in his room'. Essentialise, reduce - those are the shared agendas. It's not exactly that La Tour's work is of an invariant grain. There is a long journey from the youthful handiwork of The Pea Eaters - a raw and urgent transcription of facts before the eye - to the smooth and precisely calibrated volumes of The Newborn Child, a work dated to the painter's final few years. Yet one question runs throughout: how is it that human beings be? Bipeds grounded in nutrition and reproduction: light-takers, light-makers, love-vessels. Let this nativity be all nativities. Look, no haloes!
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Men are like road signs
Natasha Fedorson

4466 words'Who's Afraid of Ludmilla Petrushevskaya?' was the title of an essay that appeared in a Russian emigre literary journal in 1984. Petrushevskaya's stories - short tales of doomed romance and family conflict set within cramped Soviet apartments - were domestic, small-scale, so why weren't they being published? By 2009, things had shifted. 'With the death of Solzhenitsyn,' her translators Anna Summers and Keith Gessen claimed in the introduction to There Once Lived a Woman Who Tried to Kill Her Neighbour's Baby: Scary Fairy Tales, 'it would not be an exaggeration to say that Petrushevskaya is Russia's best-known living writer.' Her feelings about the Russian canon remain complicated. She loves Gogol and early Chekhov. She hates Gorky and Tolstoy ('a graphomaniac'). She admits few influences and even fewer heirs (she says she hasn't heard of Vladimir Sorokin or Victor Pelevin). Asked to name five great novels, she refused: 'I'm not a reader, I'm a writer.'
Her work has its origins in the homespun epics of what she has described as Russia's 'women Homers', whose folklore she collected 'on trains, in queues, in hospitals, at bus stops'. The habit of being what she calls 'a listener' started early. Her grandmother knew 'practically all of Russian literature' off by heart, having been told by her own father that she would need to have a way of entertaining her fellow prisoners when she ended up in a penal colony. As a child, Petrushevskaya listened to an adaptation of War and Peace on the radio, and when each episode ended her grandmother would continue exactly where it left off, word for word, though the little girl much preferred her recitations from Dead Souls. It was a mixed inheritance. 'I think it was my grandmother that made me a writer,' Petrushevskaya told the translator Bela Shayevich in the Paris Review last year. 'You must have loved her very much,' Shayevich replied. 'I didn't.'
Petrushevskaya was born in 1938 in the Metropol Hotel, an Art Nouveau pile that became famous for housing a number of revolutionary families. In her memoir, The Girl from the Metropol Hotel, she outlines her Bolshevik pedigree. Her great-grandfather Ilya Sergeevich Veger was an early member of the Social Democratic Workers' Party and an 'erstwhile defender of the oppressed'; her grandmother's brother Vladimir helped orchestrate the revolution of 1905. Her grandfather Nikolai Yakovlev was a linguist and a colleague of Roman Jakobson (Yakovlev spoke 11 or 23 languages, depending on which of Petrushevskaya's accounts you believe). Her grandmother was courted by Vladimir Mayakovsky (he called her 'the Blue Duchess') and, she tells us, edited the Great Soviet Encyclopedia with Lenin's sister Maria Ulyanova. Her aunt Vava was 'the prettiest student in the Armoured Transport Academy'. As a teenager, Petrushevskaya's mother, Valentina, 'a naive, serious-minded and completely innocent girl', was besotted with a portrait of the young Maxim Gorky.
Until the late 1930s the Veger family had a busy and pleasant life, visiting their dacha in the Silver Forest and going to meetings of the Moscow Linguistic Circle. But, like many members of the intelligentsia, they fell foul of Stalin's purges and in the spring of 1937, a year before Petrushevskaya was born, three of her grandmother's siblings were arrested along with their spouses; only one survived. The family had become 'enemies of the people'. As a result, Petrushevskaya's father, a classmate of her mother's and a man from whom she says she inherited nothing at all except 'a kind of peasant fortitude and practicality, an ability to survive', publicly disowned Valentina in front of their fellow students when she was pregnant with his child. (He later married her, but it didn't last long.) When Petrushevskaya was a toddler they came home one day to find the Metropol apartment sealed up: 'The door handles were encircled with wire, and on the wire hung a lead seal. If they had returned an hour earlier they would have been taken.' When war broke out, they evacuated to Kuibyshev (now known as Samara) on the Volga in a cattle car.
