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Pluralism and the Modern Poet
Seamus Perry

5603 wordsIn November 1907  William James, professor of philosophy at Harvard, received an invitation from Oxford. It came from Manchester College - now Harris Manchester and a college of the university, but then an autonomous dissenting institution with a strong Unitarian character, recently relocated from London: its business was to cater to Nonconformist students who were still barred from Oxford. The college asked James for eight lectures that dealt with 'the religious aspect of your Philosophy'; but, accepting the invitation a few days later, he offered as his title 'The Present Situation in Philosophy'. When he delivered the lectures the following year they were a tremendous success: reportedly five hundred people came to the first one, so the later lectures had to be moved from Manchester library to a bigger venue, and the principal was pleased to report 'an audience far larger, I believe, than any philosophical lectures ever given before in Oxford'. James sort of enjoyed himself, though almost no one seems to have talked to him about his lectures, and he found 'the dinner & lunch parties with no real familiar talk ... deadly tiresome'. The highlight seems to have been seeking out the reclusive philosophical eminence F.H. Bradley, who took time to show him around Merton College.
After his Oxford stay, William went to see his brother Henry in Rye, where he was very excited to learn that G.K. Chesterton was staying at the inn next door. Intensely curious to see what Chesterton looked like, and much to his fastidious brother's acute dismay, William leaned a ladder against the garden wall up which he climbed in the hope of getting a sighting. He was unsuccessful, but they did meet subsequently during the visit, and even took tea, and although, as James reported, Chesterton merely 'gurgled and giggled', he apparently came across as 'lovable'.
Getting a glimpse of Chesterton was irresistible partly, no doubt, because he was enormously, legendarily, fat. Rather more respectably, however, James had long admired him, he told Henry, as a 'tremendously strong writer and true thinker, despite his mannerism of paradoxes'; he was especially taken by his book Heretics (1905). To like Chesterton despite his paradoxes is a little like liking Venice despite its canals, but you can certainly see what James would have warmed to in Chesterton's exuberant, if somewhat remorseless, celebration of the ordinary world, a world unconstrained by what Chesterton called 'modern intellectualism'. We must resist the corrosive influence of such intellectualism, Chesterton says, and accept 'this huge impossible universe which stares us in the face ... We shall look on the impossible grass and the skies with a strange courage.' He commended to his followers 'the fact that every instant of conscious life is an unimaginable prodigy' - precisely the sort of instinctive apprehension that was lost on someone like George Bernard Shaw, who, equipped as he was with an all-encompassing theory of the world, 'has all the time been silently comparing humanity with something that was not human'. Shaw was typical of the heresy of sterile intellectualism: 'all aversions to ordinary humanity have this general character,' Chesterton says. 'They are not aversions to its feebleness (as is pretended), but to its energy.' It is only 'very great artists', he claims, who 'are able to be ordinary men - men like Shakespeare or Browning'.
No wonder James was slightly surprised that this buoyant life force of 'the huge impossible universe' should have merely 'gurgled and giggled' in person. James is never quite so exhausting, but the lectures he gave at Oxford were full of a vindication of ordinary worldly experience of which Chesterton would have thoroughly approved. 'The whole process of life is due to life's violation of our logical axioms,' James told his Oxford audience. 'Real life laughs at logic's veto.' Consequently, we should abandon the long tradition that emphasises 'discursive thought generally as the sole avenue to truth' and instead 'fall back on raw unverbalised life'. 'It is like the breath of the morning and the song of birds,' he said, describing the sort of counter-philosophical position of which he approved. 'It tells of reality itself, instead of merely reiterating what dusty-minded professors have written about what other previous professors have thought.' Perhaps it is not so surprising that the dons were reluctant to have a chat about lectures in which dusty-minded professors were pronounced guilty of what, in robust Chestertonian spirit, James called 'the vice of intellectualism': they might reasonably have thought it not quite the right tone. But the bracing note of evangelism, a Chestertonian 'strange courage', is a vital part of the performance. James knew that he was saying the tactless thing, but there was much at stake: 'the most practical and important thing about a man is ... his view of the universe,' as Chesterton had said, words James had quoted approvingly on the opening page of an earlier book, Pragmatism (1907). It is not about ontological rigour: it is about wellbeing. One of the highest terms of approval in James's vocabulary was 'healthy-mindedness'.
What was 'The Present Situation in Philosophy'? Two things about it were striking: first, it had to change, and there were promising signs that it was starting to; and, second, everything that was wrong with it was down to Oxford - and, most especially, to the hospitable Bradley, who, given the vigour of James's attack on him, comes out of the story rather well. The philosophy that James wished to see the back of was in origin Hegelian, 'absolute idealism', and therefore a version of 'monism'. Monism, in James's formulation, depicts what he calls a 'co-implicated "through-and-through" world', a world that is 'one great all-inclusive fact outside of which is nothing - nothing is its only alternative.' What feels like the diverse life of our experience is only an appearance beyond which we can just about intuit the unity that is really all that matters. And this is indeed very much the world of Bradley, whom James thought 'the pattern champion of this philosophy in extremis'. Bradley is always saying things like: 'the universe is one in this sense that its differences exist harmoniously within one whole, beyond which there is nothing.'
It is to this monistic view, the view that the world is not really real if it is not regarded in what James calls its 'all-form', that he opposes his own view, which he calls the 'pluralistic' view. If the monist, committed to allness, oneness and totality, conceives of the world as real only insofar as it realises its absolute unity, then the pluralist is 'willing to believe that there may ultimately never be an all-form at all, that the substance of reality may never get totally collected'. In short, in the pluralist's view of things, all you ever have, or could want to have, is what James calls 'the each-form', and not the 'all-form', 'which is our human way of experiencing the world'. '"Can a plurality of reals be possible?" Mr Bradley asks, and answers, "No, impossible."' 'He shows an intolerance to pluralism so extreme,' James comments, 'that I fancy few of his readers have been able fully to share it.' James published his lectures under the title A Pluralistic Universe. He is, of course, quite conscious that calling such an explicitly multifarious place a 'universe', with the implication of something unitary to it, is something of a paradox: he is happy, in fact, to call it a 'multiverse' instead, but he still thinks its multiplicity possesses a kind of rough-and-ready cohesive life, so that, as he puts it, 'each part hangs together with its very next neighbours in inextricable interfusion' in what he calls a 'strung-along type' of connection. (He would have agreed with Henry that 'really, universally, relations stop nowhere.') Such a 'strung-along' universe would certainly not have satisfied Mr Bradley of Merton. James's is, William E. Connolly says, 'the philosophy of a messy universe'.
His critics have often thought of James as more of a literary than a philosophical figure, which is not a distinction that would have greatly troubled him. One of his biographers duly remarks that 'his feeling for and intuition about the infinite variety of the world' showed 'the sensibility of a poet'; but it is more useful to say that it is a particular sort of sensibility that is at stake. The sensibility in question is the literary companion of the immense 19th-century transformation in attitudes that Isaiah Berlin spent so much of his genius explicating and, on the whole, celebrating: the modern movement in Western thought that he characterised as Romanticism. Put simply: the Romantics turned upside down the centuries-old belief that 'One is good, Many - diversity - is bad.' Diversity, the plurality of things, is the new good.
It is, in these terms, a Romantic sensibility that Chesterton revered in Browning, that great poet who also managed to be an ordinary man. Browning was full, the paradoxical Chesterton said, of 'the glory of the obvious'. 'He becomes eccentric through his advocacy of the ordinary,' an advocacy that expresses itself in his 'singular vitality, curiosity and interest in details'. If, Chesterton speculated, you had asked Browning 'Is life worth living?' and asked him to give 'the real, vital answer that awaited it in his own soul', then Browning would have said, 'as likely as not: "Crimson toadstools in Hampshire"'. Chesterton sounds quite mad, but he is thinking of some lines from Browning's 'By the Fire-Side':
By the rose-flesh mushrooms, undivulged
Last evening - nay, in to-day's first dew
Yon sudden coral nipple bulged,
Where a freaked fawn-coloured flaky crew
Of toadstools peep indulged.

That would seem a very good instance of what James called an 'each-form'. Browning doesn't think the toadstools stand for or symbolise anything, let alone the totality of the one: what matters is merely that they are one of what Chesterton calls 'the great concrete experiences'.
What is so good about Browning's toadstools is how excessive they seem to requirements: they appear to acquire a sudden life of their own within their poem; and this quality of unruliness is something that, in his own terms, James cherishes too. 'Sensible reality is too concrete to be entirely manageable,' he says at one point. One of the most deft moves in A Pluralistic Universe is the observation that the Oxford idealists often surprised within themselves a diversity which they had not expected and for which they could not, except in the most abstract and formal way, find any sort of home: 'something like a pluralism breaks out,' as James puts it. 'It is as if,' he says in one of his happiest analogies, 'the characters in a novel were to get up from the pages, and walk away and transact business of their own outside of the author's story.' You might think there is no higher praise than to say that a novelist has created characters with 'a life of their own'; but crediting things with 'a life of their own' was precisely what, in James's reading, the Oxford philosophers were disinclined to do.
Still, as he ventured to hope, times were changing, and we might see his hopeful trend exemplified, a few years later, in the young Louis MacNeice. MacNeice studied philosophy under a pupil of Bradley's, and spent part of one summer holiday ploughing through the required reading while staying in the South of France:
I was very fond of Bradley's dictum that every judgment ... is a judgment about the universe. It was exciting, when I said I liked aubergines, to be saying something true about the universe - and moreover to be adding something to it; still, it did not help me to understand the Provencal woman who had cooked the aubergine and who after all was in the universe too.

MacNeice remembered his tutors telling him that the man in the street, a naive realist, 'never/Can see the wood for the trees'. 'I never thought,' MacNeice reflected, 'that I should/Be telling them vice-versa/ That they can't see the trees for the wood.' MacNeice, who spoke so witheringly of what he called 'theory-vendors', would naturally have found much to like in James's account of a world which exceeds any general account we can offer of it. 'Something always escapes,' James says. In MacNeice's poem 'Snow':
World is crazier and more of it than we think,
Incorrigibly plural. I peel and portion
A tangerine and spit the pips and feel
The drunkenness of things being various.

James says that philosophy, as generally understood, begins with the urge 'to correct that aboriginal appearance of things by which savages are not troubled'; MacNeice is happy for things to remain uncorrected, incorrigible. As much as the tangerine and its pips, the Provencal woman, and indeed her aubergine, wonderfully exemplify what W.H. Auden would much later call 'the happy eachness of all things', such as crimson toadstools in Hampshire. It applies to us too: 'we are/Each a unique particular,' he writes in New Year Letter, where he also envisages, in a Jamesian spirit, life as a place of 'pluralistic interstices'.
'Much good may your One-and-Only do you,' the undergraduate MacNeice wrote obstreperously in a student magazine, 'but we shall play with our coloured bricks for ever.' Of course, discovering a tenacious sort of pluralism where you had looked to find oneness can be a less simply celebratory business than MacNeice found it. I don't want to claim that everyone took enthusiastically to the new Jamesian multiverse. The young T.S. Eliot, another disciple of Bradley, was dismayed to find, rather as James had observed, that Bradley's final achievement was, paradoxically, to advertise the pluralism of the world which he had sought monistically to correct: the world had proved incorrigibly plural. 'Upon inspection,' Eliot says of Bradley's universe, writing in a journal called the Monist, 'it falls away into the isolated finite experiences out of which it is put together.' The Bradleian absolute, 'pretending to be something which makes finite centres cohere ... turns out to be merely the assertion that they do'. The subject matter of such utterances is some way from what normally gets into poems, but I do not think critics such as Hugh Kenner are misguided in making connections, or drawing analogies, between Bradleian wholes falling into their isolated components and the striking experiments with poetic form that Eliot would go on to conduct in The Waste Land.
The Waste Land is not a poem about absolute idealism; still, the curious sense of metaphysical nostalgia that haunts its broken forms must have some relation to 'the melancholy grace, the languid mastery' that Eliot found in Bradley. The poem feels like it inhabits, and depicts, a world that lacks the saving authority of a justification, of a something that underwrites it; and this, in a very approximate way, is rather like the yearning for a solving unity that shapes the needy monist. This unhappily pluralist feeling gets into the poem in all sorts of ways:
When lovely woman stoops to folly and
Paces about her room again, alone,
She smooths her hair with automatic hand,
And puts a record on the gramophone.

The brilliant, poignant disjunction of these lines comes from their not managing to be some other lines which they might have been in a different world, lines to which Eliot draws our attention in a note: 'V. Goldsmith, the song in The Vicar of Wakefield'. The song appears, appropriately enough, in a chapter entitled 'Fresh Calamities':
When lovely woman stoops to folly,
And finds too late that men betray,
What charm can sooth her melancholy,
What art can wash her guilt away?

As often with the allusions in the poem, this is a dramatised act of misremembering; and here, as elsewhere, it works to suggest that something is fundamentally wrong: this culture can no longer hear itself properly, a failure of connection which has something to do with the sad automatism of the woman and the gimcrack machinery of the record player. Christopher Ricks describes the technique as conveying 'by sabotage that there was a war on', and he takes this passage as a prime example: Eliot, he says, is to be seen 'adopting Oliver Goldsmith's line ... and then undoing it by adding the innocuous little word "and"'. The little word undoes the old rhythm of the original and scuppers the rhyme scheme too: more, it leaves the little word isolated, as though in sympathy with the solitary woman, at the end of the line, where it has no business to be, and thereby placing on it an unexpected emphasis.
'And' is a conjunction, so one might think there is some purpose in placing it in so awkward a position in lines that are, after all, about discovering a sad disjunction between people. The Friar inquires at the aborted wedding service in Much Ado about Nothing if there is 'any inward impediment why you should not be conjoined'; The Waste Land is all about inward impediments to conjoining of one kind or another. Well, okay; but I nurse another thought, which, I admit, is the reason I chose that passage. For the word 'and' is a hallmark pluralist word: a thought that is not my own fancy, but what James tells us in the closing lecture of A Pluralistic Universe - 'The word "and" trails along after every sentence.' And, he might have added, every sentence effectively begins with an 'and' as well. Remember the wonderful opening lines of Pound's Cantos: 'And then went down to the ship ...' Every sentence in the pluralistic universe enters in on some previous, unfinished business.
In 'And', an essay collected in Habitations of the Word (1984), William H. Gass writes: 'If we were suddenly to speak of the "andness" of things, we would be rather readily understood to refer to that aspect of life which consists of just one damned thing "and" after another.' The opening of Matthew Arnold's 'Dover Beach' has something of this effect:
Listen! you hear the grating roar
Of pebbles which the waves draw back, and fling,
At their return, up the high strand,
Begin, and cease, and then again begin,
With tremulous cadence slow, and bring
The eternal note of sadness in.

That is what John Masefield called ODTAA, an acronym for 'one damn thing after another', and the title of his 1926 novel, which really does what it says on the tin. It's a long tale of futile adventures in the jungle, 'event after event', as Masefield says, which end up achieving precisely nothing. Something of that feeling is to be found in Eliot's lines too. Arnold's word for the plurality that troubled him was 'anarchy'; Eliot's was 'chaos' - but they have many points of resemblance.
However, as Gass says, the general form of the word 'and' is 'a simple "next!"' For Eliot's sad typist in The Waste Land, it's an ominous and defeated 'what next?', as in Dorothy Parker's 'what fresh hell can this be?' But, of course, James's ever present 'and' can be jubilant as well, a marker of the inexhaustibility of the world, which is what James conveys himself. As you might expect, Browning loves 'and'. Here he is writing to Elizabeth Barrett about the splendours of the Dulwich Picture Gallery: 'those two Guidos, the wonderful Rembrandt of Jacob's vision, such a Watteau, the triumphant three Murillo pictures, a Giorgione music-lesson group, all the Poussins with the "Armida" and "Jupiter's nursing" - and - no end to "ands" -'. ('Everything only connected by "and" and "and"', as Elizabeth Bishop put it.) And here is the voice of Aprile, a poet figure from his early drama Paracelsus, who is detailing his hectically creative plans:
So, I create a world for these my shapes
Fit to sustain their beauty and their strength!
And, at the word, I would contrive and paint
Woods, valleys, rocks and plains, dells, sands and wastes,
Lakes which, when morn breaks on their quivering bed,
Blaze like a wyvern flying round the sun,
And ocean isles so small, the dog-fish tracking
A dead whale, who should find them, would swim thrice
Around them, and fare onward - all to hold
The offspring of my brain. Nor these alone:
Bronze labyrinth, palace, pyramid and crypt,
Baths, galleries, courts, temples and terraces,
Marts, theatres, and wharfs - all filled with men,
Men everywhere! And this performed in turn,
When those who looked on, pined to hear the hopes
And fears and hates and loves which moved the crowd,
I would throw down the pencil as the chisel,
And I would speak ...

And he would too.
As one might also expect, MacNeice, the laureate of incorrigible plurality, was a master of 'and'. Here is a passage from Autumn Journal, his long poem about living through the late 1930s:
Macrocarpa and cypress
And roses on a rustic trellis and mulberry trees
And bacon and eggs in a silver dish for breakfast
And all the inherited assets of bodily ease
And all the inherited worries, rheumatism and taxes,
And whether Stella will marry and what to do with Dick
And the branch of the family that lost their money in Hatry
And the passing of the Morning Post and of life's climacteric
And the growth of vulgarity, cars that pass the gate-lodge
And crowds undressing on the beach
And the hiking cockney lovers with thoughts directed
Neither to God nor Nation but each to each.

Something of the same quality of sheer plenitude gets into Thom Gunn's great portrait (a monologue) of his dog, running around excitedly on the beach:
Joy, joy,
being outside with you, active, investigating it all,
with bowels emptied, feeling your approval
and then running on, the big fleet Yoko,
my body in its excellent black coat never lets me down,
returning to you (as I always will, you know that)
and now
filling myself out with myself, no longer confused ...

Gunn was more than capable of beautifully devised bits of syntactical engineering, but these lines have no syntactical ambitions at all; and while 'and' makes only two appearances here, it seems to me the keyword for the sequential but inconsequential representation of disorganised animal experience that Gunn captures so wonderfully, something with a life of its own, in James's phrase 'raw unverbalised life'. '"And" is one of the most poetic words in any language,' Michael Longley writes in one of his essays. 'It dominates and it insinuates, separates and joins.'
This poetry of pluralism has many virtues, but I am not sure that structure or organisation are among them. Virginia Woolf wondered at the absence of well-managed transitions in Autumn Journal and put it down to MacNeice watching too many films. Eliot's uneasiness about pluralism is, like Arnold's, an uneasiness about order; and he associated its modern form with a kind of politics of which he did not approve - namely, 'the chaos of liberal democracy'. James made a connection between pluralism and political systems too, as Eliot must have known. 'The pluralistic world is,' James says, 'more like a federal republic than like an empire or kingdom.' It is the philosophy of a new world. An old-style empire or a kingdom has, I suppose, a centralised structure of power within which its subjects live; in a federal republic, by contrast, power is distributed, and its people, while citizens of a single nation, are also inhabitants of a multiplicity of separate states, each with lives of their own.
Order is traditionally a poetic virtue. ('The maker's rage to order words of the sea,' as Wallace Stevens wrote.) But a poetry that emulated pluralistic federal-republican values, whatever other benefits it might gain, could not feel that it has order on its side, exactly. 'A poem which was really like a political democracy - examples, unfortunately, exist - would be formless, windy, banal and utterly boring,' Auden wrote. It was naughty of him to say that examples exist and not say what they were. My hunch is that he meant Whitman's Leaves of Grass - a poem written in a roaming, expansive, potentially unending free verse rather than a more orderly or constrained form. James would not have demurred from Auden on the general principle: he didn't think his universe amounted to much aesthetically speaking. 'The pluralistic empiricism which I profess offers but a sorry appearance,' he gamely admitted to his audience in Oxford. 'It is a turbid, muddled, gothic sort of an affair, without a sweeping outline and with little pictorial nobility.' But then, conversely, Auden said:
A society which was really like a good poem, embodying the aesthetic virtues of beauty, order, economy and subordination of detail to the whole, would be a nightmare of horror for, given the historical reality of actual men, such a society could only come into being through selective breeding, extermination of the physically and mentally unfit, absolute obedience to its Director, and a large slave class kept out of sight in cellars.