Much of The Girl from the Metropol Hotel has the feel of a fairy tale, with its contrast between grandeur and poverty and its recurrent image of a small girl adventuring in the dark. The brisk chapters have a charmed quality, a sense of peril and magic. In one, Petrushevskaya almost drowns in the Volga and is saved by a woman who mistakes her for a puppy. In another, she scales Kuibyshev Opera House and begs to be let in: 'No mummy, no daddy, please Comrade, take pity on an orphan!' A kindly lighting technician opens a hatch so that she can stand on the catwalk to watch the evacuated Bolshoi Opera perform The Barber of Seville. After her mother left Kuibyshev for university, riding back to Moscow on a train during the winter wearing just a sundress, Petrushevskaya spent the rest of her early childhood with her grandmother and her aunt. They were still pariahs. Banned by their neighbours from using the bathroom or kitchen in their communal apartment, they foraged in the bins at night for food. One evening Petrushevskaya found her grandmother in a pool of blood in the hallway: a neighbour, having seen her in the bathroom, had hit her on the head with an axe (she survived). Petrushevskaya's prose style is straightforward and matter-of-fact, but the experience of going hungry works its way into her sentences. She hopes that what she eats will transform itself into something better. She is fed a 'pastry' that is actually a slice of white bread; she eats cherry-scented glue in the belief it's flavoured with real fruit. Hunger does induce changes: her grandmother, suffering from starvation-induced oedema, towers over Petrushevskaya's 'bone-thin body like a mountain'. When she suffers oedema herself, a boy shouts: 'Look, a gal knocked up!' But anything that is available to eat remains stubbornly itself: crushed cabbage leaves, potato peel, stale crusts.
When it was warm enough to be outside without shoes, which she didn't have, Petrushevskaya would beg for food. She made a show of it. At first she sang, 'like Edith Piaf ... cheesy, lowbrow numbers beloved by washerwomen and lumpen proletarians', but when her repertoire ran out she would tell a story: Gogol's 'The Portrait', lifted from her grandmother. It was a winning routine. In the small square outside her apartment, she was a hit:
The children were stunned. One time, someone gave me a slice of black bread. Another, a shy little boy approached and said his mama wanted to see me ... We all walked up the dark stairs, a door opened, and a woman with a face wet with tears offered me a green open cardigan that I put on immediately. Everyone rejoiced at my acquisition and looked me over with pride, as if I were their successful creation.

When Petrushevskaya was nine her mother took her back to Moscow. Valentina worked, but the family continued to live in immense poverty, and Petrushevskaya continued to be moved around, from underneath her uncle's kitchen table to an orphanage, then to a children's sanatorium. In the sanatorium, at night, she honed her tale-telling skills by making up scary stories, which, she says, are 'the only kind of story that people really listen to. Humour doesn't cut it, or romance, or lyricism - no, no, no. Only terror works.'
She studied journalism at Moscow State University, which she hated for its emphasis on ideological conformity. ('"Theory and Practice of the Soviet Party Press and the Foreign Communist Press." God. I couldn't force myself to cram for this.') She spent the 1960s as a reporter in TV and radio, and it was while working at the magazine Krugozor that she began to pay attention to the life stories of average Soviet citizens, becoming obsessed with the direct, unvarnished way they spoke about their lives, aborted love affairs, dead relatives, suicide attempts. They would say 'things like: "I had a braid down to my ass tied up in a baby-blue ribbon." A real-life epic poem.' She tried to get Krugozor to publish her anonymised, fictionalised versions of these stories, but it wouldn't do so without adding real names and identifiers. She refused and left the magazine. After a brief stint working for Soviet Central Television - 'a complete farce ... our boss was a spy' - she took freelance work translating, editing and writing book reviews and children's stories. (The children's tales are wonderfully errant things, deadpan Thurber-style fables in which various creatures indulge in extremely adult vices. In one, Edward the Leopard spends a suspicious amount of time around some mice and is forced to take a paternity test. In another, Mstislav the Bedbug and Maxim the Cockroach recreationally huff pesticides.)
By her late twenties she was a widowed single mother. Her first husband, Evgeny ('a saintly man'), was paralysed in an accident and died six years later. They remain, she says, 'in constant contact'. The difficulty of those years - trying to keep food on the table, caring for her child, her husband and then her mother, who had been diagnosed with schizophrenia - gave her a subject. 'Those years of struggle and loneliness opened my eyes,' she told Sally Laird, her first English translator. 'I started writing properly only when I discovered about suffering - not suffering on my own account, but fear for a beloved being.' Her mother wrote all over newspapers in an indecipherable script; Petrushevskaya scribbled her stories down at night in the bathroom so as not to wake anyone in the crowded apartment. Like Anna Akhmatova before her, she believed the miseries of the Soviet people were too pitiful to go unrecorded. 'I felt the life of ordinary people enter me and demand some outlet. The doors were closed to most ordinary women; I wanted to open them at least a chink.'
'Marisha ... do you have enough sheets to sleep with my husband? Mine are all ruined.' This is the kind of voice that entered Petrushevskaya: sarcastic, bawdy and concerned with domestic affairs. The sheets are ruined because the husband boiled them to remove his semen stains, but the stains have 'cooked', and his ineptitude is indicative of the gender relations in her early fiction - an exasperated stalemate. The women are tired and overworked; the men are at best feckless, unfaithful or prevaricating over their PhD theses; at worst, they are murderous, abusive and drunk. If they are none of these things they are usually dead (in some cases without knowing it yet). Sex is often a humiliating business: 'During army service Dima had acquired theoretical knowledge, which he now applied. The grandmother never left the room.' But the Soviet mandate that required Muscovites to have a residence permit kept the marriage plot thriving. In 'Chocolates with Liqueur', Nikita, serially guilty of marital rape, attempts to poison his wife and children so he can inherit her apartment and dacha. (The story ends with Nikita dead from his own poison and his wife, Leila, taunting his 'hag' of a sister about her syphilis diagnosis.) In 'Hallelujah, Family!', Victor, who thinks of himself 'not as a future father but simply as a facilitator of another abortion', makes explicit the association between women, pleasure and property: 'Victor entered Alla like she was his old home. Everything was familiar - the smell, the skin ... Victor couldn't get enough of it. You just don't age, he kept telling her in the dark.'
Petrushevskaya's stories share with fairy tales what Angela Carter described as an 'unperplexedness', later glossed by John Bayley as meaning that the story 'knows what it is doing and where it is going, but neither knows nor cares what it means'. This is quick-fire fiction: the telling of the tale is all, and it should be as fast and efficient as possible. 'When I started writing properly,' Petrushevskaya has said, 'I stopped trying to imitate and wrote just as simply as I could, without metaphor or simile, in the voice people use to tell their story to another person on the bus - urgently, hastily, making sure you come to the point before the bus stops and the other person has to get off.' They are lean, swift things, rarely more than ten pages long. Some of them begin at the end - 'There once lived a girl who was killed, then brought back to life' - or offer a vague synopsis: 'Vera turned sixteen, and nothing but scenes followed, one after the next.' This emphasis on efficiency puts some of the stories too much at the mercy of incident, a pile-up of names and thens and theres and whens and whats and nexts and laters.
Not many of the monologues that made Petrushevskaya famous are included in the three collections Penguin published in the early 2010s, which is a shame, because it is in them that her chatty, colloquial tone works best. In some of the third-person tales it can be wearing: in translation at least, the reader will at times feel like a confidant and at times that they're being talked at. But how else could you talk? 'Official Soviet language,' Petrushevskaya says, 'was for podiums, radio, television, government reports. If you started talking like that in real life, you'd be whisked off to an insane asylum on the spot.'