So it seems we have arrived at an either/or: good poems or pluralism.
Do poets  really have to leave their pluralism in the locker when they sit down to write their verses? I think there might be a more interesting account of the relationship that can exist between poetry and pluralism than Auden's rather tendentious antithesis of rival virtues. This brings me back to Isaiah Berlin and that second consequence of his pluralist thinking. Berlin accepted the reality of the diverse, phenomenal world: I don't think the idea of not doing so ever crossed his mind. His appeal was always to 'the ordinary resources of empirical observation and ordinary human knowledge'; but his interest in that spectacle lay somewhere other than in the sheer Jamesian fact of things being plural. His interest was, rather, in the plurality of 'morals', or, better, 'values', for a value can be non-moral - in the fact that 'we are faced with choices between ends equally ultimate, and claims equally absolute, the realisation of some of which must inevitably involve the sacrifice of others.' This is to experience the innate multifariousness of things all right, but now within the life of the mind: what we discover there is that diverse values, each admirable, often contradict one another. Doing what the call of liberty would require might not be to do what the call of equality would prefer. Those things are certainly 'incorrigibly plural', and some philosophers think that is somehow a good thing in itself: Berlin championed pluralism and considered its opposite, monism, not only untrue but, if unchecked, the path to despotism and tyranny. But such plurality is not obviously something simply to celebrate: 'the necessity of choosing between absolute claims is ... an inescapable characteristic of the human condition,' Berlin says. Therefore, 'the possibility of conflict - and of tragedy - can never wholly be eliminated from human life.' 'We are faced with conflicting values,' Berlin writes elsewhere: 'the dogma that they must somehow, somewhere be reconcilable is a mere pious hope; experience shows that it is false.'
So faced with such a plurality of values, how do we choose? There is a vast literature which tries to answer that question, and much of it, hopefully if not piously, invokes political reason or a spirit of reasonable compromise or the discovery of a surprising amount of common ground. Berlin himself was ready to say that you could proceed in a reasonable way when faced with such a dilemma. But if, like Berlin, you believe these diverse values are genuinely 'incommensurable', then it is very hard to see how you could judiciously compare them to decide which was best to adopt: by definition, they have nothing in common; trying to weigh up, say, the rival claims of liberty and equality in any particular situation would be like trying to assess the comparative merits of a sunset and a daffodil. Confronted with such a plurality of values, Bernard Williams says, 'no conflict of values can ever rationally be resolved.' This is quite a big outcome for the moral life. Berlin was a brilliantly effervescent and life-affirming figure, but the consequences of his pluralism can sometimes seem pretty dark. 'We are doomed to choose,' he says. 'And every choice may entail an irreparable loss.'
Part of the fascination of pluralism lies in this extraordinary emotional range: Berlin's pluralism, edged with tragic feeling, is utterly unlike the ebullient multifariousness of James's universe: pluralism, for all its anti-monistic virtues, has become a problem. Berlin does not understate the precariousness of the sorts of decision which are the only ones possible: it is all a matter of 'promoting and preserving an uneasy equilibrium', he says, one 'which is constantly threatened and in constant need of repair'. Williams puts it even more starkly: 'We have no coherent conception of a world without loss.' This is a consequence of the pluralism of that world, a world full of necessarily unrealised possibilities.
Of course Berlin was a political philosopher, but in a way, as Williams astutely remarked, his real interest was not in polities but in personalities: 'the tension between conflicting values in one consciousness'. From this perspective, I am struck by a phrase in Berlin's great book Four Essays on Liberty in which he refers to 'the moral or emotional or intellectual collisions, the particular kind of acute mental discomfort which rises to a condition of agony from which great works of the human intellect and imagination have sprung'. What might this pluralist 'agony' have to do with works of imagination? Berlin was a deeply literary person and keenly responsive to the literary thinking of his time. (Four Essays is dedicated to Stephen Spender.) But it is William Empson whom I would adduce here as a literary context for Berlin's pluralism. In a book published in 1951, while discussing the theories of I.A. Richards, Empson comments: 'It may be that the human mind can recognise actually incommensurable values, and that the chief human value is to stand up between them.' To 'stand up between them' is not exactly to harmonise or reconcile or resolve those plural values, but somehow to keep yourself upright while remaining cognisant of both. It is very much in the spirit of Berlin's unsteady balancing act, and speaks to something that the young Empson had written years before: 'Life involves maintaining oneself between contradictions that can't be solved by analysis.' Empson was evidently not deterred by the inadequacy of analytical reason to arrive at a solution. 'Whether or not the values open to us are measurable,' he said around the same time, 'we cannot measure them, and it is of much value merely to stand up between the forces to which we are exposed.'
This sort of inner conflict, this 'acute mental discomfort' of which Berlin speaks, could push you over the edge; but there may be something to hand: poetry. 'The effort of writing a good bit of verse has in almost every case been carried through almost as a clinical thing,' Empson says, writing with what feels like an autobiographical reference. 'It was done only to save the man's own sanity.' Or, as he put the same point in a letter, 'poetry is insincere unless it is clinical, resolving conflicts in the author and thus preventing him from going mad.' Auden, in his less categorical moments, would have thoroughly agreed that poetry might emerge from the difficult experience of a diversity of goods. 'Art arises,' he writes in a later essay, 'out of our desire for both beauty and truth and our knowledge that they are not identical.' We want things two ways, which analysis says we cannot have; but for a moment a poem lets us, in a way that discursive prose, for instance, cannot.
Not all poetry can, or even should, do this; but a work such as Keith Douglas's 'Vergissmeinnicht', written while he was fighting in North Africa in the Second War, seems to articulate the tensions of pluralism in just the way Empson suggests. It describes an abandoned enemy tank that Douglas's platoon had hit three weeks before. The body of the German soldier still lies there, now decaying, and Douglas notices left in the tank a photograph of the dead man's girlfriend on which she has written 'Vergissmeinnicht' - forget-me-not.
We see him almost with content,
abased, and seeming to have paid
and mocked at by his own equipment
that's hard and good when he's decayed.
But she would weep to see today
how on his skin the swart flies move,
the dust upon the paper eye
and the burst stomach like a cave.
For here the lover and killer are mingled
who had one body and one heart.
And death who had the soldier singled
has done the lover mortal hurt.

If you said this was an anti-war poem, you would be quite wrong: you don't need to read Douglas's letters to realise that he was deeply committed to fighting the Germans and he relished military life. The poem's greatness is to hold the genuine value of that necessarily ugly enterprise against the loveliness of the picture of the girl and all that it symbolises, to which Douglas is no less attuned. Two quite distinct worlds of judgment are held within the moment of the poem in what Berlin might call a precarious balance. It is a wonderful example of what Auden called the 'pluralist interstices'.
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Identifying Marks
Em Hogan writes about the history of tattooing (LRB, 6 November 2025). In colonial New South Wales, tattoos were often included in the descriptions of runaway convicts issued by the authorities. Every Monday the Sydney Gazette and New South Wales Advertiser would publish a list of convicts who had absconded from their employment, government or private (i.e. 'assigned servants'). Women convicts, like the men, often had tattoos. One such was Sarah Shervington. She had been sentenced in 1831, at the age of fifteen, to seven years' transportation for 'man robbery', a charge most commonly applied in cases where a prostitute had robbed a client with violence or the threat of it (most women were transported for stealing in one form or another). She arrived in Sydney on the Pyramus in 1832 and was subsequently jailed several times, with short sentences for petty crimes.
A detailed description of Shervington appeared in the Gazette of 13 December 1837, when the 22-year-old absconded from her employer. She originally came from Warwick in England, and her trade was 'allwork'. The notice continued: 'Five feet, ruddy comp., brown hair, hazel eyes, lost a front tooth in upper jaw, mole left cheek, WJM CWC on upper right arm, scar on left wrist, scar on back of left hand, scar on right wrist'. Her escape was short-lived: a week later, the next issue of the Gazette reported that she was one of ten 'runaways apprehended during the last week'.
Her tattoos - WJM, CWC - were presumably the initials of people she loved or had loved. Neither of them can refer to her husband, James Laurence (also called George Frederick Laurent), whom she had married in 1835, or to Isaac Kemp, the man she bigamously married in 1839. Like many convicts who had served their time, Shervington then disappears from the record.


Rob Wills

				Brisbane, Queensland
			


Auden's Englishness
Colm Toibin discusses W.H. Auden's poetic engagement with 'Englishness' before he left for the US in 1939 (LRB, 22 January). He might have mentioned Auden's school anthology from 1935, The Poet's Tongue, which includes Blake's 'Jerusalem' and numerous other invocations of Englishness, such as patriotic ballads, folk songs and nursery rhymes. Shortly after it was published, Auden taught briefly at Raynes Park County School in South London. A former pupil once told me: 'Auden didn't know how to teach, so he read to us' - presumably from his anthology. Auden wrote the school song, which celebrates such English activities as bowling offbreaks, hitting sixes and tackling low. It also applauds 'the diver's brilliant bow', an image Auden liked so much he used it again in the poem 'As I Walked Out One Evening' (1937).


Nick Boreham

				York
			

In his typically sensitive exploration of the connections between Yeats, Auden and Eliot and their investment in 'Englishness' or 'Irishness', Colm Toibin omits what seems to me a significant influence on some lines of Auden's from 'In Memory of W.B. Yeats':
Intellectual disgrace
Stares from every human face,
And the seas of pity lie
Locked and frozen in each eye.

Though the rhyme scheme is different, this not only echoes Blake's 'London' in its rhythms and vocabulary but also makes the same large claims ('every face') that Toibin questions. These are the first four lines of Blake's poem:
I wander thro' each charter'd street,
Near where the charter'd Thames does flow.
And mark in every face I meet
Marks of weakness, marks of woe.

In fact, the whole of section III of Auden's poem might be read as a version of one of Blake's Songs of Innocence or Songs of Experience.


Rob Jackson

				Sydney
			


The Disappeared
  Stephen Phelan quotes Marco Antonio Gonzalez, vice president of the Asociacion para la Recuperacion de la Memoria Historica, lamenting the lack of ambition of Pedro Sanchez's socialist government  with regard to the exhumation of people murdered under the Franco regime (LRB, 20 November 2025). Yet without the PSOE nothing would be happening at all.  The Law of Historical Memory, which undergirds the process, was passed in 2007 by Jose Luis Zapatero's socialist government, financed by EU27 million of public funds, which was immediately cut off  in 2011 when Mariano Rajoy's conservative administration was elected. In 2018 Sanchez's government put in place a rolling series of four-year plans aimed at 'searching for, locating, exhuming and,  where possible, identifying the remains of the victims of the war in Spain and the dictatorship'. In the latest plan, EU2.4 million has been earmarked for this purpose - wholly inadequate, but still  too much according to an ascendant Spanish right-wing coalition. Where that coalition is in power regionally, it proposes to repeal the Law of Democratic Memory (passed in 2022) and replace it with  a Ley de Concordia. Among other things, this law proposes ending the public subsidy of organisations linked to the Law of Democratic Memory - including those dealing with the exhumation of Franco's  victims.


Andrew Dobson

				Valencia, Spain
			


Fashion Victim
  Writing about the V&A exhibition Marie-Antoinette Style, Anne Higonnet suggests that following expensive fashions at the behest of the queen cost her friend Mme de Lamballe her life in  the September Massacres of 1792 (LRB, 4 December 2025). This seems to claim a lot for fashion victimhood. Lamballe's closeness to the unpopular  Marie-Antoinette was well known to Parisian 'patriots' and had encouraged scurrilous gossip. It was enough in itself to make her a potential target for popular retribution.
  What the fascinating exhibition seems to dodge is the difficult question of how Marie-Antoinette's style was made. The French monarchy had developed an elaborate apparatus of officials and  creatives to satisfy its political requirement for 'magnificence'. It would be interesting to know if Marie-Antoinette ever did much more, at least where dress and decor were concerned, than choose  from what was put before her. Was she, in other words, much more than a leader among the followers of fashion?


Antony Spawforth

				Brighton
			


Servilism
Jan-Werner Muller is right to mention Adrian Vermeule's assessment of himself as 'deliberately unoriginal' (LRB, 4 December 2025). Muller quotes a passage from The Executive Unbound (2010), a book Vermeule co-authored with Eric Posner, to the effect that an American president can violate the law with impunity if he can 'credibly claim' that the violation is 'necessary'. Muller says this is 'as succinct a description as any of Americans' responses to torture under George W. Bush'. It is indeed 'succinct', in so far as it is a shorter, dumber version of Hermann Goring's remarks from prison to Gustave Gilbert:
Why, of course, the people don't want war ... Why would some poor slob on a farm want to risk his life in a war when the best that he can get out of it is to come back to his farm in one piece? Naturally, the common people don't want war; neither in Russia, nor in England, nor in America, nor for that matter in Germany. That is understood. But, after all, it is the leaders of the country who determine the policy and it is always a simple matter to drag the people along, whether it is a democracy, or a fascist dictatorship, or a parliament, or a communist dictatorship ... All you have to do is tell them they are being attacked, and denounce the pacifists for lack of patriotism and exposing the country to danger. It works the same way in any country.

Muller strains to give the reactionary hotchpotch of 'post-liberalism' an intellectual pedigree. I propose that the term is better understood by translating it from Latin to Saxon - 'afterfreedomism' - and then translating freely back into Latin: 'servilism', a politics considered by the Hungarian writer Istvan Rath-Vegh in his works on the history of stupidity. Rath-Vegh remarks that servilism, since it is poor in ideas, embraces emulation: think like the ruler thinks, act whenever possible like the ruler acts, 'seize on any physical feature, however insignificant, and strive to develop a resemblance to the divine idol.'
Many of Rath-Vegh's historical illustrations come from France under the Bourbons, whose aesthetic has long influenced Donald Trump, and include the frescoes of Le Brun, which convinced Louis XIV that he was a military genius, as well as the fervour of the Academie Francaise to support his nomination of his favourite bastard, the 14-year-old Duke of Maine, for the seat vacated by the death of Corneille. As president of the academy, Racine asked the members to consent, and they replied that even had there been no vacancy for the royal child, each member would gladly have committed suicide to make one - a response so fulsome as to cause the king to withdraw the nomination. And let's not forget the pioneering procedure on the Sun King's anal fistula, the 'royal operation' that many at court then sought to undergo whether they had a fistula or not.


Benjamin Letzler

				Modling, Austria
			


Whiffy
  Susannah Clapp has sparked a correspondence about 'whiffy plays' (LRB, 25 December 2025). Cooking on stage carries more than olfactory hazards. In a  performance of David Hare's Skylight at the Cottesloe in 1995, Lia Williams, in character, was preparing spaghetti while arguing with her co-star, Michael Gambon. At one point, she banged  her fists on the kitchen counter. A knife and fork duly flew through the air and landed in my lap. Williams didn't miss a beat, and continued with her harangue. When I told the director, Richard  Eyre, what had happened, and suggested that he might put a warning in the programme notes, he replied that sitting in the front row always carries a risk.


David Elstein

				Sevenoaks, Kent
			

  The 1960 film Scent of Mystery attempted to incorporate the sense of smell using a technology with the unprepossessing name Smell-O-Vision. Odours such as pipe smoke were released from the  viewer's cinema seat at key moments (with a good deal of noise). The film, directed by Jack Cardiff and starring Denholm Elliott, Peter Lorre and a cast of British actors including Diana Dors (as  well as a 'guest appearance' by Elizabeth Taylor), was, predictably, said to be a stinker. The theory had been that the various scents fed into the cinema would help the audience solve the mystery,  but the odours were indistinguishable. Cardiff said later that Scent of Mystery was 'the one film I want to erase from my memory ... a complete disaster'.


Gilbert O'Brien

				St Leonards on Sea, East Sussex
			


Flim-Flam
Paul Roper reassures David Ascher that the fluoroscope was indeed used to measure feet in the UK as well as the US (Letters, 22 January and 5 February). One of the treats for me of going to Lilley & Skinner in Oxford Street was peering down at the wiggling bones of my green feet. There was even a machine in our small local suburban shoe shop and my husband remembers seeing one as far north as Kilmarnock in the 1960s. My mother, who had been crippled by standing all day in fashionable shoes as a sales assistant in a West End store, took good care to ensure that I was well shod.