In  1969 Petrushevskaya took some of her stories to Aleksandr Tvardovsky at Novy Mir, the editor who had secured Khrushchev's approval for the publication of One Day in the Life of Ivan Denisovich seven years earlier. He turned them down, but noted: 'Withhold publication, but don't lose track of the author.' She tried other magazines, but the result was the same. Solzhenitsyn's depiction of the camps had been useful to Khrushchev's de-Stalinisation drive, but there was no political capital to be gained from a frank portrayal of conditions inside postwar Soviet apartments, Petrushevskaya's own 'mini-Gulag'. According to Laird, her subversiveness had to do with the way her stories 'pointed to problems of the human heart ... that were beyond the help of ideology or sound economy or government fiat'. She has little interest in dissidence, and her stories will disappoint anyone looking for overt statements about Soviet policy. 'All my life the only task I've set myself was to survive as a writer and as the mother of my children,' she told Laird. 'It was only when I started writing that I came into direct conflict with the system - a system which rejected what I wrote absolutely.'
That rejection continued for most of the 1970s and 1980s. In the mid-1970s she began to write plays, which were staged in underground productions in the kinds of apartment in which they were set. 'Of course everyone understood that it was a great compliment to have your work singled out for banning - it was a sign of quality. Public praise of any kind was the mark of the devil, we all knew that instinctively.' Her plays brought her to the attention of the Moscow cognoscenti, and made her realise how much attention her unpublished stories had attracted. People would come up to her, holding out papers to be autographed; they would tell her that they had read her stories in samizdat. Later in her life, a journalist told her that, as a child, he had fallen asleep to the sound of his father typing them up. She had nothing to do with the clandestine distribution of her work - 'the higher-up editors may have been against me, but the people beneath them had good taste' - but it is of a piece with the harried, furtive character of the stories, scraps of narrative exchanged in the dark. She told Laird that her goal when writing was 'that the story will get passed on, and that's the beginning of folklore - not traditional folklore, with all its embellishments and repetitions, but city folklore, that unrecognised murmur of city people that goes on all the time'.
By the mid-1980s, a couple of her plays had been published and properly staged, but aside from a couple of short stories her fiction still hadn't appeared. Eventually, frustrated that glasnost hadn't reached her yet, she wrote to Gorbachev: 'I won't live to see my book published, help me!' He didn't read the letter, but a lackey did: 'Someone calls me from the Department of Prose. He said: "I got your letter." I said: "I didn't write to you." He said: "Everything goes through me."' He told her she had to wait, that there was a ten-year list of dead men whose work had to be published first. Piqued, she went to Viktor Ilyin, secretary of the Union of Soviet Writers and a former KGB officer, who pulled the necessary strings. Her first collection of stories, Bessmertnaya lyubov ('Immortal Love'), was published in 1988, almost twenty years after she first approached Novy Mir (an English translation by Laird appeared in 1996). The first run of thirty thousand copies sold out, queues trailed out of bookshop doors, copies were smuggled away to sell on the black market. 'Perestroika was in full swing.'
Vremya noch, Petrushevskaya's first novel, followed in 1992. (It was translated by Laird in 1994 and is included in Summers's translation as 'The Time Is Night' in There Once Lived a Mother Who Loved Her Children until They Moved Back In.) Anna Andrianovna, a poet, is struggling to keep her home in order while attempting to care for her dependents: her continually pregnant daughter, Alena; her adult son, Andrey, recently out of prison; Alena's angelic young son, Tima; and her schizophrenic mother, whom she had committed to hospital seven years earlier. The novella is revealed at the beginning to be a series of diary entries found by Alena after Anna's death, titled 'Notes from the Edge of the Table'. Anna's life is difficult and precarious - she writes responses to submissions for a publisher and performs poetry readings at children's camps - and her monologue is vicious and self-pitying. Her resentment at what she sees as her children's slovenliness and entitlement generates plenty of cynical aphorisms about family life: 'Men are like road signs; children mark chronology'; 'Love them - they'll torture you; don't love them - they'll leave you anyway. End of story.' Anna understands herself to be a typical long-suffering Russian matriarch, but her righteous anger combined with her belief in her own self-sacrifice has destroyed her relationship with her children, whom she treats alternately with contempt and adoration. Alena, who like Anna has had several illegitimate children, is the prime target of the sniping. Her children are 'fat bastards' and 'a pack of brats' and Anna buys them the 'ugliest' presents. Anna berates Alena for her spots, 'greasy hair and bags under her eyes', and revels in the 'power of insults' to reduce her daughter to tears. She even writes a commentary on Alena's descriptions of her sex life:
I was standing in the shower, weeping, in the apartment of our deputy director, a serious man in glasses. Suddenly he climbed into the tub; I barely had time to toss my wet panties over the shower curtain. He looked at me in silence, panting heavily, while I was weeping, pleading that he must go, that he'll be late. I could no longer imagine myself without him and just wanted this moment to last forever.
(Mamma mia. What is this, could somebody please tell me? Next to her I'm a little lamb. And this is her second man. Men must sense her willingness to flop on her back as soon as they so much as glance at her.)

Anna is told that her mother is to be moved out of hospital and into an asylum. She is faced with a dilemma. If she consents, she will lose her mother's pension payments; if she refuses, she will have to bring her mother back home along with 'that hell - the screams, the arguments, the smell, the faeces'. Despite concluding that 'no pension would ever make up for all of that,' Anna, partly feeling guilty, partly desperate and partly hoping that the addition to the household will push Alena out for good, decides to go and collect her mother. The final - and most brilliant - movement of the book documents her gradual dissolution as she desperately tries to get to the hospital before it's too late and her strident way of talking collapses into frantic, anxious babble.
Oh God it's so heavy, they've probably taken her by now what am I rushing for it's one o'clock already the ambulance will have come it'll be icy inside she'll be well on her way I'll arrive and oh my God everything'll be locked up the staff on leave the painters inside already, they're the worst dressed men in the world, I've often noticed, house painters, how many years since I last refurbished this place, oh oh oh oh no point even thinking about it will you let me get by young man I'm about to drop ah thank you good sir I greatly appreciate ...

This is Laird's translation. She has the edge on Summers in terms of rhythm, and her run-on sentences better convey Anna's disarray than Summers's more neatly punctuated version.
As well as being very funny ('come on comrade, give me another shove will you, oi'), the sequence is rich in pathos, conveying the pressures of everyday life: the difficulty of carrying lots of things at once; the desperation at forgetting something or being late; the humiliation of crying on public transport. In Laird's translation, when Anna returns home, having surrendered her mother to the asylum, she picks up her pen: 'time to talk and to write it all down, write as I'm doing now.' We are reminded that what we read as unmediated thought just a couple of pages before was a written reconstruction. But there is no one to talk to. Anna's apartment is empty and her family are gone: 'All the living have left me.'
Kidnapped,  Petrushevskaya's most recent novel (published in Russia in 2017), opens uncharacteristically, with a history lesson on post-Soviet Russia's 'frenetic 1990s', 'when Russian ships insured by Lloyd's carrying ferrous metal were lost at sea, when billions, let's just say, of union assets ... vanished into offshores, when entire Style Moderne and Empire palaces in Moscow, which had belonged, by tradition, to the municipal party committees, were sold for a song.' This primer is in some ways a bluff - the novel only very briefly touches on the fall of the Soviet Union - but it sets the tone for a story concerned with scams and shady dealing, and the chaos that follows in their wake.
At its most basic (and it's very complicated), the plot is a swapped-at-birth tale, the story of two boys called Sergei Sertsov, whose mothers meet in a Soviet maternity ward in the 1980s. One of them is 'honest Masha', a sweet, ardent young woman whose parents are ambassadors and who is expecting a child with her school sweetheart, a third Sergei Sertsov. Masha has married Sergei, an aspiring diplomat, so that he can get a placement in a country called 'Handia' (evidently India) - only men with Moscow residency permits are considered for such jobs. Alina, a poor student who has been dropped by the father of her child, is Masha's neighbour on the ward. She is envious of Masha's cheerfulness and privilege - the fruit boxes and magazines sent by her family. Alone and without support, Alina 'didn't want anything. She didn't want to read books about raising infants. Most of all, she didn't want the baby.' She resolves to give up the baby for adoption, but when Masha dies in childbirth, Alina is struck by the disparity of the two baby boys' prospects: 'Her baby would end up in a children's home and live the life of an orphan. While dead Masha's baby would go to Handia and live like a tsar.' She swaps their name bracelets, a switch that sets off a series of others as characters plot their own self-advancement in a series of increasingly bizarre schemes. These include, but are not limited to: bribery, fraud, theft, embezzlement, fake deaths, sham marriages, emigration to Handia, emigration back to the USSR, fortune-telling, disguises, kidnap and attempted murder.