Diana Silver

				Coimbra, Portugal
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What you can get away with
James Wolcott

5699 wordsMaybe it's just me 
, but the publication of John Updike's selected letters, masterfully assembled and presented by James Schiff, doesn't appear to have been the parade event that might have been expected. The reviews have been largely laudatory, marbled with tribute to Updike's impeccable filigree, effortless versatility, unfaltering application and sleek plumage, but I don't get the sense that the accolades have resonated beyond the baby boomer contingent of Updikeans who matured with the Rabbit Angstrom novels and counted on the continuing nourishment of his presence in the New Yorker. Perhaps Updike's gifts and graces were too easy to take for granted, bannered for so long while he was alive. Whatever the explanation, betwixt and between is a strange place for any major writer to be more than a decade and a half after their death, and Updike's standing in the literary hereafter remains profoundly iffy. It's one thing to fall out of fashion, another to fall out of favour, and Updike seems to have fallen out of both while still being suspended mid-air, cushioned by the thermals while posterity figures out what to do with him.
Born in 1932 and raised in Pennsylvania, a child of the Depression, Updike reached prominence during the Kennedy era as American literature's princely elf, his Jiminy Cricket nose peering down with amusement, his tall, gangly frame having the lanky assurance of someone preparing to sink a basket from the free throw line. (The scrape of sneakers on the basketball court was one of the authentic touches in Rabbit, Run.) He became imprinted on the public mind while skirting celebrity, his features a cartoonist's dream. To his admiring public, which grew over the years like the epic tree rising through the stage floor of Balanchine's Nutcracker, Updike never seemed to suffer from writer's block, dark 3 a.m.s of the soul, loss of confidence in the cockpit. Apart from a slight stutter and acute psoriasis, which he wrote about with bemused, clinical aplomb in his memoir Self-Consciousness (1989), he seemed to defy age and attrition, remaining nimble and smooth on the page, his brain a well-oiled Leica. With the exception of the still generative Joyce Carol Oates, a frequent pen-pal in the letters (and presiding grande dame of X, garrotting Elon Musk with brisk dispatch), Updike's productivity was unmatched among his peers. Even on his deathbed (he died in 2009 of lung cancer), he had multiple projects mapped out. Quantity didn't corrode quality for most of his marathon trot. There were books that didn't click with readers and critics, books that he knew would be orphaned on release, but he never turned in a bum performance, a money grab. His hall of fame stats are beyond dispute: numerous bestsellers, countless awards, multiple volumes in the Library of America, and, perhaps the ultimate honour, a cameo on The Simpsons.
Despite his astonishing range (poems, prefaces, novels, collections of short stories, essays and reviews, the play Buchanan Dying, a gathering of golfing meditations, art criticism for museum-goers - museums for him doubling as erotic temples), Updike foresaw that he might become a victim of typecasting, tagged as an exhibit. In a letter to Ian McEwan in 2005, he mused: 'It occurs to me that since you interviewed me that first time in a BBC studio you have risen to be generally called the best novelist of your generation whereas I have fallen to the status of an elderly duffer whose tales of suburban American sex are hopelessly yawnworthy period pieces.'
Yawnworthy is in the mind of the yawner and the period Updike planted his flag in remains vivid. His parcel of suburban America was one of shiny appliances, finned automobiles with hood ornaments fit for Vikings, black and white television sets piping perky laugh-track entertainment into the living room as the kids did their homework lying on the rug, backyard barbecues, pool parties, and drunken passes and spats at cocktail parties that entered local lore. Updike's early stories emanated a Kodachrome glow, pictures pasted in a scrapbook preserving youth, hope and trim figures, with intimations of distress ahead. Progressive pundits didn't need to make the case for abundance in the Ike-JFK-LBJ era because abundance was everywhere apparent, at least in Leave It to Beaver land. 'America is a vast conspiracy to make you happy,' Updike later wrote.
Not any more, Bucky. America, ripping off its Reagan mask, has become a vast conspiracy to keep Americans on edge, in debt and at one another's throats. The supermarket and pharmacy product aisles that Updike lovingly inventoried down to the last nozzle would come to be depicted by Don DeLillo and others as transmission belts of paranoia and confusion. Unlike J.D. Vance and conservative podcasters such as Ben Shapiro and the late Charlie Kirk, Updike was never in thrall to American exceptionalism. He never longed to return to an imaginary yesteryear when everyone knew their place and personal pronouns were as distinct as a pen and pencil set. He was a lifelong Democrat who didn't lurch right as he got older; he defended FDR and the New Deal against right-wing revisionists, flew to Florida to help with the vote count in 2000 and adored Barack Obama. His fiction bore witness to the country's slow corrosion. Updike's first Harry 'Rabbit' Angstrom novel, Rabbit, Run (1960), is a study of youthful promise and energy ineluctably going to seed. It engendered a tetralogy, the Raj Quartet of American torpor. The second stop on the cabbage trail, Rabbit Redux (1971), is a vivid and harrowing depiction of social crack-up counterpointed with the moon landing, and captures the ominous smoke in the air. Updike would eventually forgo his anthropological studies of suburban tribes and their sullen offspring because he couldn't bear further examination of unpaid mortgages and obesity. Luckily for him, he had little idea of how much blubber lay ahead.
Suburbia was central to Updike's battle map as a novelist because it's where the eros could be waged in close quarters with access to actual trees and picnic grounds for gulps of fresh air, whereas free love in Greenwich Village or some San Francisco beatnik pad was sordid and itchy. Post-Pill (oral contraceptives became available in 1960), marriage was no longer a sealed coffin, a death-do-us-part pact; there were escape hatches, diversionary manoeuvres. Of course, there always were, but by the 1960s the prying eyes and doomed longings in a Douglas Sirk melodrama had given way to Twist parties and other pagan revels. The throbbing heart and loins of the Updike letters is the telenovela of passion, angst, guilt and other spicy fixings that was his break-up with his first wife, Mary Pennington, and the lateral move to his second, Martha Ruggles Bernhard. Mary, Martha - very biblical, a detail not lost on Updike, on whom nothing was lost, as Henry James had enjoined. Complicating matters for Updike was the fact that Mary was also taking lovers while he, when not cleaving unto Martha like a shipwreck survivor, carried out his own extracurricular sorties, including with a pair of Australian roommates. 'Flirt, fuck, is there so vast a difference?' he asks, to which the answer is, I guess it's all a matter of what you can get away with.
Updike and Mary (who had four children), Martha and her husband, Alexander Bernhard (with whom she had three sons), were members of the Ipswich Group, a conga-line of swingers and swappers in Ipswich, Massachusetts, who were making the most of the sexual revolution while they were still limber and could afford babysitters. They regarded the commandment 'Thou shalt not covet thy neighbour's wife' as a caution light rather than a stop sign, coveting one another's spouses like crazy. Updike would describe himself as a mini-Mailer, a stag among the herd of housewife does. For a time, the shifting combinations of partners produced quite a kaleidoscope. You couldn't tell the players apart without a scorecard in this melange of matinee bed-hopping, impromptu interludes in parked cars and furtive rendezvous when the significant other was out of town visiting mother. Eventually the tangled yarn untangled as the participants paired off in new household formations. In Adam Begley's biography of Updike, published in 2014, we learn that 'John separated from Mary in 1974, and they were divorced two years later. John and Martha married soon afterwards. And then, as if to demonstrate what a snarled web it was, Alex Bernhard, Martha's ex-husband, married Joyce Harrington, John's ex-mistress.' 'Oh l'amour, l'amour,' as Mary Boland coos in The Women.
Until matrimony reinstated its grip, Updike gathered rosebuds wherever he lay. In letters to girlfriends, he rues that he may have fallen short ('Will I ever be able to suck hard enough to please you?'), giving fine expression to Benjamin Franklin's American credo of continual self-improvement, but post-coital tristesse and agenbites of inwit are rare. 'And how nicely you blow; my recalcitrant member just twitched at the memory,' he writes. Updike wasn't one of those lazy recliners who failed to reciprocate. A giver as well as a receiver, he was an avid snorkellist. 'The faint taste of your cunt in my mouth has become the most precious thing in the universe.' Pages later, 'I thirst for your cunt.' To Martha: 'Your fantasy of having some of my sperm to lace your tea makes me wish I was all cock ... instead of being only a tiny fraction cock.' But Martha, my dear, 'You, in truth, are all cunt - your mouth is a cunt and your eyes invite me in and your whole being is as rosy if not as wrinkled as your very wonderful cunt.' 'You must help me look for your clitoris sometime,' he urges. The letter continues as Updike makes fifteen additional numbered notes, running through the pad of Hotel Australia stationery helpfully provided by management. Number 15: 'My cock is yours - up or limp, your toy and acolyte and (sometimes timid) explorer.' The next letter, composed on the same stationery on the same day, is addressed to his estranged wife, Mary: 'In the plane from Honolulu I had to watch The Way We Were again and found myself crying over the way we were (and are).' What an operator.
When Updike bids au revoir to a girlfriend or mistress, he memorialises their involvement in a fond display of gratitude that seems all the more fluffed up for being genuine. To Joan Cudhea, one of the more cherished Ipswich irregulars, Updike pays tribute:
Thank you for so enjoying our day, or afternoon. I loved it. I loved being able to drive your Mazda and able - please don't find the parallel insulting - to elicit pleasure from your body and mine and pleased that, 42ish as we are, you still kindle a remarkably high temperature of lust and happiness from me. Even the thought, what must have crossed both our minds, that this might be our last fuck, did not cloud the sun of our peculiar good humour, and the rather great degree of affectionate understanding that you and I have always given each other.

Then the tender sign-off, 'I think you are a neat cunt.' It's the gallantry of a man used to getting what he wants and who, having got it, extends a final flourish, wishing to leave no ill-will in case future opportunities - another spin in the Mazda - present themselves.
It can't be denied that Updike put all that fornication and eloquent embroidery to industrious use. His two favourite pastimes, reading Protestant theologians and periscoping other men's wives, huddled under one roof in his breakthrough novel, Couples (1968), the book that boosted Updike into the major leagues of bestsellerdom and landed him on the cover of Time, his wheaty, squinty, Andrew Wyeth-esque head bearing solemn witness to 'The Adulterous Society'. Prefaced with a quotation from Paul Tillich and with a high-gloss finish ('his phallus sheer silver' etc), Couples lent itself usefully to brow-furrowed editorial ponderings on the sexual revolution and its social tremors, unlike the exploding confetti and frantic wrist action of Philip Roth's Portnoy's Complaint and Gore Vidal's Myra Breckinridge (all three published in one wigging-out year).
Couples was sexually explicit but morally serious, psychologically astute and starkly pore-examining, a John Cassavetes ensemble transplanted to a troubled patch of paradise semi-vacated by God. Intimations of profundity were flattened in the slideshow of Updike's male gaze. The mysteries in Couples 'all too often centre on how breasts will hang or spread, on whether a woman will be dry or wet, will "fellate" or not fellate', complained the critic Anatole Broyard, quite the satyr himself. Another Ipswichian study of philandry and its fallout, Marry Me was a lumpy account of Updike's affair with Joyce Harrington, which nearly wrecked his first marriage; the manuscript was kept in a safe deposit box for a decade. The abiding gem of the divorce books is Too Far to Go: The Maples Stories, most of which originally appeared in the New Yorker. It depicts the dissolution of Updike's first marriage with graceful restraint, and the descriptive touches never flitter off into Fine Writing. In 1979, Too Far to Go was adapted into a television film starring Michael Moriarty and the divine Blythe Danner that still holds up today, if you can find it.
The  longest, purest romance of Updike's life was with the New Yorker, which began as an 'adolescent crush' - pre-adolescent, really: 'I fell in love with the NYer when I was about eleven, and never fell out' - and ripened into one of the most inspiring matings of man and magazine in the annals of troubadour song. As a young stripe, Updike sent off poems that were politely rejected, everything at that magazine being done with tact and courtesy, even when they were pushing some longtime contributor out to sea in a rowboat. Young John was undeterred by their polite nos. 'The ice with the old New Yorker has been broken: they snappily returned my first story of the summer with a strangely reassuring rejection slip. I always feel happier when I've received one, for some damn perverse reason. A rejection slip represents a response, an acknowledgment, and a sort of accomplishment in itself. I love them.'
When his first poem was accepted, he sent his family a telegram to bugle the news: 'New Yorker Buying Rolls Royce poem future things must go to Mrs White Whopee - LOVE John'. It is his LINDBERGH HAS LANDED moment. Not that he lets himself get big-headed. 'Let's face it: I am talented and intelligent, but not so much so that I can conquer the New Yorker simply by willing it.' It would require sitting at the loom and learning to spin gold, which he proceeded to do. After he and Mary moved to New York in 1955 (for what would prove a limited period), Updike established himself as one of the sterling assets of the 'Talk of the Town' department, composing reportorial vignettes and musings that helped make his mark even though 'Talk' stories were then unsigned. Individual voices such as Updike's - and, later, Jamaica Kincaid's and George W.S. Trow's - managed to peep up despite the magazine's horse collar of wry urbanity. A volume of Updike's Talk from the Fifties sits on my shelf, a memento of a metropolitan flaneur with notepad at the ready, sniffing in the sights.
Updike went on to become one of the magazine's most prolific contributors, his sentences nimble, airy and balletically turned out, his observational acuity on a whole other optical level, as if Eustace Tilley's trademark monocle had conferred X-ray vision. Where so many New Yorker contributors in the old regime seemed to have been born middle-aged, prone to neurotic fits, rampant hypochondria and hearing phantom footsteps down the hall, Updike radiated a youthful poise and confidence that stuck in the craw of some of his elders, most prominently the misanthropic humorist S.J. Perelman, a New Yorker fixture since the 1920s. 'Nauseating' was the way he described Updike's calisthenics on the page. It was a futile snort.
A paragon of a good son, Updike had continued to post progress reports to his family in Plowville, Pennsylvania as he levitated to Harvard and the Harvard Lampoon and from there to the Ruskin School of Art in Oxford. With acceptance at the New Yorker, he was adopted into an extended family that interlocked with his own. His mother, Linda Grace Hoyer Updike, later published stories in the magazine and his son David would also find a path into the fiction section. Having secured a berth in the upper echelon of eminence, Updike never forgot to acknowledge the ancestral tribe of authors, editors and cartoonists who came before - Peter Arno, Charles Addams, John O'Hara, John Cheever, James Thurber, Dorothy Parker, J.D. Salinger, E.B. White, Katharine White (the Mrs White of his telegram) and the sainted William Maxwell - nor did he pull up the ladder against younger novices coming aboard. So entwined was his identity with the New Yorker and its denominational place in American fiction that for a time there was talk of the three Johns: O'Hara, Cheever and Updike, passing along the communion host. In a meditation on the three, published in the New York Review of Books, Alfred Kazin declared that 'if to be "cool" is not just a social grace but awareness unlimited, Updike is the best of this cool world.'
This was in 1973. But as Anthony Giardina wrote in a recent issue of Commonweal, it's Cheever who now seems our true contemporary, the holy ghost of the trinity. His stories can be stereotyped - as postwar pre-Mad Men cocktail hour, commuter-line period pieces - but their encroaching darkness and ineffable sense of their protagonists' fallenness preserve them. Updike found a metaphysical soul brother in Nathaniel Hawthorne, modernising The Scarlet Letter in the trilogy of A Month of Sundays, Roger's Version and S., and publishing the limited-edition monograph Hawthorne's Creed, but it's Cheever who evokes the haunted backdrop of Hawthornian romance, the Puritan pall.
At one point in his career, Cheever found himself shunted aside at the New Yorker as postmodernists, minimalists and collagists (specifically Donald Barthelme) became the vogue. Updike was spared the indignity of finding himself on the outs, though the perpetual honeymoon had its bumpy patches. Tina Brown's Batmobile arrival from Vanity Fair to assume the editorship in 1992 initially proved trying. When her appointment was announced to much fanfare and baying at the moon, Updike didn't huff off like Garrison Keillor, who packed up his desk and a lifetime supply of dudgeon and headed for the elevator. So long, suckers! Spared whatever psychodrama was roiling the New Yorker's cubicles, Updike adopted a prudent wait-and-see attitude from his observation post in Massachusetts. Unlike her predecessor, Robert Gottlieb, spatula'd out of the editor's chair after five years, Brown wooed Updike, treating him to lunch at the Four Seasons, packed with men in power suits. The most Gottlieb ever offered was a sandwich in his office.
Updike's faith would be sorely tested, however. Like any number of aghast subscribers clutching the railings when the latest issue arrived in the mail, Updike considered some of Brown's editorial decisions impulsive, disruptive and desecrating. 'What she has done to the magazine in her first two issues shouldn't happen to a dog,' he fumed. He detested a cover illustration that reduced the magazine's mascot to a 'pimply street goon'. Four-letter words, quarantined for most of the publication's history, ricocheted everywhere, and longer pieces became aggressively performative, grunting exercises: 'This week, reading Joyce Carol Oates's gruesome story after Harold Brodkey's maundering about Brando was like a chocolate sundae on top of a banana split.'
Along with the big-name, high-price blowhards were some specimens of nouveau riff-raff that Brown had hauled over from Vanity Fair. To Michael Arlen, the New Yorker's former television essayist, Updike bemoaned that 'I never plough through one of Wolcott's orotund, bad-breathed screeds on the latest in moronic television comedy without remembering your charmingly light-handed reviews, back in the Age of Light.' Nothing quite like receiving a judo chop from the great beyond, an accusation of halitosis from one of America's spearmintiest idols. (And 'orotund', I might add, is code for 'fat'.) A pettier person might point out that the 'moronic' shows covered during this stint in purgatory included Seinfeld, Buffy the Vampire Slayer and The X-Files, which have shown more cultural staying power than the fiction of the period, including Updike's own, but let's not brood. By the end of Brown's tenure, Updike, like many other haggard stalwarts, conceded that if she had sometimes vulgarised the magazine, she had also energised it, unloading the deadwood, loosening the corsets, broadening the range of subjects and driving away the ghosts. Equilibrium and a more restful decorum were restored under the editorship of David Remnick, whose courtesies and assurances made Updike feel as if he was still part of the venerable enterprise, even if some of his later stories were rejected. They wrote handsomely to each other until the end.
The intramural New Yorker communiques are cordial and inspiring (especially those with William Maxwell, the mentor's mentor), but it's the literary shop talk, spiced with a dash of entre nous bitchiness, that offers dishier reading here. The shoptalk is sometimes indiscernible from guy talk. Updike congratulates Bernard Malamud on The Tenants, in particular 'that black girl ... with her miniskirt and tight cunt'. To Norman Mailer, in appreciation of Tough Guys Don't Dance: 'Thank you indeed for the copy of your new novel, and for including me and the pussy passage in it.' (Mailer's protagonist discloses that 'I had never looked at a pussy properly until I read Updike.') In response to Roth's kind words about Memories of the Ford Administration (1992), Updike writes: 'So glad you noticed the changing shape of pussies as the single most quietly pivotal event of our times. What do women think about, while they studiously bend over their crotches, razor in hand, consulting the template of the newest high-thigh swimsuit cut?' If these two geniuses couldn't figure it out, what hope for the rest of us?
Updike and Roth shared a brotherly bond as scrupulously hardworking literary craftsmen with libidinous propellers, who burst into the spotlight with taboo-breaking bestselling sex bangers and found themselves fending off the flurried attentions of impertinent interviewers, critical inquisitors in intellectual journals, English professors with theses to grind, gossip columnists, literary groupies and cocktail party sirens with plunging cleavages and sullen, inattentive husbands. Being a literary sex symbol can really take it out of you, making it tougher to maintain your lofty dignity as a quoter of Kafka and a conscientious purveyor of Quality Lit, as Terry Southern called it. That neither Updike nor Roth appeared envious of the other was unusual in this era of literary jousting. Of course, it couldn't last.
Authors, being incorrigible, can't resist getting into mischief, and Updike sank the Bismarck when he panned Roth's Operation Shylock (1993) from his pulpit at the New Yorker. Given that Updike had told Roth that he liked the title and was looking forward to the novel ('Keen to read fresh Roth, red in tooth and claw'), Roth was blindsided when Updike meted out a headmaster's caning. 'Roth ... has become an exhausting author to be with. His characters seem to be on speed, up at all hours and talking until their mouths bleed.' Roth was more than miffed; he was undone and unstrung. Updike's imperious dismissal, sprinkled with a few of the usual grace notes kept in the petty cash drawer, helped send Roth into a tailspin that landed him in Silver Hill Psychiatric Hospital and fissured his marriage to the much put-upon Claire Bloom. Updike's hit job wasn't the sole cause of Roth's breakdown. Chronic back pain, a knee operation and insomnia landed him in the clutches of the sedative Halcion. When Bloom later published her memoir Leaving a Doll's House (1996), chronicling the dissolution of the marriage with the wounded stoicism of Lady Marchmain, Updike noted with a shrug: 'And to think that my friendly little review broke it up. Well, you never ...'
With the villainous Gore Vidal (said with utmost respect), there was never a falling out because there was never a falling in. He and Updike were never destined to compare notes on lady gardens, and the catechisms of the New Yorker held no sway over Vidal on his clifftop at Ravello. He considered the magazine and its vestal virgin readership parochial, coddled and swaddled, the real literary achievement and advancement happening elsewhere, in the greater world beyond the comma diddlers. After maintaining a wary distance from each other in print for decades, Vidal had grown fed up with Updike's sly digs at him for being a political heathen ('Apparently, I do not sufficiently love the good, the nice America, is the burden of his epingles'). He waited for a choice opportunity, unfurled his cape and struck. Take that, beanpole! In the TLS no less, an unfamiliar staging ground for rogue operations. Vidal's mugging of In the Beauty of the Lilies (1996) is one of his most Basil Rathbone performances, executed with theatrical zeal and wicked asides, and wearily dismissed by Updike as an extension of Vidal's 'ineradicable rictus of a sneer'. Leaving aside the merits and demerits of Vidal's arguments and his rhetorical overkill, it can easily be argued that he was a keener prophet of America than Updike, whose deference to authority and to the platitudes he once held dear dimmed his perceptions, leaving him unable even to take a clear stand against the invasion of Iraq. But then that was a war the New Yorker supported, and he wasn't one to buck consensus.
Vidal had squirrelled away his animus for one coup de grace. Not so Updike's persistent nemesis, James Wood, a familiar name in these pages, who took to running a lawnmower over Updike every time he had the audacity to bring out a new body of intricately beaded words. Take his New Republic review of Terrorist (2006): 'What is most striking about this novel is that, despite Updike's massive familiarity with the technical challenges of fiction-writing - this is his twenty-second novel, for goodness sake - he proves himself relatively inept at the essential task of free indirect style, of trying to find an authorial voice for his Muslim schoolboy.' The putdown of Terrorist is relentless and thorough, like a back-room beatdown in a James Ellroy novel, and Wood also gave a thorough kicking to Licks of Love in the LRB (19 April 2001). If Updike despaired of working on a novel only to have a 'self-aggrandiser like Vidal' defecate all over it, he must have considered Wood a serial defacer, albeit brilliant, deeply read, well-shod and all that.
So picture Updike's dumbfoundment when some oblivious apparatchik invited him to take part in an onstage literary dialogue with Wood. In a letter to Cynthia Ozick, he wrote: 'The elongating relation between me and Wood took a curious turn last month, when I discovered that he was scheduled to interview me on stage (that increasingly popular and loathsome attempt to make authors more interesting than their written words) at - get this - Unitarian church at Harvard Square.' Updike refused to take part, instead doing a solo reading before 'a congregation of perspiring culturati', of which Cambridge has plenty. Years later, he altered his tune and tone about his phantom menace, expressing gratitude to a New Yorker editor for being part of a glorious procession. 'I have been honoured to be one of the NYer's book reviewers from Fadiman to Wilson and up to Gopnik and Acocella and Menand and the formidable James Wood.' Elevated to chief book critic, Wood had received vestment, induction into the fold and with it an upgrade to the honour society. It may seem that these are trifling matters, but trust me they are of the utmost significance, or used to be.
It's easy to peck and paw at the letters, that's what these cockspurs are for, but there's no belying the tremendous heft of this selection, amounting to an authoritative autobiography supplemented with photographs, chronology and an index that doesn't skimp. It's all here, Updike in full, and almost none of it has gone stale. An unbroken arc from boyhood to infirmity, the gravity's rainbow of a life, career and mind. In some of the earliest letters, Updike is posting fan mail to comic-strip artists such as Milt Caniff (Steve Canyon) and Harold Gray (Little Orphan Annie); six hundred pages later he's decrying the Boston Globe's decision to stop running Spider-Man in the daily paper, a decision the Globe reversed, earning Updike a note of thanks from the man himself, Marvel's Stan Lee: 'To me you're a fellow superhero! If you ever need me, just wiggle a web!' Updike was as loyal to the lower-case geniuses of the funny pages as to the Hollywood blondes who lit up his balcony like incandescent bulbs, Lana Turner and Doris Day. He was all of a piece, engulfed in paperwork up to the end. Weeks before his death, Updike was making changes to a new edition of The Maples Stories, refusing to settle for good enough if a tweak could take a sentence up a notch. This editorial vigilance was instilled at the New Yorker, but few practised it as religiously and absorbedly as Updike, down to the last dot. When I reached Schiff's final editorial note ('John Updike died in hospice on 27 January, in Danvers, Massachusetts'), I got a thump in my chest, an echo of the one I felt when the news of his death first hit the wires. But then I had grown up reading the guy.
If Updike  has fallen out of fashion, it's partly because the vision of America he's associated with has been rubbished and blasphemed beyond recognition. This isn't Updike's fault and it isn't fatal, since he wrote a bushel of novels and poetry collections that are independent of facile bracketing. They include the Henry Bech story cycle, a bouncy picaresque of the literary world in which Updike impersonated a Jewish American novelist with nary a misstep or misplaced Yiddishism; Gertrude and Claudius (2000), a sympathetic prequel; The Witches of Eastwick (1984), that hot tub potboiler; and the valedictory Endpoint and Other Poems (2009). Perhaps the best way to appreciate Updike and discover what all the fuss was about is to start with the early stories and novels and carve out your own canon at a stately pace, as his lordship would desire. Even novels regarded as misfires or miscalculations contain phosphorescent passages of which no other writer, save Nabokov in his magic shop, seemed capable.
That won't be enough for some, the fervent unpersuadable. The reason Updike has fallen out of favour is more resistant to remedy. His stature as a literary artist precariously balances on a Woman Problem that was zeroed in on by Patricia Lockwood in the LRB (10 October 2019), piloting the Millennium Falcon through the corpus. Literary legacy in our scrappy century is harder to maintain if you lose female readers, and the letters aren't likely to stem the migration or win over novices. They may worsen the exodus. With female correspondents he considered literary or intellectual worthies and equals (Oates, Ozick, Muriel Spark, Diana Athill, Erica Jong), he was on best behaviour, courtly and solicitous, but fiction with too much feminine essence could bring out his alluvial worst. In an otherwise businesslike missive to his British publisher Andre Deutsch, he calls Edna O'Brien's novel Night (1972) 'a beautiful brilliant book, although a bit like being inside a cow's vagina during a warm May rain. Awfully liquid, somehow, her vision. Miss O'Brien's.' Updike's misogyny wasn't as muscular as Mailer's, or maniacal, as in the case of Roth's anti-heroes swinging from vine to vine, but when it seeps out it leaves a stain tough to remove because it's phrased with such lapidary care. Awfully liquid, her vision.
Then there is the issue of the cunt fixation, the word itself and its referent. Updike's persistent use often reveals a colonial aspect, of territorial possession or advantageous incursion. As Vivian Gornick pointed out in her review of these letters for the Nation, 'after Updike divorces Mary and marries Martha, there is not another word, at least in the letters in this volume, about either sex or Martha herself. Once she stops being all cunt, Martha becomes invisible.'
Instead, the luxuriantly rendered episodes of oral sex and the gynaecological probe reports were siphoned off to non-New Yorker fiction and became more acrid and irascible as the years wore on. (Seek My Face, his 2002 novel about a Lee Krasner-like painter, offers a slight reprieve.) The narrator of Toward the End of Time (1997) laments: 'My sexual memories had become epics of a lost heroic age, when I was not impotent and could shoot semen into a woman's wincing face like bullets of milk.' (Until preparing this review, I had never read Toward the End of Time and now want my innocence back.) Comparing one woman's cunt to another's, the protagonist of Villages (2004) remarks, as if doing a sample tasting, 'Smoother, somehow simpler, its wetness less thick, less of a sauce, more of a glaze.' Updike's reduction of women to receptacles, landing strips and entrapment devices is a compulsive tic as identifying as Vidal's rictus sneer, and with it goes a resentment against women who give head with insufficient gusto. There's just no satisfying some people. And by people, I mean men.
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Poem
You Shall Not Speak
Jorie Graham