Kidnapped could be seen as an opening up of Petrushevskaya's fiction, the end of a style associated with a particular way of life in a now defunct state. In the post-Soviet world there are a greater number of people for her to listen to: Petrushevskaya has said that her aim with this novel was to record 'each of the characters' dialogue in their own distinct dialect, with all their different mannerisms'. But other than a slurring, alcoholic cleaner and a man who says 'bitch' a lot, these distinctions have disappeared in Marian Schwartz's translation, flattened into sarcasm, something exacerbated by the omniscient narrator's frequent sardonic interjections (these include, bizarrely, lines from Good Will Hunting). This uniform tone, combined with the convoluted plot, makes the novel less fun than it ought to be. It would be wrong to expect Petrushevskaya to write about cramped Soviet suffering all her life, but the best of her work concerns the disturbances within supposedly discrete, contained things - apartments, families, a single voice. Kidnapped's expansion into new space dilutes her powers.
Now 87, Petrushevskaya lives in Vilnius and claims she has given up writing: the war in Ukraine 'put an end to my profession' since she is no longer interested in what her countrymen have to say.
I have always written about my people ... I felt sorry for them, the drunks and wretches ... But now I don't feel sorry for my people - invaders, thieves and rapists, murderers of children and destroyers of other people's lives - or their hateful families, their wives and mothers ... I will never write about them or for them.

She doesn't blame the Putin who awarded her the State Prize (she renounced it in 2021) for this. 'That was a different Putin,' Petrushevskaya told the Paris Review. 'It isn't him any more. I can tell. The original Putin was probably murdered. Now there are six other people sitting up there, his doppelgangers. Everyone knows this. They all have different ears. Those aren't the ears of the Putin I met.' She now focuses on cabaret singing, which she began at 69, and painting.
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Brass Bands
Rachel Armitage

2016 wordsIn October  I went to the Royal Albert Hall to watch the final of the National Brass Band Championships. Each of the nineteen finalists plays a fiendishly difficult test piece to a half-full hall and three judges, who sit in a black-curtained pen so they can't see which band is performing. Edward Gregson's twenty-minute Symphony in Two Movements is 'serious' brass music - as opposed to marches and bandstand fare - written to challenge the most accomplished amateur players. The first movement is a toccata, opening with bold chords played in unison accompanied by hammering percussion and surging towards an abruptly quiet conclusion. The longer second movement takes the form of a theme and variations. It peaks with a frenetic build-up to a massive tam-tam crash before a more meditative section, but the relief is short-lived and the symphony finishes even more thunderously than it begins. By the fifth listen, the music had become oppressive and disorienting. I felt like I would be listening to it for ever. The competition format means that only the most fanatical supporters watch the whole contest.
 The final is the top layer in a highly organised structure. The bands here were competing in the 'championship section'; the finals for the four lower sections were held at Cheltenham racecourse a month earlier. Each band at the Albert Hall had qualified in its region - more difficult in the North, Wales and Yorkshire (which is its own region), where competition is much fiercer. There are strict regulations to prevent the borrowing of players from bands in higher sections, though some bands circumvent them by importing ringers from Europe or the military. Players used to have to state their occupation to ensure that no professional musicians competed. Amateurism remains important: band members don't play for the money. First prize at the Albert Hall was PS2000, which would barely buy a decent euphonium.