387 wordsyour mind. Turn
around. Look
the other way.
Is there another
way. Go ahead. Try to posit
the future. It's
just down there she sd, he
sd, the bodies torn to
pieces sd, the skins like rags,
the bloody hair, the burning
hair - but where is
the face. Who were u then. The birds
are making nests of gatherings
from the mass
graves. Are you hearing
the ID fall from
the hand, the crows fleeing
in retreat, the drought-raved
crows ... Where is it
we are heading. So fast. But is this fast. I must speak
what is in my
heart. I don't know
if there's anything left now in
my heart. It is so
dry. I must
scour it with
words. They must bring
moisture
back. As they rise up in me
they almost touch
my fingertips & then
they flee onto this
page, they leave bits of
themselves, right here, this trace, these skins ...
Once they rivered everywhere -
meanders - currents - you must let me
speak
words - do not bark
at me - my sounds
come slowly - no they are not
answers - they are cries -
how long have you been
human - I
am still free I
think - it's been
such a long time - I must
open my soul -
I feel it's still around me
here - but where - I just
had it - it might be years - maybe
it's days -
I feel I had it
just minutes
ago - words
must tell me
where to look -
do you mind giving me
some space - don't
crowd me like this -
don't touch my
mind - it's not yours
to touch - the smell in the air
has changed - it has no
speech in it -
it's been centuries,
this is not personal,
this space I am occupying
it is not personal,
why do you want to move
into my space,
onto this page, this line, this line which has become
so very long, we have been waiting in it
forever,
& this taste in my mouth
is a new one to me,
it is my swallowed words,
everything I must not say.
What is it u
can't say. Will they
hear this, will they
capture this, what is it u
are saying
now. If I could hear u
this is everything
I would send back: are
u, are we, how
are u hearing this, are you
hearing this, is
this, do not recall, do not
forgive.
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Guns, Money and Opium
Laleh Khalili

3746 wordsIn October  1961, John F. Kennedy and the entire White House press corps decamped to Fort Bragg, North Carolina, to watch US airborne forces put on a show of power. It was the president's first foray out of the Boston-Washington DC corridor to 'meet the people', and in his acerbic book The Best and the Brightest, published a decade later, David Halberstam described it as 'a real whizbang day. There were ambushes, counter-ambushes and demonstrations in snake-meat eating, all topped off by a Buck Rogers show: a soldier with a rocket on his back who flew over water to land on the other side.'
In his short speech to the soldiers, Kennedy praised the men of the 82nd Airborne and special forces for their readiness to 'maintain freedom all around the globe'. Special forces had been officially based in Fort Bragg since 1952, but had remained a marginal part of the army until Kennedy's visit. The following summer, in a speech at West Point (probably drafted by his fervently anti-communist adviser on counterinsurgency, Walt Whitman Rostow), Kennedy spoke more explicitly of wars of liberation being waged in Africa, Asia and Latin America, and called for 'a whole new kind of strategy, a wholly different kind of force, and therefore a new and wholly different kind of military training'.
After 1961, US special forces expanded and officially adopted the green beret, the Navy Seals were formally launched and special operators fanned out across the Cold War's hot zones to raise counter-guerrilla paramilitaries behind enemy lines. Under Kennedy, Fort Bragg became a centre of training and education in special warfare for soldiers from both the US and client states; special forces operators were seconded to British SAS and French paratroop regiments to learn tactics they could use against guerrillas engaged in wars of anticolonial liberation.
Under Kennedy a cabinet-level Special Group was set up to counter 'subversive insurgency'. The deputy secretaries of defence and state, the heads of the CIA and the US Information Agency (USIA), the chair of the joint chiefs, the attorney general and Rostow were all members. Vietnam, Laos, Cambodia and Colombia were immediately designated as countries of interest. The committee was tasked with developing US capability to train and support indigenous paramilitary forces, directing the CIA and USIA in deploying counterinsurgency personnel to 'impending crisis areas', and pushing the CIA and special forces in Asia to find 'an exploitable minority' with paramilitary capability to fight communist insurgents.
In 1964 the CIA launched a programme of sabotage and assassination in Vietnam, Plan 34A. Three years later it morphed into the innocuously named Studies and Observation Group (SOG) and was placed under the aegis of the Military Assistance Command Vietnam. According to a report in the Washington Post, SOG was composed of a thousand US special forces and two thousand proxies; it engaged in 'sea raids on coastal installations, sabotaging bridges, kidnapping for intelligence purposes and carrying out propaganda warfare' behind enemy lines across the peninsula. The Green Berets recruited and trained Cambodians and Vietnamese religious minorities to capture or kill North Vietnamese forces and the guerrillas of the National Liberation Front (NLF). For each communist fighter kidnapped along the Ho Chi Minh trail, proxy paramilitaries were given 'cash on delivery', a 2009 memoir by the CIA agent Thomas Leo Briggs claimed. SOG officers were also involved in provoking clashes in the Gulf of Tonkin between US and North Vietnamese forces, leading to the eponymous resolution that resulted in Indochina being flooded with ground troops.
After the formal entry of the US into the war, regular soldiers fought guerrillas in jungle skirmishes, the air force carpet-bombed North Vietnam, Laos and Cambodia and dumped Agent Orange over South Vietnam, while US special forces led 'hunter-killer' teams in campaigns of kidnapping and assassination. The latter culminated in the Phoenix Programme of 1968-72 which targeted what was called the 'Viet Cong Infrastructure' - a euphemism for civilians who sympathised with the NLF - and resulted in the summary execution of tens of thousands of Vietnamese civilians and guerrillas. Nearly a hundred thousand more were confined in what Douglas Valentine, in an article from 2013, called 'an archipelago of secret torture centres'.
South-East Asia wasn't the only target of Kennedy's Green Berets. In 1961, special warfare training material was translated into Spanish and Portuguese and the next year, military officers from Central and South America started arriving at Fort Gulick in Panama for training in counterinsurgency. According to Michael McClintock's scrupulously documented Instruments of Statecraft (1992), over the next two decades 45,000 Latin Americans, including the future leaders of various coups and juntas, graduated from Fort Gulick. The US army also sent mobile training teams to Bolivia, Colombia, Ecuador, El Salvador, Guatemala and Venezuela. The units in Colombia coached the country's military in counter-guerrilla operations in the fertile Magdalena and Cauca valleys. The tactics included 'cordon, search and destroy' missions and the formation of local paramilitary groups to defend Colombian oligarchs' coffee plantations, as well as propaganda efforts. Iran and Turkey also hosted US counterinsurgency trainers.
After the US's humiliating retreat from Saigon, and multiple congressional investigations into the military and intelligence services, counterinsurgency went out of fashion. The new buzzword was counterterrorism. In the febrile 1970s, apartheid regimes in southern Africa and Israel lavishly funded and theorised counterterrorist action, and European governments fought domestic militants under the counterterrorism banner. A significant figure here was Charlie Beckwith, a square-jawed college athlete who had given up a career in the NFL for a commission in the US army. He had been part of a covert mission to Laos in 1960, and travelled from the jungles of Indochina to SAS training grounds in the British countryside before joining a mission to wipe out the last of Malaya's guerrilla forces in 1963. Later he led hunter-killer teams in Vietnam in conjunction with the CIA.
Less interested than most in training indigenous guerrillas, Beckwith believed that special forces were either doers or teachers, and he was emphatically a doer. Delta Force, formed in 1977 by Beckwith and some of his spooky colleagues, modelled itself on the European commando groups that had fought wars of pacification in Algeria and Northern Ireland. Three years later Beckwith led the ill-fated hostage rescue mission into Iran. The death of eight servicemen and the loss of eight aircraft in the Iranian desert should have led to a re-evaluation of the activities of Delta Force. Instead, the Pentagon began planning for a second - never executed - rescue mission, out of which emerged the highly secretive Intelligence Support Activity group. Along with the army's Delta Force and the navy's Seal Team Six, ISA (which is still in existence) came under a still larger military umbrella eventually named the Joint Special Operations Command.
In its first twenty years, JSOC functioned alongside the CIA as a covert paramilitary force. It rescued hostages in Gambia, Sudan and Italy, invaded Grenada, Panama, Haiti and Somalia, flew into Suriname to defend the US aluminium firm Alcoa from nationalisation, hunted down Pablo Escobar in Colombia, and kidnapped and collected intelligence on Serbian military leaders during and after the wars in the Balkans. JSOC was even involved in the siege of the Branch Davidian compound in Waco in 1993, which led to the deaths of eighty people (including four US officials). According to Relentless Strike (2015), Sean Naylor's history of JSOC, the organisation was 'a fringe presence on the US military scene' until 2001. The war on terror changed all that.
In Iraq and Afghanistan, Pakistan, Somalia, Yemen and other covert battlefields, JSOC hunted real and imagined enemies of the US. Its bases in Iraq (including Camp Nama) and Afghanistan (including Bagram Air Force Base) were infamous for the mass detention, torture and unexplained deaths of civilians. In a whistleblower report to Human Rights Watch, a US sergeant described a small room in Camp Nama painted entirely in black which was used for the harshest interrogations: 'sleep deprivation, environmental controls, hot and cold, water ... loud music, strobe lights ... hitting and kicking [detainees] during interrogations'. The US soldiers invited their friends in the SAS to join in:
This British guy actually wasn't supposed to be interrogating anybody - a British soldier. SAS ... But we went back there and he gave the [Iraqi] guy a pretty good pounding. Nothing really in the face. A lot of stomach shots, and I would say two or three groin shots, very harsh. A knee to the abdomen. Thrown against the wall and so forth.

Some detainees were hosed down with cold water and then thrown into air-conditioned rooms. Some were waterboarded. One was forced to drink urine. According to military medics, others had burns on their bodies.
In  The Fort Bragg Cartel, Seth Harp argues that after the capture of Saddam Hussein, JSOC under General Stanley McChrystal heavily exaggerated the threat of al-Qaida in Iraq in order to ensure a steady flow of funding and support from Washington. The 'hidden surge' of special operators and the campaign of mass assassinations in Iraq after 2007 and in Afghanistan two years later were in effect a rerun of the Phoenix Programme. JSOC's modus operandi under McChrystal was summarised in the acronym F3EAD - Find, Fix, Finish, Exploit, Analyse and Disseminate - and 'typically meant tracking down a target, killing him and every adult man and teenage boy in the vicinity, seizing every piece of paper and electronic device found on their persons, and using these materials to come up with more names to add to the hit list, and then killing them too, sometimes just a few hours later'. It also meant occasionally taking women and children hostage in order to force men to come out of hiding. To 'keep up their morale, ward off passivity and suppress empathy' - in other words, to encourage aggressive behaviour - JSOC operatives depended on prescribed amphetamines such as Dexedrine and Adderall. Then, to be able to sleep, they were given Ambien. 'Such habits, once formed, are hard to break,' Harp adds phlegmatically.
While the percentage of veterans in the US who report substance abuse is lower than in the general population, Harp shows that soldiers at Fort Bragg and another special forces base, Fort Campbell, are more likely to die of drug overdoses than the average US citizen. Dependency on narcotics isn't the only after-effect of war. A study at the University of Maryland in 2024 concluded that military service is one of the strongest predictors for becoming a mass shooter in the US. Another study, from 2018, showed that 15.7 per cent of US military personnel and veterans (3.9 per cent of men, 38.4 per cent of women) had suffered sexual assault and harassment, and that men exposed to combat were 3.4 times more likely to have experienced sexual assault.
There is an undeniable symmetry between surges in drug use in the US and the country's covert operations overseas. The wars in Indochina gave the US heroin epidemics; Latin America, a plague of powder and crack cocaine; the war on terror, heroin again and prescription opioids. The first CIA clients to see the benefits of the opium trade in South-East Asia were the Chinese Kuomintang expelled to the Golden Triangle between Burma, Thailand and Laos in the late 1940s. Decades later a KMT general explained: 'We have to continue to fight the evil of communism, and to fight you must have an army, and an army must have guns and to buy guns you must have money. In these mountains the only money is opium.' By 1973, the KMT was exporting 90 per cent of Burma's opium, and controlled nearly a third of the world's supply. According to the historian Alfred McCoy, the opium was shipped to Thailand and sold to a CIA client, a general in the Thai police. Another CIA client, the Hmong general Vang Pao of Laos, also used opium to raise funds. McCoy notes that the Laotians refined the heroin in a laboratory in Long Tieng, which, embarrassingly, was also the headquarters of CIA operations in northern Laos. Vang used the CIA's Air America planes to export the drugs from his jungle outposts. These Air America flights were central to the logistics of the opium trade: a decade after the US withdrawal from Indochina in 1975 and the end of CIA support for Vang's army, opium production in Laos had slumped from two hundred tons to thirty tons a year.
During the Vietnam War, heroin was so readily available in Indochina that a New York Times report claimed that between 10 and 15 per cent of lower-ranking enlisted men were addicted, with some units reporting dependency rates above 50 per cent. Many soldiers brought their heroin habit back home. The US government refused to acknowledge the connection with the opium trade in the Golden Triangle and blamed the epidemic in the US on Turkish poppy fields. A drug epidemic expedited by war gave the Nixon administration a useful alibi for its War on Drugs in Latin America, and for the creation of a vast prison infrastructure in the US. In a 1994 interview with the writer Dan Baum, Nixon's aide John Ehrlichman explained that
the Nixon campaign in 1968, and the Nixon White House after that, had two enemies: the anti-war left and black people ... We knew we couldn't make it illegal to be either against the war or black, but by getting the public to associate the hippies with marijuana and blacks with heroin, and then criminalising both heavily, we could disrupt those communities. We could arrest their leaders, raid their homes, break up their meetings, and vilify them night after night on the evening news. Did we know we were lying about the drugs? Of course we did.