 The auditorium filled up for the seventh rendition. Everyone wanted to hear Black Dyke, one of the country's oldest and most successful bands, which was founded in 1855. Like all the best bands, it's based in Yorkshire. In many ways, it's a model brass band: a small village group, originally associated with the local textile mill. The band embraces its ambassadorial role: its website describes its outreach and teaching efforts, and lists recordings and Proms appearances. Some people buy into the idea that, like the Vienna Philharmonic, Black Dyke has a signature sound - though in the bar of the Albert Hall other competitors were sceptical. Even so, its performance won the biggest cheers of the day.
 The other candidate for most famous band comes even closer to the archetype. Grimethorpe Colliery Band's story of victory in the face of personal and communal struggle during the closure of the village's pit in the early 1990s inspired the film Brassed Off (1996), which uses renditions of 'Danny Boy' and the William Tell Overture, recorded by the Grimethorpe band, to push all the right sentimental buttons, and cemented the image of brass band players as heavy-drinking, heavy-smoking working men from the industrial North, defeating despair and the loss of their livelihoods through competitive banding.
 As Black Dyke left the stage, its conductor, Nicholas Childs, shook hands with his brother, Robert, the director of the organisation running the contest. Robert has played in, conducted and judged these contests for decades; Nicholas conducted three of the bands in the final during qualification. Many bands rely on similar dynasties. My neighbour on the left at the Albert Hall was supporting the defending champions, Flowers, from Gloucester, whose back row cornet was the daughter of someone in her own local band. Flowers's victory would also be a victory for the band that raised the cornet player.
 The first brass band contests were held in the 1850s. The early proponent Enderby Jackson, inspired by agricultural shows, saw commercial value in encouraging competition between the brass ensembles that had started to appear across the country. Contests were originally designed to entertain, with bands playing arrangements of orchestral music and opera medleys. There is still a sense of spectacle. Until recently, contests had a 'deportment' prize, awarded to the band that stood up and sat down as one and held its instruments at the same angle. Band uniforms are old-fashioned, formal and vaguely military, typically pairing black trousers, shoes and bow ties with a gold-trimmed cropped jacket and a wide, brightly coloured lapel. Some bands wear cummerbunds. At the finals Leyland Band, from Lancashire, wore white jackets with a red rose in the buttonhole; Aldbourne, from Wiltshire, matched its socks to its bright red jackets. Many bands have two uniforms: one for the stage and one for 'walking out', a more casual outfit (in my old band it resembled a school uniform, with a blazer and striped tie) worn on arrival at a competition, backstage and in the pub.
 The competition calendar includes formats that aren't judged blind, where spectacle counts for more. In these 'entertainment' contests bands choose their own programmes, typically featuring showpieces, marches, Salvation Army pieces, attempts at jazz and cheesy arrangements of pop songs (I quite like the brass band version of 'Bohemian Rhapsody', but I'm not sure it's what Freddie Mercury had in mind). They often follow a narrative, and incorporate bawdy humour, costumes and even choreography - there are clear similarities with pantomime. There are also marching contests such as Whit Friday, when more than a hundred boozed-up bands descend on Saddleworth Moor.
 People have made fun of brass band competitions since they began. 'Musical Prize Fight', published in Dickens's All the Year Round in 1859, gives an account of a pub contest held in 'one of those remote refuges which Nature has provided for bathers who are tired of even the moderate gaiety of Worthing'. The author isn't impressed: 'To say that the performance of these difficult pieces approached perfection would only convey an untruth, but it far exceeded the ordinary standard of civilisation existing at the places from which the bands were drawn.' The Yorkshireman who conducts Bellini, he argues, is unlikely 'to bite off his neighbour's ear' and will therefore have a 'humanising influence' on his 'less cultivated brethren'. Many bands were started by factory owners in the belief that music would give their workers purpose, strengthen social bonds and discourage violence and disorder. Outside the industrial heartlands, many bands had military origins (hence the fondness for marching) or were associated with religious groups; members tended to be working class, which is still largely the case today.
 Brass bands display a resistance to the classical mainstream, combined uneasily with a desire to be accepted by the musical elite. Using the Royal Albert Hall for their most prestigious competition projects the idea that success means acceptance into that elite, but although orchestral brass sections are peppered with musicians who cut their teeth in brass bands, cornet players often abandon their instrument in favour of professional trumpet work (cornets had a brief heyday in the late 19th-century orchestral repertoire, but they're mostly absent now).
 The struggle between independence and assimilation is most pronounced in the repertoire. In the early 20th century, promoters tried to elevate the brass band's cultural standing by persuading famous composers to write test pieces. Holst, Elgar, Ireland and Vaughan Williams all wrote for brass band, but rarely more than once. This year's test pieces were by Gregson, former principal of the Royal Northern College of Music, who is known for his brass band works, and Arthur Bliss, who isn't (Bliss's pieces were played by the lower sections in their finals). By calling his piece a 'symphony', Gregson was deliberately evoking an established musical form; in the programme note he says it was influenced by Beethoven and Mahler. These references escaped me. By the thirteenth listen, I couldn't bring to mind Beethoven or Mahler: I had forgotten what other music sounded like. Test pieces are often indistinguishable, since they all offer the same challenges: fast rhythms, high notes, hard to tune chords, odd time signatures and tricky melodies.
 One factor that both makes the music distinctive and puts off mainstream composers is the uniformity of tone colour that is a consequence of the instrumentation being limited to brass and percussion. Composers have also objected to what Vaughan Williams described in a note accompanying his own brass band work, the Henry V Overture, as bands' use of a 'vulgar sentimental vibrato'. He wanted trumpets rather than cornets to be used in his piece. Cornets are tuned at the same pitch as trumpets (B flat) but are more compact and have a conical bore - the tubing gradually widens from mouthpiece to bell, which gives them a mellower sound. A brass band has nine of them and one soprano cornet, pitched in E flat. Their invention in France in the 1820s was vital for the brass band: cornets-a-pistons used the new technology of the piston valve, which meant they were both fully chromatic (before then, only the trombone and the clunky keyed trumpet could play every note of a chromatic scale) and could be mass-produced cheaply. In this period, bands included a range of novel instruments, such as the ophicleide, a precursor to the tuba which looks like an upturned traffic cone with saxophone-style keys.
 The brass band sound owes most to the Belgian Adolphe Sax, whose designs in the mid-19th century also included the Saxocannon, a Wellsian weapon of mass destruction, and the Saxotonnerre, a locomotive-powered organ intended to be loud enough to be heard across Paris. The brass band includes instruments from the 'Saxhorn' family, from tubas (in E flat and hulking double B flat) and euphoniums to baritone and tenor horns. Saxhorns are also conically bored, which gives the brass band its dark tone colour. Three trombones complete the line-up.
 My neighbour in the Albert Hall asked about my banding credentials. I told her that, deemed too small to play the trumpet, I had played the cornet in local youth bands in Hampshire, later competing in the championships, first and second sections. These days I mostly stick to the trumpet, only bringing out the cornet when bands twist my arm. I told her I was wary of agreeing to go to 'just one rehearsal', because it often turned into gruelling contest prep. Disappointed, she asked if I'd considered joining the army.
 Listening to band sixteen, the Co-operation Band, one of only two conducted by a woman, I thought about the reasons my cornet stays in its case. I hated the tedium and misery of contest days, months of rehearsal culminating in a long day in a slightly grotty hall in a dreary town, with hours of waiting followed by the inevitable commiserations in the pub. I don't want to commit so many hours to a piece of music I usually don't even like. The playing itself is demanding: at the end of a test piece my lip throbs from puckering up for high notes and I feel dazed, breathless and deafened. In an orchestra I mostly play long notes or brief fanfares, and have plenty of time to recover. I also dislike banding's macho pub culture. As teenagers, my sister and I were once praised with the words, 'you played like men.'
 I had no idea which band would win. I wasn't alone: on 4barsrest, a website dedicated to brass bands, no one predicted the result. It was apparently also a surprise to the winner, Desford Colliery Band, which seemed to have been summoned back from the pub for a victory photo. After the final, the bands started preparing for Christmas, the time of year when the rest of the country notices their existence, as they play carols in supermarkets and on high streets. The next major contest is the European Championships in Linz in April, where Flowers (the highest-ranked English band at the 2024 British Open) will compete against Scandinavian, Belgian and Swiss bands that have adopted this strange British tradition.
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