The War on Drugs intensified under Reagan. In 1984 the New York Times reported on the formation of JSOC and mentioned that the Pentagon had 'under the terms of a secret 1983 memo' pledged 'logistical support and manpower' to the CIA in its operations to support the Nicaraguan Contras and (supposedly) fight drug lords in Latin America. The report added that the Pentagon had been 'less co-operative' with congressional oversight committees than the CIA.
After the congressional ban that year on public funding for the Contras, Reagan's national security staff decided to replace the cash by selling second-hand arms (some of them Israeli, in a process overseen by Shimon Peres) to Iran and by earning drug money from the US market. The scandal began to unravel in 1986, after Sandinista troops in the Nicaraguan jungle shot down a twin-engine plane operated by Southern Air Transport - a company that had until 1973 been secretly owned by the CIA - and captured the pilot. Only years later did investigative reports by Gary Webb of the San Jose Mercury reveal the part the drug trade played in the funding of the Contras. Webb's reports were strenuously denied by the CIA and derided by the mainstream press. He died in an apparent suicide in 2004 after his career collapsed, a few years before his reporting was vindicated by the release of archival national security material. (In a bizarre twist, while the role of Southern Air Transport and its connection to the CIA was coming to light, Jeffrey Epstein helped move the airline's headquarters to Ohio, near the residence of the billionaire Les Wexner, ostensibly in order to carry out deliveries for his companies, including Victoria's Secret.)
At the heart of the Contra arms supply was Marine Lieutenant Colonel Oliver North, who had a knack for covert operations in the hazy interstices between the CIA and the Pentagon. Many years later, the National Security Archive (an independent organisation that liberates classified documents through freedom of information requests) reported that North's diaries from those years contain many mentions of Contra drug smuggling, conversations with Panama's General Noriega, who aided the US with its covert war, and discussion of attempts to spring a Honduran general accused of 'narcoterrorism' from prison in the US. North's partner in the Iran-Contra affair, Richard Secord, was an air force special operator who had dispatched regular flights to Laos for General Vang and advised the Imperial Iranian Air Force (establishing the contacts that were later utilised in arms sales to Iran). Secord was also involved in planning Contra supply flights. In July 1985, he told North that arms for the Contras had arrived at a Honduran army warehouse and that, according to North's handwritten notes, '14 M to finance [them] came from drugs.'
Then came  the war on terror, and the heroin labs of Afghanistan. In the opening section of his book, Harp describes the murder of Special Forces Sergeant First Class Mark Leshikar, killed in Fort Bragg by his best friend, Delta Force Master Sergeant William Lavigne II. The men had just returned from a weekend at Disney World with their daughters, where days of rides with the children were followed by benders on cocaine, MDMA, 'bath salts' and prescription drugs. Leshikar's six-year-old daughter witnessed the murder: 'She looked up and saw Billy pointing the gun at her daddy. And she looked at her daddy and it was like he was dancing.' The Fayetteville Police Department deferred to the military, as it often did, and accepted Lavigne's claim that he had fired in self-defence.
What unfurls is an astonishing narrative about the wages of the US's covert wars abroad in the last quarter-century. Leshikar and Lavigne are not the only special forces operators whose stories of drug use and narcotic-related deaths are told. There are decapitated soldiers, victims murdered in murky circumstances, bodies set on fire and drug networks involving sex workers, tavern owners and corrupt cops. In June 2005, George Bush gave a speech to special forces at Fort Bragg amid an escalation of bloodshed in Iraq. In it he claimed that the US was in Iraq to stop the war coming to the US. What Harp documents is the way the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan ended up there.
In Homefront, her book about the effects of the first US war on Iraq, the anthropologist Catherine Lutz describes Fayetteville, the nearest city to Fort Bragg, as having one of North Carolina's
smallest tax bases, voter registration rates and number of sidewalk miles, and its county appears near the top or the bottom, whichever is worse, in many lists of North Carolina's 100 counties' features, including those for poverty, child abuse and other crime, female unemployment and auto accidents per capita. It has a striking number of pawnshops and strip joints, and of prostitutes and prostitute murders. And while many of its veterans are successful small businesspeople or civic activists, some live with horrific physical and psychological injuries, and they make up a quarter of the city's substantial number of homeless people.

Harp's Fayetteville is, if possible, an even more squalid version of the town Lutz described more than twenty years ago.
Harp interviewed special operators, their families and friends, drug dealers and drug clients; he reviewed reams of court cases and other official documents. He looks back at the war in Afghanistan and the stubborn upsurge in the opium trade after the fall of the Taliban, some of it inadvertently facilitated by the US. In 2007, the US Army Corps of Engineers built a bridge over a gorge between the Kunduz province and Tajikistan. The bridge - a standard dual-use infrastructure - stimulated the economies of both countries by providing an international outlet for Afghan heroin. Kunduz city was home to one of the main Delta Force base camps, and 'a choke point controlling access to the alpine supply route'. 'No wonder', Harp writes, it 'was the site of such fierce fighting'. The drugs didn't stay in Central Asia, of course, just as heroin didn't stay in Laos during the Indochinese wars. And just as the US blamed the Nixon-era epidemic of heroin on Turkish poppies, Mexico became the scapegoat for the opioid outbreak during the Bush and Obama years.
On 26 November 2025, Rahman Lakanwal, an Afghan refugee, drove from the northwestern corner of Washington State to Washington DC and shot two national guard soldiers, killing one. It was soon revealed that he had been a member of a Zero Unit - these were paramilitary units (Zero-One for Kabul, Zero-Three in Kandahar and so on) whose members were recruited by the CIA and trained by special operators. Lakanwal had joined the unit in 2013 at the age of sixteen 0r seventeen, had been assigned to Firebase Gecko (a JSOC and CIA base) and extracted from Afghanistan after the Taliban regained power in 2021. Towards the end of his book, Harp writes about a shadowy figure called Shahab al-Muhajir, who had 'worked security for Rashid Dostum, JSOC's favourite drug lord', and was employed by Amrullah Saleh, who as the 'CIA's right-hand man in Afghanistan' had been responsible for the Zero Units. Al-Muhajir, however, appears in the story not as a Zero Unit operative, but as the leader of the Islamic State of Khorasan Province (ISIS-K), which was responsible for a suicide bombing at Kabul airport during the chaotic withdrawal from Afghanistan. The crepuscular world of covert operations frustrates any effort to distinguish CIA operatives from uniformed military, drug lords from drug police, clients from enemies, and Zero Units from ISIS.
In January, Delta Force, the special operators who feature centrally as conduits of drugs from Afghanistan to the US, abducted Nicolas Maduro from Venezuela to be tried in the US. Commenting on the operation on social media, Harp noted: 'Delta Force is based at Fort Bragg. The other main unit involved, the 160th Special Operations Aviation Regiment, is based at Fort Campbell' - the other base where soldiers are more likely to die of an overdose than the average American.
In the run-up to the bombing of Caracas and Maduro's kidnapping, the US military had been blowing up boats in the Caribbean and killing survivors clinging to the wreckage in double-tap hits, ostensibly in order to curtail the drug trade. Over the past year Trump has accused Venezuela of exporting fentanyl and cocaine to the US, and has used drug trafficking, along with gang membership and immigration offences, as justification for the ICE concentration camp network. But without a hint of irony, he has pardoned another former Latin American leader, the Honduran Juan Orlando Hernandez, who was serving time on drug-trafficking charges brought under the Biden administration. You are only a drug lord, or a terrorist, if you are an enemy of the United States.
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Short Cuts
Winter in Kyiv
Jen Stout

1518 words'Dear residents! If you're in the lift when the lights go off, don't be scared,' read the printed A4 sheet stuck to the inside of the rickety elevator in an apartment block on Kyiv's left bank. 'When the power comes back, count to ten before pressing the button.' A 'chaotic pressing of buttons' might cause the lift to fail, in which case 'it won't go anywhere.' It was -10oC outside and only 10oC in Yulia's flat, but she told me this was a good day: the radiators weren't stone cold. Engineers had reconnected the building to the district heating network, two weeks after the massive Russian attack on the city's thermal power plants. She touched a radiator, beaming, and I did the same; it was lukewarm at best. Yulia's skin was cracked from the cold. She works from this one-room apartment, as well as sleeping here; in the bed was a nest of two-litre plastic bottles filled with water that she boils on a camping stove. You can't sit still during the day, she said, or you get too cold. 'You can't really ever relax.'
The 9 January attack, which left six thousand Kyiv housing blocks without heating, was far from the first Russian assault on Ukraine's energy grid - it has been their strategy since autumn 2022. But the destruction of thermal power plants, as well as substations and the distribution network, which has taken place throughout this winter has now coincided with the coldest weather Ukraine has had in years, with temperatures dropping below -20oC. Cities across the country have been affected by blackouts and problems with district heating, but conditions in the capital are particularly severe. One glance out of the window of Yulia's flat showed why: sheer density. High-rise blocks, twelve or sixteen-storey Soviet prefabs, and newer, even taller, buildings of concrete or glass march into the distance; almost none of these thousands of rooms had a light on.
Kyiv has the third most high-rise residential blocks (buildings between twelve and forty floors) of any city in Europe. Moscow is top of the list, with St Petersburg second. District heating supplies a large proportion of Kyiv's 1600 high-rise blocks: your radiators turn on late in the year and remain very hot until winter is over. In a cold climate, it's an efficient way to deliver heating and hot water to a large number of people. But in war the system is horribly vulnerable. Russia aims its missiles and drones at the massive, ageing plants dotted around Kyiv, and if there are no air defence missiles to shoot them down, it quickly creates a crisis. Ukraine's capacity to generate electricity has largely been destroyed; the grid relies on three functioning nuclear power stations and imports from Europe. Everyone had got used to a blackout schedule: power came and went according to the timetable published for each district. But now, in many places, there is no timetable. Blackouts last days, not hours. And the newer apartment blocks are crippled without electricity. There are no gas stoves to boil water and no water in the taps - try walking up 25 floors with a ten-gallon water container.
Berezniaky is a pleasant high-rise neighbourhood on the left bank, built in the 1970s. Natasha, who is in her seventies, is on the 13th floor. Her flat has a gas stove, and when I visited, pairs of thick socks were drying in the oven. 'Gas has saved me,' she said. From her kitchen window, the right bank of the city was visible through the freezing mist; the 335-foot Mother Ukraine statue held her sword aloft. Also visible were the striped towers of a thermal heating plant, its chimneys billowing steam. Natasha said that her block's transformer had burned out as a result of voltage fluctuations. A generator on the street churned away, supplying emergency power to keep the lift running. It was emblazoned with German and EU stickers. 'They say more generators are coming from Europe, but who knows when they'll arrive,' she said. 'It'll be spring soon anyway.'
On the night of 23 January, my second night in Kyiv, the Russians hit the city. On the online channels that try to predict attacks I watched clusters of drones moving on a map and checked missile trajectories, shown in pink. Explosions woke me up and by 2 a.m. I was studying a diagram of a Zircon hypersonic nuclear-capable missile as one roared towards the city from occupied Crimea. 'Ballistic, target not fixed yet,' Kyiv Sky said. Later, it warned of 'twelve Shaheds over Kyiv': these drones, developed by Iran, are frequently used in Russian attacks. Power and heat plants were targeted, and by the morning, many of the buildings that had only just regained heat were without it again. 'Peace' talks were being held in Abu Dhabi that same day: the first trilateral meeting since the invasion.
The next morning the city was quiet. In the botanical gardens, the golden domes of the monastery peeked through snow-dusted trees, the river far below. My friend, on leave from the army, wanted to be inside: he'd been living outdoors for months. But his flat was cold and dark, and his nights were still punctuated by explosions.
There are now 1300 emergency shelters in Kyiv, run by local authorities and charities. In Troieshchyna, a dormitory district of nearly 300,000 people in the north-east of the city, there were tents with phone chargers, cups of tea and biscuits, and kids playing Monopoly. I spoke to Lina, a woman in her forties. Her fifteenth-floor flat had no water so she'd moved out to a village with her small children. Her older son wanted to stay, and she had come to check on him. His father, a soldier, had sent him sleeping bags. That this weather is even harder for soldiers on the front line is something almost everyone mentioned.
The prefab blocks outside were disfigured by nearly four years of war: black scorch marks where a drone had struck, chipboard over the windows. Andriy, displaced from Zaporizhzhia, described the strike: 'The bomb didn't detonate, but it smashed through two windows, and the fuel leaked out and caught fire. I've seen it repeatedly. If a Shahed does explode, that's six apartments gone. The floors can collapse, it's a horror show. Just a pile of concrete, people buried under the debris.' He rubbed a hand across his face. The blackouts, he said, had been easier to deal with when they were scheduled. 'To put it plainly, logistics are failing.' Could the authorities have prepared better for this? 'Of course,' he replied. 'There's corruption, it hasn't been eradicated. They still steal, just like everywhere else.'
Last November, Ukraine's anti-corruption bureau, NABU, uncovered a $100 million embezzlement scheme in which companies supplying the country's nuclear energy operator, Energoatom, paid kickbacks of 10 or 15 per cent to several senior figures. Arrests were made. The main suspect, Timur Mindich, is a former business partner of Volodymyr Zelensky; they co-founded the media company Kvartal 95. He fled the country. Ukraine's justice and energy ministers, both of whom were said to have received payments, resigned, and the former deputy prime minister, already accused of bribery and abuse of office in a separate case, was also implicated. Andriy Yermak, Zelensky's powerful chief of staff, resigned a couple of weeks later, after his house was searched. In July Zelensky had tried to restrict NABU's powers, but backed down after large-scale protests. The kickbacks had come from contracts to build fortifications to protect power plants from air attack. None of this looks good, especially when Ukrainians are living in the dark and the cold.
A young emergency services worker in a shelter was more upbeat. People are helping each other, he said. 'They buy groceries for elderly people, give someone a ride for free, they go to heat water at someone else's place. They are unbreakable, they are coming together.' In Rusanivka two girls tumbled into a tent dragging plastic sledges, their clothes caked in snow. Schools have been shut - or are online - and the frozen Dnipro and its steep embankment are covered in little figures sledging and playing. But as night falls the dark blocks of flats along the riverbank are a reminder of what Kyiv is enduring. For all those holding impromptu raves on the river - inspiring outpourings in Western media on the resilience of Ukrainians - there are many more who can't get out, stuck on high floors without electricity or heat, ill or disabled, or just exhausted by the daily grind of surviving. On 29 January Trump claimed that because of the cold he'd asked Putin 'not to fire into Kyiv and various towns for a week, and he agreed to do that. I have to tell you it was very nice.' Any agreement didn't even last a week. On the night of 2 February drones and missiles hit Kyiv again in advance of more inconclusive talks in Abu Dhabi.
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Quickly Quickly Quickly
John Gallagher

4797 wordsIn a print  made by the Italian engraver Giuseppe Maria Mitelli at the end of the 17th century, a group of excited men spies two figures on horseback in the distance. The men point; they shout; they chatter among themselves. 'There he is, there he is, soon we'll know everything!' The print is called 'Il corriere in lontananza aspettato dagli appassionati di guerra', or, 'The courier in the distance, awaited by the enthusiasts of war'. The enthusiasts can't agree whether the figures are French or German or Spanish. Some peer through spyglasses, as though seeing them more closely will reveal the new information the courier's mailbag holds. What might be a walled town is visible to one side, conjuring the world of battles and sieges that the courier (and his fellow rider) will bring to life. He will have travelled quickly in relay across the countryside, braving attack and disease to deliver the mail; everyone knows his news will be fresh. It may make fortunes or portend disaster. Money is already changing hands: people love to bet on the news.
In early modern Europe, couriers represented the increased connectivity of the Continent. They travelled faster and faster on roads that were constantly improving; they became more reliable, with mailbags handed off regularly to a fresh rider for the next stage of a journey. Timetables meant that you could plot a letter's transit across Europe and beyond, from inn to inn, city to city, post office to post office. The volume of mail shot up during the 16th and 17th centuries, as state services opened up to private customers. Medieval methods of mail delivery, which relied on closed systems operated by and for merchants or the Church (or involved simply handing your letter to a trusted messenger going in the right direction), were left in the dust.
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The early modern postal system had its origins in medieval northern Italy, on the plains south of the Alps where couriers beetled between Milan and Venice, Verona and Mantua, and where guides could be hired to accompany the intrepid traveller or jaded merchant through Alpine passes. Political intrigue and commercial exigency fed the need for a reliable service. A letter might be marked with the words cito cito cito - 'quickly quickly quickly' - to spur on its carrier or adorned with a sketched hangman's noose as a warning to anyone who threatened to delay or disrupt its progress. The speed with which mail came to traverse the region, and beyond, was due in large part to the work of the Tassis family, which began operating a company of couriers in the Italian city states around 1290. Later, as success brought ennoblement and they sought to distance themselves from their humble beginnings, the Tassis would be known as the House of Thurn und Taxis (which operated the Thurn-and-Taxis Post), but their roots were in the Valle Brembana, below the Alps and not far from the roads that linked Milan to Venice.
The Tassis began to develop an international postal system in the late 15th century. They parlayed their success in northern Italy into a role as the preferred postmasters and couriers of the Habsburg Empire. An early 16th-century tapestry shows Francesco Tassis kneeling to receive letters from the Holy Roman Emperor Maximilian I. Francesco promised Philip I of Castile, Maximilian's son, that a letter could make it from Brussels to Granada in fifteen days (with three days' leeway in winter). That Francesco and his successor postal officials could also provide the latest intelligence along with a bulging mailbag sweetened the deal. With Habsburg backing, Rachel Midura writes in Postal Intelligence, the Tassis 'translated a northern Italian technology of running mail in relay into a powerful international network'. The 'Italian Road' that crossed the Padan Plain and the 'German Road' that passed through Trento towards northern cities such as Antwerp, Augsburg and Cologne became routes in the emerging Tassis postal empire. Even as rivalry between siblings and cousins threatened to tear the family firm apart, the Tassis ran post offices and directed postal services in Lyon, Madrid, Augsburg, Prague, Vienna and Rome. By 1506, they employed forty postal couriers in Brussels; when the Council of Trent assembled to debate the direction of the Catholic Church in a century of religious upheaval, the Tassis handled its postal communications.
Tassis pre-eminence was never unquestioned, but the cousinly rivalries that risked breaking up the firm were made more serious by the fragmentation of Habsburg power that followed the abdication of the exhausted and unwell Emperor Charles V in 1556. Changing political winds in Spain prompted a thorough audit of the Milan post office, then overseen by Lucina Cattanea Tassis and her postmaster lieutenant, Ottavio Codogno; they were accused of fraud and negligence that had cost the Habsburgs the eye-watering sum of 118,000 lire. Yet this kind of administrative peril was still preferable to the fate of their postmaster in Rome, Giovan Antonio Tassis, who in 1556 was arrested, tortured and imprisoned for more than a year and a half as part of a battle over control of the posts in the Papal States.
Giovan Antonio was a victim of the 'postal wars' that played out across the same terrain as the military battles fought between European powers in the later 15th and 16th centuries for control of Italy. Midura explores the postal wars as a struggle between 'information sovereignty' (that is, 'the right to establish a secure channel of information in external territory') and 'communications monopoly'. States, of which there were many in early modern Italy, disagreed about whether each prince should have total control over the communications services in his territory. The alternative was that couriers of other powers should be allowed to operate within the state's frontiers. In places such as Ancona and Rimini, handover points for mail travelling back and forth between Venice and the Papal States, it wasn't unknown for fistfights to break out between postal workers serving the rival powers. Giovan Antonio's time behind bars, grim though it must have been, helped to establish the principle that couriers and postmasters should be protected from harassment or violence; foreign posts 'were now treated as parallel embassies'.
States struggled to work out their role in these rapidly changing systems. Private mail presented different problems: should couriers working for state-funded postal services be allowed to carry post on behalf of paying customers? For the states that underwrote postal systems, this was risky - it increased the risk of robbery since private mail often included money and valuables - yet attractive: an efficient postal service subsidised by private clients would be less of a drain on state resources. Controlling the carriers of private mail also made surveillance simpler. As time went on, the price of sending a private letter fell, so that more ordinary people were involved in the flow of mail and news: 'What had started as a state privilege had become a preferred public service.' Crucially, by the second half of the 17th century, the postal stagecoach had become the essential vehicle of European travel, carrying passengers at the same speed as it delivered the mail. The machinery of the post - its itineraries and printed guides, inns as relay stations, couriers with local knowledge - adapted seamlessly to facilitate a new era of tourism and would form the backbone of the Grand Tour. The infrastructure of posts and couriers that served states and merchants laid the foundations for a revolution in communications.
Information flowed, with increasing rapidity, across Europe and beyond. In 1608, Ottavio Codogno published Nuovo itinerario delle poste per tutto il mondo, or New Itinerary of the Posts of the World. Codogno celebrated the unsung role of the postmaster and listed journey times, detailed routes and delivery timetables that linked towns and cities in Europe and as far afield as India and Guatemala. The network laid out in Codogno's book - one of many postal guides used by correspondents and travellers throughout the 17th century - was a far cry from its medieval predecessor. There were moments when the flow was stopped or diverted - the Thirty Years' War (1618-48), for instance, devastated Central Europe, but also led to the collapse of an information infrastructure. The powers that agreed the Peace of Westphalia in 1648 had the task of building a new one. By the 18th century, Codogno's successors could recognise that the routes established by Europe's postmasters and postmistresses were the sinews of the Enlightenment state.
Information in the early modern world could move no faster than the bodies that carried it. A horse transporting mail between Tassis relay stations in 1425 travelled at just under 15 kilometres per hour. At that speed, between a trot and a gallop, a horse could keep going for about an hour and a half before the risk of overheating and damaging its spleen became critical. Carrier pigeons clocked in at about 25 km per hour. Despite these limitations, information flows were accelerating. For those who lived in London around the middle of the 17th century, it would take six days for news to arrive from Edinburgh, eleven from Paris, 28 from Venice and 44 from Lisbon. Things were speeding up because the systems were smoother - better roads, more direct connections, relay systems timed to cut out lag and better protection for the couriers. The dispatch notes signed when a delivery left a relay station and the rider receipts filled out when a courier arrived allowed postmasters to identify delay and disruption, and to pinpoint the blame. The influence of the Tassis and other powerful families resulted in a more efficient network; the Fuggers - bankers from Augsburg - poured their own money into improving connecting roads.
Restrictions when plague hit could limit couriers' movements, or slow them down as they went through disinfection procedures, such as having their letters (or their persons) doused in vinegar. During the savage plague years of the 1570s, northern Italian rulers chafed against the restrictions imposed on couriers, casting them as essential workers who must be allowed to move even as cities and towns were locked down. Highway robbery - svaligiamento - was a constant threat on the roads of northern Italy, where bandits in false moustaches or beards and leather masks targeted the routes known to be taken by couriers transporting valuables. When a courier from Mantua was robbed in 1587, he was carrying 'a golden parrot with many jewels and pearls, a golden girdle, a great quantity of silver spoons and forks, many diamonds and fine rubies in a small box, a silver plate of about thirteen pounds, a few gold necklaces, two silver ewers and a good deal of Mantuan coins'.
Information moved fast, but not with total freedom. In a Europe divided by religion and scarred by war, surveillance of the posts was inevitable, and one way that postal officials secured their supremacy was by making a devil's bargain with the rulers who contracted them: let us build you an efficient postal service and run it on your behalf, and we'll help you monitor the information that travels through it. This was the era of black chambers - shadow post offices in cities such as Brussels, Vienna and Paris in which letters were secretly opened and read. The wax seal, which should have guaranteed that a letter remained unopened, could be moulded using mercury, melted with steam and then remade after the letter had been read. Some letter-writers fought back: the technique known as letterlocking allowed paper to be folded in ways that made it impossible to open without leaving evidence of tampering. In fact, letter-writers expected to have their correspondence read. One 17th-century French correspondent directly addressed the person she imagined secretly reading her letters, with a sardonic request that they at least put them back in their envelopes before sending them on their way. Others reminded their correspondents to keep schtum on topics that might draw the eye of a Tassis interceptor. Midura concludes that 'systematic signals intelligence was well underway long before the 18th century,' when it becomes more apparent in surviving archives: from the early years of the new system, private mail was rarely private in practice.
Couriers bore news not only in the sealed packets they carried but by word of mouth. They communicated gossip, rumour and political intelligence between cities and states, labourers in a vast information infrastructure that worked across languages and borders. The Milanese author Pietro Verri wrote in 1764 that items of news 'make us almost fellow citizens of all Europe', but this was a news culture that encompassed an even wider world. Messages from Persia might come through Paris; Antwerp was a source of updates from India and Indonesia; in Lisbon and Seville news trickled in from the Americas. An Italian merchant in Alexandria provided fresh news from Jeddah and Cairo and cited information gathered from his friends in the Maghreb. Updates from Russia were slow and stuttering but increasingly made their way via Narva and Stockholm to Hamburg and from there into the news circuits of the rest of Europe.
While Midura's account of early modern European postal systems exalts the role of the postmasters and postmistresses, Joad Raymond Wren's The Great Exchange presents European news culture as an unplanned miracle - 'a vast, invisible system not conceived or constructed by any individual or entity'. News took many forms. It could be words exchanged by the people who haunted Venice's Rialto. You might hear news in a barbershop, a pharmacy or a London coffee house; out in the street, you could listen to the headlines being relayed by ballad-singers, whose public performances turned news into catchy tunes. In early 17th-century Madrid, the blind ballad-singers - ciegos - had their own guild and a near monopoly on commercial news. In the countryside, an inn where post was collected and travellers stopped for a meal or a night's sleep would be the site of the freshest news; in a city, merchants could usually be relied on to have the latest information, and bourses and exchanges like those in Amsterdam, Antwerp and Seville were alive with news of prices and politics. In London, a stroll through the nave of old St Paul's Cathedral would let you eavesdrop on news and gossip: in 1628, one observer described the noise of the place as being 'like that of Bees, a strange humming or buzze, mixt of walking, tongues and feet: It is a kind of still roare or loud whisper. It is the great Exchange of all discourse.'
Those who could read and afford it could pay for a manuscript newsletter. A growing number of professional newswriters - menanti, reportisti, novellari, Zeitungschreiberen, newsmongers, gazetteers - offered a subscription service that packaged together all the items of news they had been able to glean, sent regularly to news-hungry subscribers among whom were private individuals, government figures, elite families such as the Medici and the Fuggers, and corporations. The Dutch East India Company spent 25 guilders on newsletters in 1606 alone. The manuscript newsletter, originally an avviso with its roots in the Italian cities of the later medieval period, was a tenacious genre that survived long beyond the beginnings of print and the emergence of the printed newspaper. The avviso was an unadorned weekly hit of news. One written by Giovanni Sabadino degli Arienti in 1478 began: 'I have news from Pistoia from 15 December until 9 January 1478,' before listing items from Genoa and Lyon. A standard avviso contained headline news presented telegrammatically, usually on the themes of politics, war, trade and diplomacy. A manuscript newsletter could be personalised (subscribers to Joseph Mede's service in 1620s England got their own covering message to accompany their package of news) or they could contain privileged information, like the handwritten updates on parliamentary proceedings paid for by English subscribers throughout the 17th century.
The paragraph was the core unit of news. There was little change in the format of an 18th-century printed newspaper from that of a 14th-century manuscript newsletter. They were both, as Wren points out, an assemblage of discrete units, with each item of news tagged with 'metadata' indicating its date and place of origin. 'Data were effectively tagged with their history of transmission,' he writes. 'This is the genius of the paragraph.' Such information was used to assess trustworthiness. How recent was it? How far had it travelled, and did it come from a reliable source? Paragraphs made the news network visible: the same words moved between manuscript and print and back again, while the information they encoded survived translation and communication over long distances and across political and physical barriers.
Wren understands that the story of news is not the story of the newspaper. Print was a medium for news long before the newspaper, as pamphlets announced strange and wondrous happenings from natural disasters to sea monster sightings. In London in the 1580s, John Wolfe, a printer trained in Florence, pumped out slim translations of Continental news. Newspapers weren't needed for news from the Battle of Lepanto to cascade across Europe in 1571, with three hundred pamphlets and broadsides printed from Naples to Leipzig telling the story of the Christian triumph over the Ottomans at sea. Newspapers developed and grew in popularity throughout the 17th century, but did not simply displace manuscripts or word of mouth: they were slow to take hold in Italian cities where thriving news cultures already existed; England's bustling Restoration market for printed news still left room for the handwritten newsletter.
The first printed serial newspaper appeared in Strasbourg in 1605, though the first surviving copy was published four years later. Strasbourg had a post office, which was essential to the running of a successful newspaper. In 1619, the Frankfurter Postzeitung became the first postal newspaper, capitalising on the central place of the Frankfurt post office in the European system and its excellent access to up-to-date information. It was run by the postmaster Johann von den Birghden, who served the Tassis but faced efforts to freeze him out: he was an outsider rather than a family member and a Lutheran who did not share the family's political sympathies. More newspapers sprang up around the same time, especially in the northern Netherlands, where by 1620 Amsterdam had newspapers in Dutch, French and English. The first newspaper in Yiddish, the Kurant, started in the city in 1686. During the 17th century, about two hundred newspapers were founded in eighty different places in the German-speaking lands. The Netherlands, with its high literacy rates and booming print trade, became, according to Wren, 'the newsiest place in Europe'. Even those who couldn't read were part of the culture of printed news, as papers were read aloud at home, at the inn, at the market and in the workplace. Yet people continued to get their news from a variety of different sources, both printed and not.
Publications of various kinds were, as Wren points out, 'made to be read in apposition with others'. We see this in the vast collections of news material made by individuals such as the 16th-century Swiss clergyman Johann Jakob Wick, who compiled 24 volumes of letters and illustrations to ballads and manuscript newsletters. A slim surviving slice of the correspondence received by Andrew Ellis, deputy postmaster at the Letter Office in London, shows that across four months in 1668, he received 98 news publications, including materials from Paris, Amsterdam, Brussels and Frankfurt. What might seem a bewildering variety in fact suggests 'a purposeful kind of multiplicity'. We know from contemporary complaints about the sheer quantity of news that some people were disoriented by the changes: living in such a connected time may have quickened a sense of European identity, of sharing the same current affairs, but it also meant a bombardment of information.
In  the face of this multiplicity, political and religious authorities considered the best ways to keep news culture under control. Unrestricted access to news - of religious upheaval, political activity, even supernatural occurrences - could stir up the populace and neither priests nor princes saw the general freedom to report and consume news as beneficial. Those in authority were attentive to information flows, monitoring where news and rumour came from and the people who spread it. When it was in their interests to disrupt or redirect information flows, they experimented with ways of doing so. The city of Ragusa - modern-day Dubrovnik - was a key staging post for news making its way from the Ottoman Empire into Western Europe. In 1567, under pressure as they sought to renegotiate their privileges with the Ottomans, members of the Ragusan senate imposed severe penalties on anyone found to be spreading news westwards from the city, conscious of their imperial neighbour's misgivings about the city's leakiness. The 16th-century Venetian authorities tried to introduce pre-publication censorship for handwritten avvisi, while the Catholic Church's Index of Prohibited Books expanded constantly during the early modern period. In the 1590s, the Ming politician Yu Shenxing complained about those who ran news bureaus, or baofang, seeing them as money-grubbing spreaders of misinformation who were heedless of the needs of the state. Iberia was slow to adopt a printed periodical news culture, but just a year after the first Portuguese gazette appeared, a royal decree banned 'the printing of public Gazettes, with news from the Kingdom or abroad, due to the little truth of many, and the style of all of them'. English newswriters of the later 17th century could expect to get roughed up or have their windows smashed if they offended the secretary of state.
But authorities could also turn the production of news to their advantage, with papers of record such as the national gazettes circulating state-approved news. In 1703, Peter the Great established Vedomosti, the first printed newspaper in Russian, though six decades later Russian officials grumbled that the propaganda power of a state media organ was not being realised, since copies of the paper 'are not received in all towns of the Russian Empire, and so not everywhere has received news of [our] military successes'.
Cynics thought that news could be, or already was being, easily manipulated. One jaded observer in 18th-century Paris described the way in which the system could be abused:
Some cowardly courtier puts some infamies into verse, and through a ministry of henchmen passes them to the market halls with herbsellers. From the markets they are conveyed to the artisan, who in his turn brings them back to the great folk who forged them, who immediately start to whisper in one another's ears, in a tone of the most consummate hypocrisy: 'Have you read about that? I'll tell you. All the people of Paris are talking about it.'

It was said that the diplomat Henry Wotton played with this kind of early modern 'astroturfing' in London, sending a team out into the city's gossipiest spaces to spread confected rumours and then monitoring their spread. One eyewitness to Wotton's scheme - it's unclear whether it was a prank or an experiment - reflected that 'I then sawe How fewe men could regulate & Create fame, & the dangerous influence of Fame, if not regulated to honest designes.'
Wotton's disinformation campaign seems modern: he and his helpers were spreading news he knew to be untrue. And he wasn't alone. The Russian state used its diplomats abroad to spread the false news of the crushing of Stenka Razin's rebellion in 1671. The London Gazette printed the news, citing 'an Envoye from the Czar of Muscovy' to The Hague, though it noted that the news had yet to be confirmed. Berlin's Mittwochischer Mercurius was more openly sceptical, writing that 'nobody knows what is the truth in this question. How could we ever, in such circumstances, have any trustworthy information from Moscow, situated some four hundred miles away?' Other state actors lied by omission, with the careful editorial control exercised over national gazettes significantly limiting what was deemed fit to print. Much of what was reported in print and manuscript was outlandish or partisan, and sometimes it was both: the reports of the Lisbon earthquake of 1755 that spread rapidly across Europe reflected the ideologies popular in their place of publication, with Catholics and Protestants interpreting the news according to their confessional stances (Catholic publications reported the Virgin Mary's life-saving intercessions, while some Protestant counterparts noted that the death toll among members of their own religion seemed curiously low) and one Scottish newspaper insisting that the whole story had been cooked up by the French.
Wonders,  signs and natural disasters were commonly reported in newsprint, and authors were happy to put a providential spin on news that seemed to show the hand of God working in the world. Some news cultures turned vicious: English newspapers, forged in the turbulent decades of the civil wars and the Interregnum, were venues for side-taking and partisan invective that often became personal. Theophraste Renaudot, editor of the Gazette de France, wrote in 1632 that 'history is the narrative of things that have happened; the Gazette only the noise that circulates. The first is required always to tell the truth. The second does enough if it prevents lies, and does not lie even if it publishes false news that has been given to it as true.'
Wren argues, however, that early modern news culture isn't a mirror of today's fake news, which is crafted specifically to confirm the prejudices of the reader. He doesn't want to suggest that all early modern news was true, or that Europe gloried in 'a pre-post-truth golden age'. But early modern enthusiasts of news were dab hands at weighing conflicting reports, considering the variables that might influence an item's trustworthiness and seeking confirmation from other sources. News reports commonly looked back to earlier reports, which they confirmed or confuted, or forward to future reports that might settle the question and establish the truth. The titles of some news publications contained such fence-sitting phrases as 'The great probability of the truth of the last Newes'. For all that satirists mocked the unreliability of news reports, there was 'fact-checking embedded in a flow of news', as the news culture itself equipped its readers and hearers to practise scepticism.
New communications infrastructure created new kinds of community, though not simply national, or not yet: in the Tassis heartland of northern Italy, regional and urban identities were felt more strongly than any sense of italianita. For Wren, the news network was less international than 'trans-local' and 'inter-vernacular'. News was able to circulate once it had the infrastructure to do so with relatively little regard for political borders or linguistic difference. It was a means by which people across the Continent came to think of themselves as European, and even began to consider 'the idea of an international community'. It was possible to feel this sense of a Continental community without needing to pass through national identity first. Wren writes that postal systems 'can pull against nations, creating associations and communities which, like merchant companies, are fundamentally international. In this way, cities resist states.' For Midura, the infrastructure put in place by postmasters and postmistresses during the 16th and 17th centuries transformed communications, although postal officials eventually found themselves elbowed out of the narrative as their rulers took credit for each service, which was ever more identified with the state. The utopian idea of a pan-European community of news and information, if it ever existed above the conflict and cultural difference of the period, could never survive contact with the nations and nationalism of a later era.
Midura and Wren rely on meticulous archival work to reconstruct transnational networks. Drawing on an array of newly available digital archival materials, they present a Europe growing ever more connected. They are alert to the different emotions prompted by the arrival of news. Giuseppe Maria Mitelli also made an engraving showing a pedlar overloaded with news. He cries his wares to the street: news of all kinds at a good price. A basket hanging from one arm overflows with broadsides; there are news-sheets pinned to his boots and his hat. News from London and Buda, maps of battlefronts and images of wonders and marvels fill the frame. But this time the pedlar's audience flies from him in disgust. One man turns away, covering his eyes. Information overload - the comparing of sources, the weighing of hearsay and gossip, the endless expectation of newer news that might tell a very different story - must have been exhausting when it wasn't exhilarating. It's easy to empathise. One member of the pedlar's audience is already leaving; we can see only his retreating feet. Another puts his fingers in his ears: 'Non voglio udir piu nove, no, no, no,' he complains. 'I don't want to hear more news, no, no, no.'
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Expertest Artificers
Kate Heard

2174 wordsPreaching  before Edward VI and his council in June 1548, Stephen Gardiner, bishop of Winchester, reflected that 'in my time hath come many alterations.' Gardiner was referring to the break with Rome, the dissolution of the monasteries and the iconoclastic fervour of Edward's reign, each of which represented a 'great alteration' of policy and sentiment. Further twists were to follow: Gardiner's sermon led to his imprisonment in the Tower, from which he was only released on the accession of Mary I, who completed Gardiner's own series of 'great alterations' by appointing him lord chancellor. For those close to power in Tudor England, the ground underfoot was never secure.
Much of the fascination of this tumultuous period consists in what we don't, rather than what we do, know. There are large gaps in the documentary record, and what survives is often administrative, recording the bald facts of payments and legal disputes without the stories behind them. Contemporary documents are sometimes augmented by anecdotal evidence, which can be hard to trace to a reliable source. Did Nicholas West, Putney boy turned diplomat turned bishop of Ely, really set light to the lodgings of the provost of King's College while an undergraduate and steal the spoons, as a later 16th-century writer claimed? Did Hans Holbein the Younger really push an earl down the stairs of his workshop in fury at being interrupted in his work?
The visual world of the Tudor period is also largely vanished, swept away in those 'great alterations', or for more mundane reasons: eaten by mice; burned in accidental fires; discarded due to wear or changes in fashion. The same peaks and troughs of fortune that affected people changed objects. Eustace Chapuys, the Imperial ambassador to England, recorded in 1529 that he had spoken to an embroiderer who was busy removing Thomas Wolsey's arms from a set of magnificent vestments. Had these been sent by one of the institutions founded by the cardinal, perhaps wishing to maintain the longevity of a valuable item by removing a tainted association? Or had the vestments been seized, and were they now intended for the royal chapels? No corresponding vestments are known to survive, but even if they did, the removal of the escutcheons would make their original patron impossible to identify.
[image: ]Holbein's 'A Lady with a Squirrel and a Starling' (c.1527-28).




What remains is often without context. Portrait sitters have lost their names and many of the religious works that survived the Reformation are untethered from their origins, having been repurposed or concealed at great risk. Individual pieces are made to stand in for an entire culture. How representative is Lady Anne Drury's inventive closet, painted with sprightly emblems and botanical motifs in the early 17th century? The decorated panelling was moved between different residences and then, on the destruction of Hardwick House in the 1920s, to an Ipswich museum. It is a rare and exciting survival, but was it unusual in its time? Or were such interiors more common than the evidence would suggest? Incomplete knowledge has often been supplanted by wishful thinking. Works of art are attributed to the few craftsmen whose names we know. The unknown subjects of portraits become the long-lost faces of favoured figures. Crowd-pleasing narratives (some excellent, some less so) fill in the gaps.
Two new books offer a welcome contribution to our understanding of this fractured legacy. Christina Faraday's lively history of the Tudor visual world examines not just the 'fine arts' of painting and sculpture, but the wider decorative arts, bringing in works as diverse as manuscripts, samplers, armour and candle-snuffers to tell the story of art between the accession of Henry VII in 1485 and the death of Elizabeth I in 1603. Elizabeth Goldring has produced a superb biography of Hans Holbein the Younger. While many important studies have focused on Holbein's work in either Basel or England, Goldring looks at his life as a whole and draws new information from scant archival sources. The Holbein who emerges from her book is a well-rounded figure: an ambitious, business-savvy workaholic, 'not averse to a brawl' (perhaps, Goldring suggests, he did push that earl down the stairs) yet able to produce work of such sensitivity that he won commissions from some of the greatest patrons in Europe.
Art in Tudor England was more than just decoration. In his 1548 sermon, Gardiner was careful not to mention that the Tudor dynasty was itself a series of 'great alterations'. Occupants of a precarious throne, passed down through a series of unexpected heirs (the second son, a minor, two daughters), English monarchs of the 16th century had continuous need of burnishing. They commissioned artists to produce pieces that projected a glorious heritage and irrefutable authority. Nowhere is this more apparent than in Holbein's mural of Henry VIII, Henry VII, Elizabeth of York and Jane Seymour, lost to fire in 1698 but known to us through preparatory studies, eyewitness descriptions and a later copy. Holbein arranged the four figures around a central plinth inscribed with verses celebrating the might of the Tudor dynasty. Goldring shows that the work's influence extended beyond the small closet at Whitehall Palace where it was painted: individual portraits of Henry and Jane based on the mural had a wide circulation. The Whitehall Mural defined Henry's image and royal portraiture for centuries to come, but it also sat within a longer tradition, discussed by Faraday, of royal genealogies, which traced English kings far back to Noah and Brutus of Troy.
It wasn't only the Tudors whose family history needed bolstering. Faraday devotes a whole chapter to the men and women who lacked aristocratic status but had acquired the means to commission art. They provided a new market for architecture, furnishings and portraiture, commissioning the accoutrements that their noble contemporaries had inherited. Holbein's sitters included the grasping Norfolk administrator Sir Richard Southwell and Hanseatic merchants based in the London compound known as the Steelyard. The most arresting painting of an English sitter by the Netherlandish painter Antonis Mor is not his depiction of a wary Mary I, but his portrait of the merchant Sir Thomas Gresham, who now regards us shrewdly from the walls of the Rijksmuseum, where he hangs alongside Mor's portrait of his wife, Anne.
Mor, like Holbein and many of the artists who found success in Tudor England, was an immigrant, trying his luck at a court that embraced foreign talent to demonstrate its international standing. By employing craftsmen and buying luxuries from across Europe, the Tudors were showing they could command the same resources as other European monarchies. They wore armour made in Germany and Italy, ate and drank from French tableware and pored over manuscripts painted by Flemish illuminators in rooms adorned with Flemish window glass and tapestries. This enthusiasm for foreign wares sometimes provoked unrest. On Evil May Day in 1517, London apprentices and journeymen, wound to fury by a campaign of xenophobic rhetoric, rioted in protest against a perceived influx of foreign craftsmen. Thomas Elyot complained in his Boke Named the Governour that the English did not encourage their children to pursue the arts, forcing patrons, 'if we wyll haue any thinge well paynted, kerued, or embrawdred, to abandone our owne countraymen and resorte unto straungers'. Like many of their contemporaries, Elyot and his wife, Margaret, were happy to follow the trend, commissioning their portraits from Holbein.
Portraits signalled status, but they also cemented social ties. Goldring considers the many portrait copies that Holbein (and presumably his workshop assistants, about whom we know nothing) produced, intended as gifts to the sitter's friends. One such multiple commission gave Holbein his first experience of international diplomacy: in 1523, Erasmus paid him to paint a number of portraits for his correspondents and sent him to France with one of the panels, thereby giving him a taste of the sophisticated French court. Goldring's attentive readings of the archival evidence show that copies of other portraits made their way into the collections of friends and acquaintances of prominent sitters such as Thomas Cromwell. Might such a gift be the source of the incongruous 'litle table with the picture of the wiff of the Lord of Fiennes', which was recorded among Henry VIII's pictures at Whitehall in 1542? There is no evidence that this portrait was by Holbein, but it sat alongside his works, including the magnificent full-length of Christina of Denmark, painted in Brussels as part of Henry's search for yet another queen in 1538.
Holbein was on the move, Goldring reveals, much more often than was previously thought, regularly crossing the Channel on his own or royal business, negotiating his continuing affairs in Basel and nurturing the careers of his sons (both became goldsmiths). It was thanks to him that the daughters of the Duke of Cleves were allowed to be painted for royal consideration, after traditional diplomacy had failed. English patrons journeyed to the Continent too, as scholars, ambassadors and exiles. Some of those travellers commissioned or purchased works of art: Lord Morley obtained a portrait from Albrecht Durer, Cardinal Wolsey amassed Flemish tapestries and George Brooke, Lord Cobham, bought some much admired Flemish candlesticks.
[image: ]Portrait of Abd el-Ouahed ben Messaoud (c.1600).




Faraday emphasises the international nature of Tudor culture, showing the impact of imported works on art produced in England. Among the most fascinating of the pieces she discusses is a portrait, now in the collection of the University of Birmingham, of Abd el-Ouahed ben Messaoud, ambassador from the sultan of Morocco, who, on visiting London with a diplomatic mission in 1600, commissioned a portrait from a painter whose name is now lost. As an ambassador, Abd el-Ouahed would have been shown the full splendour of Tudor culture. His portrait sits in the same tradition as Holbein's paintings of Jean de Dinteville and Georges de Selve (The Ambassadors), and of Charles de Solier, Sieur de Morette, both commissioned while the sitters were visiting London. Might Abd el-Ouahed's portrait give us a sense of those displayed in the Duke of Norfolk's gallery at the now destroyed Kenninghall, described in a contemporary inventory as 'other small tables, demonstrating the vyzanamies [portraits] of sundry estates being in dyuers countries'?
In a crowded field, Holbein was the most spectacular artistic import of the century, but as Goldring shows, he was known in England before his arrival through printed frontispieces and the portraits of Erasmus (who knew how to keep himself uppermost in the minds of his correspondents). Holbein remained in England, on and off, until his sudden death in 1543, but Goldring's careful reading of the annotations on his English drawings suggests that he never fully mastered the language: these remain almost entirely in German, with the spelling of the occasional English word implying that he retained a strong accent ('felbet' rather than 'velvet' and so on). In a city as cosmopolitan as London, Holbein would have found ways of making himself understood: among his associates were Nicholas Kratzer, the Munich-born astronomer who lived in England from 1517, and the German master armourers who worked in the royal workshop at Greenwich. He didn't seek denization, which provided a number of rights, until 1541. Goldring proposes that he encountered no difficulty as a foreigner until the 1540 Act Concerning Strangers, which restricted the work of immigrants. Holbein emerges from her reading as a shrewd businessman (the result, Goldring suggests, of watching his artist father's struggles with money), who conducted his dealings with prudence.
Neither Faraday nor Goldring presumes to offer the last word on their subject. Their work, as Goldring herself puts it, is intended to 'provide new routes' for future scholarship. Are the handful of non-autograph drawings that accompany those by Holbein in the Royal Collection evidence of lost work by the master or independent drawings by later artists who continued to practise in his idiom? Do they fill gaps in our understanding of what came after Holbein's death or point to holes in our knowledge of his work? Can we extend Faraday's examination of the motivations and interests of English patrons to better calibrate our understanding of the aesthetic norms of the time? We are sometimes too quick to assume 'a poverty of artistic impulse' (to quote A.F. Kendrick's assessment of the work of late medieval English embroiderers) among native craftsmen when set alongside the sophisticated works of immigrants. Great English patrons such as the cardinals John Morton and Thomas Wolsey, who travelled widely and had the contacts and the funds to commission whomever they liked, employed 'expertest artificers that ware both farre and nere' (as Wolsey's gentleman usher George Cavendish put it). And, as Goldring discusses, Holbein's first royal commission in England was as part of a team made up of both native and foreign painters. If we have fallen for Thomas Elyot's self-professed 'cholericke humour', and been misled by his complaints about native art in our understanding of what was thought to be good, then Holbein and The Story of Tudor Art encourage us to look again at the riches of the Tudor visual world.
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Thought Control
Jameel Jaffer on ideological exclusion

3210 wordsThe  US National Archives in Washington contain a letter to President Truman from a concerned citizen called Phyllis Craig, who accuses him of wanting to 'fill our once fine country with morons and other unworthies who are here in large numbers through lax immigration laws to get all they can out of America and bring nothing but filth and self-interest'. The letter is dated 26 June 1952 and written on notepaper from the Roosevelt Hotel in New York City - at that time a prestigious address, but more recently used to house asylum seekers. It was occasioned by Truman's decision to veto legislation that would have severely restricted immigration; one clause empowered the attorney general to deny visas to foreign citizens intending to engage in activities 'prejudicial to the United States' (what kinds of activity would be deemed prejudicial, the bill did not say). Craig wrote that the president's veto signalled 'the defeat of a very fine instrument meant beyond doubt to aid our country'. She was not without hope for the future: 'Some day when able men of moral stamina and the sort of patriotism America was founded upon take over, this bill will have its place in the sun and it cannot come too soon for every red-blooded citizen.'
 The very next day Congress overrode the presidential veto and passed the McCarran-Walter Act with a two-thirds majority in the House and Senate. The law codified a system of immigration quotas that privileged applicants from Western Europe and almost guaranteed that those from Asia and Africa would be rejected. The section on activities 'prejudicial' to the US, together with others targeting suspected communists and anarchists, supplied a mechanism which government officials would use over the next decades to justify refusing visas to foreigners whose political views they didn't like.
 Among those turned away on ideological grounds was the Colombian novelist Gabriel Garcia Marquez, who was denied entry because of his stint as an editor at Prensa Latina, the Cuban state news agency. Pablo Neruda was rejected because he was a member of the Communist Party. Charlie Chaplin insisted he was a 'peace-monger' rather than a communist, but his re-entry permit was revoked after he left the US to promote a film in Europe. General Nino Pasti, formerly Nato's deputy supreme commander in Europe for nuclear affairs, wasn't allowed in because he advocated nuclear non-proliferation. Salvador Allende's widow, Hortensia, was barred from visiting American universities because of her criticism of General Pinochet, who was responsible for her husband's death and the takeover of her country. Dario Fo was turned down when he wanted to go to a cultural festival in New York; later he had to wait four years for a visa so that he could attend a Broadway performance of Accidental Death of an Anarchist. 'Nobody in State thinks that Fo is going to foment revolution or throw bombs,' one American diplomat admitted. 'It's just that Fo's record of performance with regard to the United States is not good. Dario Fo has never had a good word to say about the United States.'
 Over time, the barring of so many prominent writers and artists became an embarrassment, particularly because the US liked to claim that the brutal suppression of dissent behind the Iron Curtain showed the superiority of open societies. The practice persisted, however, even after the US signed the Helsinki Accords in 1975, which affirmed freedoms of thought and belief, and even after Congress narrowed the provisions of the McCarran-Walter Act in 1977. At a congressional hearing in 1984, Arthur Helton, a lawyer and human rights advocate, argued that Americans 'face the world, it seems, with fear of the ideas that may invade from abroad'.
 In 1972 the Supreme Court heard the case of Kleindienst v. Mandel, which concerned the refusal of a visa to the Belgian economist Ernst Mandel, a Marxist who had been invited to speak at various events in the US. American academics challenged the decision by arguing that the government was violating the freedom of speech protected by the First Amendment by unwarrantedly restricting their ability to receive information from abroad. The court agreed that the denial of Mandel's visa affected First Amendment rights, but held that it was nonetheless justifiable because Mandel had violated the terms of an earlier visa by speaking at an event where money was solicited for a political cause - a cocktail party at which posters were auctioned to fund the legal defence of students who had participated in the 1968 evenements in France. Mandel said he had not been told he was barred from speaking at such events, and William Douglas, Thurgood Marshall and William Brennan - the liberal justices on the court - dismissed the government's rationale. But the effect of the court's decision was to leave unsettled the question of whether the First Amendment prevents the government from denying admission to foreign citizens simply because it doesn't approve of what they have to say.
 It was Congress itself that finally moved to retire the practice of barring foreigners because of their political convictions. In 1987 and 1988 it passed legislation temporarily repealing the ideological exclusion provisions of the McCarran-Walter Act, and then repealed them permanently in 1990. The House vote in favour of repeal was unanimous. But because the Supreme Court had sidestepped the constitutional question in the Mandel case, Congress was free to resurrect the practice after the September 2001 attacks - which it quickly did, extending its reach to human rights activists and critics of the war on terror. Dozens were denied visas on ideological grounds in the years after 9/11, with the Bush administration sometimes pointing to provisions of the USA Patriot Act that permitted the government to exclude individuals who had 'endorsed or espoused' terrorism. (The State Department's Foreign Affairs Manual, used by consular officers, noted that the phrase was meant to capture 'irresponsible expressions of opinion'.)
 One of those excluded during this period was Adam Habib, then a member of South Africa's Human Sciences Research Council and a vocal critic of America's war in Iraq. When Habib arrived at John F. Kennedy International Airport in October 2006, border officials interrogated him at length, asking questions about an anti-war rally he had attended, and told him his visa had been cancelled. I was then an attorney at the American Civil Liberties Union - I was in charge of a project on post-9/11 human rights abuses - and represented the American Sociological Association and other groups in the lawsuit the ACLU filed to challenge Habib's exclusion. We won a favourable ruling from a lower court and then negotiated a settlement with the State Department after Barack Obama became president in 2009. In a letter to the American Sociological Association, the State Department's legal adviser Harold Koh rejected the practice of ideological exclusion and promised to give 'sympathetic weight' to visa applications filed by individuals travelling to the US for what he called 'expressive or educational activities'. Habib, who is now vice chancellor of SOAS in London, has visited the US freely since then.
 Truman thought that immigration laws were in need of modernisation and 'general revision', but saw the McCarran-Walter Act as a betrayal of the country's values and interests. In his statement accompanying the veto, he complained that the Act would 'perpetuate injustices of long standing against many other nations of the world, hamper the efforts we are making to rally the men of East and West alike to the cause of freedom, and intensify the repressive and inhumane aspects of our immigration procedures'. He called the ideological exclusion provisions 'thought control'. Twenty years later, Justice William Douglas, dissenting in the Mandel case, adopted the phrase to describe the way the provisions were being used. 'The attorney general stands astride our international terminals that bring people here to bar those whose ideas are not acceptable to him,' Douglas said.
 Ideological exclusion seemed incongruous to Truman in a modern, democratic society in which openness to ideas and people from elsewhere was a source of economic and social strength. The practice seems anachronistic now, when all human knowledge is accessible online, video-conferencing software is installed on every laptop, and ideas and information can be shared instantaneously across borders. Can anyone really believe today that the denial of visas to foreigners with supposedly dangerous beliefs will have the effect of keeping those beliefs at bay?
 Yet the purported necessity of identifying people with dangerous opinions is being used to justify surveillance on a mind-boggling scale. Foreign citizens who present themselves at the US border carry smartphones and computers whose contents - messages to banks and lovers, emails to colleagues and friends, texts and sexts, short-form videos never posted to TikTok, photographs taken at public protests, records of charitable contributions to Planned Parenthood or Palestine Legal, half-finished novels - provide evidence of their political views. In the year up to April 2025, US Customs and Border Protection agents searched the electronic devices of 55,318 travellers. There were 4363 'advanced' searches, in which travellers' devices were 'connected to external equipment' that could review, copy or analyse the files stored on them. Government agents are not usually allowed to conduct searches like these within the United States without first demonstrating to a magistrate that there is 'probable cause' to believe the search would produce evidence of criminal activity. At the border, agents have a freer hand.
 In 2015, the Department of Homeland Security carried out pilot programmes to test whether it was useful for officials to examine the social media histories of those applying for visas. The pilots failed to establish that such screening was effective - it 'adds no value', one intelligence official concluded - but two years later the State Department began to require certain visa applicants to submit a list of the social media platforms on which they had recently been active together with their usernames. This requirement was extended in 2019 to fourteen million people who apply for US visas every year, and early in 2025 the Department of Homeland Security announced that soon it would also extend to millions of people who had already been admitted to the country but were seeking 'adjustment of status': asylum seekers, green card applicants and naturalisation applicants. Late last year, the State Department said it planned to ask for the same information from foreign visitors who don't require visas to enter the US - those from countries such as Australia, Japan, France and the UK. It has also begun requiring some travellers - and sometimes their dependants - to toggle the privacy settings on their social media profiles to 'public' in order to facilitate scrutiny.
 Both Democrats and Republicans helped create the infrastructure for ideological surveillance at the US border, but the Trump administration is deploying it in the service of a radically partisan and censorial agenda. Last January, an executive order instructed consular officers to examine visa applicants' 'online presence' to identify those who have 'hostile attitudes' towards American 'citizens, culture, government, institutions, or founding principles'. Soon after, the State Department revoked visas held by people from Argentina, South Africa, Mexico, Brazil, Germany and Paraguay whose social media posts had 'celebrated' the killing of the conservative activist Charlie Kirk. In many cases, the purported celebration seems to have consisted of posts characterising Kirk as a racist, or arguing that he might not have been killed if gun ownership had been regulated in ways he opposed.
 The Trump administration has also told consular officers not to issue visas to applicants who have worked on fact-checking, combating misinformation, online safety or content moderation - activities it characterises as 'censorship'. (At around the same time, the vice president, J.D. Vance, described the EU's decision to sanction X for its failure to comply with basic transparency requirements as an attack on free speech.) On Christmas Eve, the administration announced that it had revoked the visas and green cards of five Europeans who had supposedly 'organised efforts to coerce American platforms to censor, demonetise and suppress American viewpoints they oppose'. The accusation was preposterous: some of the people involved had criticised the platforms' content moderation policies, but none of them had the power to 'suppress American viewpoints'. Only by adopting the administration's through-the-looking-glass understanding of censorship is the charge legible.
 From one perspective, the Trump administration is taking up the practices once enabled by the McCarran-Walter Act, but with MAGA's prejudices, conspiracy theories and obsessions substituted for those of the Cold War. Perhaps it is only now, more than seventy years later, that the Act is - to use Phyllis Craig's phrase - enjoying its 'place in the sun'. But in its targeting of immigrants inside the United States, the Trump administration is crossing an important legal frontier. The Supreme Court has generally been hostile to the idea that foreign citizens outside the United States have rights protected by the First Amendment - this is why the challenge to Ernst Mandel's exclusion was filed by American organisations asserting that it infringed their First Amendment right to engage with him. The court has not always taken the same approach to foreign citizens who have already been admitted to the US. In a 1945 case involving the attempted deportation of the Australian labour activist Harry Bridges, the Supreme Court judgment stated that 'freedom of speech and of the press is accorded aliens residing in this country' - and in recent years lower courts have repeatedly reaffirmed that principle.
 The Trump administration's most aggressive attempt to purge dissent has focused on foreign citizens deemed to be antisemitic, a concept the administration has defined so capaciously as to encompass virtually any statement that shows sympathy for Palestinians or disapproval of Israel. Fulfilling a campaign promise, Trump announced shortly after taking office that his administration would deport foreign students who had participated in campus protests relating to Israel and Gaza. Over the next weeks, ICE agents arrested and imprisoned a dozen students and revoked the visas of hundreds of others. Mahmoud Khalil, a Palestinian former graduate student at Columbia, was arrested in the lobby of his Columbia-owned building; he had been a prominent presence at the campus protests and had helped other protesters negotiate with the university administration. Rumeysa Ozturk, a graduate student at Tufts, was seized by masked ICE agents on the street in Somerville, Massachusetts, because she had co-written an op-ed calling on her university to engage with students demanding that it divest from companies with ties to Israel. Mohsin Mahdawi, an undergraduate at Columbia, was arrested when he appeared for a scheduled naturalisation interview in Vermont. The Trump administration found targets for arrest on canarymission.org, a website of obscure ownership which is dedicated to exposing students and faculty who take part in pro-Palestinian actions.
The Supreme Court  has not yet had to address whether the Trump administration's arrests and attempted deportations of student protesters are constitutional. The lower courts have been mainly sympathetic to the students, virtually all of whom have now been released from federal custody - though many were imprisoned for weeks, or even months, and the Trump administration is still trying to enforce deportation orders against them. During the summer, William Young, a federal judge appointed by Reagan in 1985, presided over a trial in Massachusetts in which the American Association of University Professors and the Middle East Studies Association alleged that the Trump administration was targeting foreign students and faculty for arrest and deportation because of their pro-Palestinian advocacy. (I am one of the lawyers for the plaintiffs.) In a 161-page opinion, Young wrote that this policy amounted to a 'truly scandalous' effort to suppress constitutionally protected speech. Citing Harry Bridges's case, he expressly rejected the argument that foreign citizens can be expelled on the basis of their political views, complaining that the administration was acting as if 'the First Amendment's protection of freedom of speech applies to American citizens alone.'
 But although the Trump administration's campaign has so far foundered in court, it is succeeding on campus. At the trial in Massachusetts, the court heard that non-citizen students and academics have withdrawn from political activism at US universities. Academics with green cards testified that they feared attending a protest, signing an open letter or publishing work on Israel and Palestine would result in the upending of their professional and personal lives. This was of course the intention. The purpose of the arrests, as Young observed, was to terrify students and academics into silence and to 'staunch public protest related to Israel's treatment of Palestinians'. That the arresting agents sometimes wore masks was in Young's view additional evidence that the policy was intended to frighten and intimidate.
 One of the scholars who testified was Bernhard Nickel, who came to the US from Germany as a student three decades ago. When the trial began, he had just completed a three-year term as chair of Harvard's philosophy department. Nickel is a green card holder, not a US citizen, but he had believed that he and his family were secure in the country and had not hesitated to sign an open letter calling for an end to the Israeli occupation, to visit the encampment that Harvard students established in solidarity with Gaza and to serve as an adviser to students who faced disciplinary proceedings in connection with it. But the arrests in spring 2024 made him aware of his own vulnerability. Watching the video of masked ICE agents arresting Ozturk 'was the moment that I actually just decided on a blanket policy that I would keep my head down completely. I would not go to protests. I would not write, I would not sign on to public letters, and any other potential forms of publicity I would just avoid.'
 And yet Nickel, in the end, refused to choose silence. He was asked at one point why, if he was so fearful of government retaliation, he had agreed to testify in a case in which ICE was a defendant. 'You know, anybody can sign on to an open letter,' he replied.
 Anybody can go to a protest. My sense was that, in this trial, somebody in my quite specific situation, somebody who is a senior scholar with a secure position at Harvard and who was not a citizen and who felt the effects of the policy, I don't know that there are that many people who could have done this. So I thought this is something that's worth it ... This is still, this is where I live, and I want this to be a country and a nation of laws, not of men. And so I believe in these kinds of processes and procedures. And this is me doing my part. 

 It seems increasingly certain that one of the cases involving the Trump administration's ideological deportation policies will come before the Supreme Court - a court that has so far been solidly sympathetic to the president's agenda and mostly indifferent to its implications for individual rights and human lives. When the case comes before it, will the court do its part? 'We are not, and we must not become, a nation that imprisons and deports people because we are afraid of what they have to tell us,' Young wrote. We shall see.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.lrb.co.uk/the-paper/v48/n03/jameel-jaffer/thought-control
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Far-Right Wellness Product
James Meek on Romanian populism

7968 wordsAmong  the overseas guests invited by Tommy Robinson to speak at the Unite the Kingdom rally in London last September was George Simion, a far-right politician who had lost to the liberal candidate in the Romanian presidential election in May. The rally, an all-you-can-eat buffet of anger, conspiracies and victimhood, drew more than a hundred thousand people who broadly share the idea that innocent white Britons are oppressed, silenced, cheated and disrespected by a malign, power-wielding coalition of immigrants, non-white natives, perverts, vax maniacs, corrupt officials, crooked politicians, Marxists, gender heretics and academics. Not long ago the attendance would have seemed impossibly huge for a far-right rally in the UK. But the once fringe ideas of Robinson, whose real name is Stephen Yaxley-Lennon, have become mainstream for Reform and the Conservatives, and for populist right-wing movements around the world.
 The starriest guest at the rally was Robinson's admirer Elon Musk, who took part by video link. Simion's presence was barely noticed amid the British MAGA wannabes eagerly partaking of the martyrdom of Charlie Kirk. Simion himself paid tribute to Kirk in his brief speech. He marched onto the temporary stage on Whitehall wearing a hoodie bearing the slogan 'red is bad' and waving British and Romanian flags. 'Raise the colours! Come on, come on!' he said, in English. 'We stand with Charlie Kirk. We as free Romanians stand with Great Britain. We are all here to stand for freedom and democracy, and we stand with President Donald Trump and the United States of America. Across Europe, dictatorship is being imposed by Emmanuel Macron and Ursula von der Leyen!' The crowd booed the monsters of liberalism. 'We must stand up for our rights, for homeland, for God and for our families, for our children and for the future of our civilisation.'
 One of Musk's assertions at the rally, along with his demand for the 'dissolution of Parliament' and his threat that 'violence is coming to you,' was that British governments are importing immigrants to skew elections in their favour. It sat oddly that he was sharing a platform with Simion, who, despite losing the presidential election, had won a chunky majority among the half a million Romanian immigrants in the UK - immigrants his friend Tommy is itching to chuck out.
 On the face of it, Simion was an edgy pick even for Robinson. For now at least, the populist white right on both sides of the Atlantic still generally accepts that murdering Jews is wrong, and that millions of Jews were killed by white Europeans on racial purity grounds in the 20th century. Simion kind of accepts this too, which is good to know, since after the Nazi Holocaust, the Romanian Holocaust killed the largest number of Jews. He kind of accepts this. But also he kind of doesn't.
 Two men in particular, the fascist Christian terrorist and mystic Corneliu Codreanu, founder of the Legion of the Archangel Michael, later known as the Iron Guard, and Marshal Ion Antonescu, dictator during the Second World War, were responsible for the killing. Codreanu, strangled on royal orders in 1938, was the hugely influential prophet of a fanatical creed of blood, soil and Christian Orthodoxy; Antonescu was a willing collaborator in the Nazis' Final Solution. From the massacres of the legionary rebellion in Bucharest in January 1941, when members of the Iron Guard hanged Jews, still alive, on meat hooks in an abattoir, to the slaughter of Odesa, then briefly under Romanian rule, in October 1941, when tens of thousands of Jews were hanged, shot and burned alive, to the brutality of Transnistria, where hundreds of thousands of Jews and Roma were sent after being driven from their homes, only to die of cold, hunger and disease, somewhere between 250,000 and 400,000 people are estimated to have died. Only the defeat of the Axis army at Stalingrad early in 1943, which brought the realisation that he might have picked the wrong side, prevented Antonescu from sending Romania's 300,000 surviving Jews to be killed by the Germans in the camps.
 In 2023, Simion issued an anodyne written statement condemning antisemitism and expressing regret for Romania's role in the Holocaust in order to score a meeting with Israeli officials, who were trying to win support from right-wing European populists for the occupation of the West Bank. How sincere is Simion? If you were the leader of a party trying to distance yourself from Romania's fascist past, you wouldn't get married in a ceremony designed to resemble Codreanu's wedding, minus the swastika-decorated hats. Simion did. You would sever ties with senior party figures who openly venerate the Iron Guard and Antonescu. Simion hasn't always done so. Luckily for him, when he travels outside Romania these days, it isn't as a one-time football ultra who fronts a party riddled with fascist sympathisers. It's as a democratic martyr from the liberal-controlled EU country that stopped a national vote for head of state when it looked as if the wrong candidate was going to win.
 In December 2024, Romania's Constitutional Court cancelled the second and final round of the presidential election when Calin Georgescu, an obscure former ally of Simion's, unexpectedly topped the ballot in round one. The court justified this extraordinary step on the grounds that Georgescu, who claimed he hadn't spent a penny on his campaign and wasn't actively campaigning at all, merely waiting for God and the Romanian people to choose him, hadn't properly labelled his promotional material to show who'd paid for it. The judges said his campaign, which was fought primarily on TikTok, had benefited from a large-scale financial and social media operation by a 'state actor', presumed to be Russia. The election was rescheduled for May 2025; Georgescu wasn't allowed to run. Simion led the field in the first round, but was beaten by Nicusor Dan - the liberal former mayor of Bucharest, who ran as an independent - in the second. The liberals and the international institutions and causes they support - the EU, Nato, Ukrainian resistance to Russia, tolerance for ethnic and sexual minorities - won the Romanian presidency, but at great cost to their democratic integrity.* When Robinson introduced Simion to the crowd at the London rally, he listed a string of elections the global populist right claims, falsely, were stolen. But if not absolutely stolen, the Romanian vote was postponed on tenuous grounds and in a chaotic, ham-fisted way, in a country that is a member of the world's paragon of liberal democracy, the EU. 'Just as we saw the election robbed in the United States of America,' Robinson said, 'we saw the election robbed in Brazil, the election was also robbed in Romania.'
 The Romanian establishment was in a ferment after Georgescu's first-round victory. The government and judiciary seemed to panic: something had to be done to stop him but nobody knew what legal instrument could be found to do the job. On 28 November 2024, four days after the first round, a full recount was ordered, but it didn't change the result. The Constitutional Court judges agreed unanimously on 2 December that the second round should take place as planned, with Georgescu up against Elena Lasconi of the centre-right Save Romania Union. Then, with the second round only four days away, the outgoing president, Klaus Iohannis, published a dossier of reports from Romania's intelligence agencies containing circumstantial evidence that shadowy forces were financing and organising a social media campaign on Georgescu's behalf. Another two days passed. The court did a U-turn and declared the election void. It was so close to election day that Romanians living abroad had already begun to vote. Georgescu, who seldom talks to journalists, released a statement claiming that the cancellation was 'a barbaric act done by the oligarch state against democracy ... the corrupt system in Romania made a pact with the devil.' Lasconi, who was also deprived of her shot at the presidency, said it was 'the moment when the Romanian state trampled on democracy'.
 Almost a year had passed since the annulment when I met two young political analysts, Razvan Petri and Vlad Adamescu, creators of a popular cross-platform channel called Instant Politics, on a rainy afternoon in Bucharest. 'You need to come forward and tell the people why you cancelled the very thing that makes democracy democracy, the first thing, the elections, the ability to vote,' Petri said. 'There was a press conference by the president. He only said: "The court cancelled the elections, according to the constitution I am still the president, we will redo the elections, have a nice evening, happy holidays." And everybody was trying to find reasons. You could see news outlets trying to explain this, they called the analysts and stuff like that, but the state was silent on it ... There still isn't a coherent narrative about why it was cancelled.'
 In fact, Georgescu's insistence that he had spent nothing on his campaign, that it wasn't even a campaign but a procession towards popular acclamation, gave the court a gotcha. Posters supporting Georgescu didn't have the legally required codes tying them to a registered political finance operation. But the court's rambling and imprecise judgment - which most people, without evidence, assume was forced by political pressure and back-channel consultations with other Western governments - doesn't make a clear distinction between posters on hoardings, pro-Georgescu social media organised by clandestine foreign-sponsored networks, and people using their accounts to support Georgescu simply because they liked what he had to say.
 'It's assumed on both sides, okay, even by the pro-Europeans, that [the cancellation] was a political decision, but they agree with it, because they didn't want him to be president,' Petri said. 'So even the liberals are like: "I'm okay with illiberal measures so as to protect democracy."'
 Our surroundings were redolent of Bucharest's luxurious side, the high-gloss world of those who did well out of the revolutionary rejection of Ceausescu's autarkic communism in 1989 and the embrace of the EU eighteen years later. We met in a shop that only sold expensive eclairs, hundreds of them in brightly coloured icing arrayed along the counter like the displays of cosmetics in a department store. Adamescu and Petri, bright, energetic, open, with their MAs from elite London universities, were born long after the revolution, long after Romania's five decades of fascism and communism. They've never lacked for material in their country's cynical and systemically corrupt democracy, in which parliamentary power is held by a self-serving coalition of historical opponents, a grubby marriage of convenience between neoliberals and social democrats. But the rise of Georgescu and Simion, whose Alliance for the Union of Romanians (AUR) has become a powerful force in parliament, has had the effect of making the democratic spectrum of nominal economic and social liberals coalesce into something like a necessary defensive alliance.
 I pressed Adamescu and Petri on whether they thought cancelling the election had been the correct choice, morally or tactically. 'I think it was the right thing to do, in a completely horrendous manner that impacted democracy in Romania, that will have huge consequences in 2028 ... when the people who claim that the election was stolen will win the parliamentary elections, most likely,' Adamescu said. 'The alternative would have been much worse. Because the alternative would have been to have a completely deranged, far-right figure in the presidential office. And the president in Romania, despite what you might hear, holds a lot of power.' Petri agreed: 'I also think it was the right decision. But you couldn't have done it in a less democratic way, which sets a terrible precedent for whenever the [far right] come to power.'
Georgescu  emerged as a minor figure in Romanian politics in 2020, when Simion's AUR (the letters also spell 'gold' in Romanian) unexpectedly won 9 per cent of the vote in the parliamentary elections, giving it 33 seats in the lower house. AUR put forward Georgescu, who wasn't a party member, as its candidate for prime minister. He'd been talked up before as a possible prime minister: in 2011, in a Romanian newspaper that ran photos of him practising judo under the headline 'See why technocrat Calin Georgescu is called "Putin of Romania",' and in 2016, by the Russian propaganda channels Sputnik and RT. Other than that, and a thin resume of government posts a generation ago, his public career has been a series of important-sounding but practically meaningless jobs in opaquely funded NGOs that met at international talking shops to exchange platitudes about sustainable development with similarly ineffectual peers. From 2000 until 2013, he was head of Romania's National Centre for Sustainable Development, which doesn't have official status. He was secretary-general of the Romanian Association of the Club of Rome, which isn't part of the Club of Rome. He was a special rapporteur to the UN on toxic waste, which didn't make him an employee of the UN. He was for a time the executive director of a Swiss-based outfit that hosts gigs at Davos called the UN Global Sustainability Index Institute Foundation - which is not an arm of the UN. Its founder and CEO, Roland Schatz, also owns a media research company called Media Tenor International, which has a branch in St Petersburg that was run in the early 2000s by Yelena Shmelyova, who has since become a senior official in the Putin circle.
 The Romanian investigative journalist Victor Ilie has looked deeply into Georgescu's online support, especially the viral spread of his video clips in the weeks leading up to the first round of the 2024 election. He scraped information from social media accounts and used innovative techniques to look into the ads placed on Romanian web pages by the agency AdNow, founded and run in Moscow until 2018 by Yulia Serebryanskaya, a former senior campaign operator for Putin and his party (it's currently owned by a Georgian citizen based in Bulgaria). During the Covid pandemic, a London-based marketing company owned by AdNow was found to have offered money to video influencers to promote misinformation exaggerating the risks of the Pfizer vaccine. AdNow specialises in 'native ads' - adverts that look almost identical to a site's non-advertising content. Ilie obtained tax records showing that Romanian media firms linked to the far right and anti-vaxxers have received at least EU2 million from AdNow in recent years. Come the election, they all got behind Georgescu.
 Ilie found bundles of accounts on X, newly registered within an hour of one another outside Romania, which immediately followed Georgescu and then began the process of liking and reposting that rapidly boosts an account's popularity. After the election, when Georgescu was banned from running again, the same accounts switched to boosting Viktor Orban in Hungary and the AfD in Germany. 'We also scraped TikTok,' Ilie told me, 'and we've been able to see automatically created accounts with random names, names like Calin Georgescu 01, Calin Georgescu 02, Calin Georgescu 03, hundreds of accounts endorsing his content.'
 Few have done more than Ilie to back up government claims of illegal foreign interference in Romania's election. His work has been cited in official indictments against Georgescu, who has been charged with multiple offences, including misrepresenting his campaign finances, supporting banned fascist movements and, most recently, plotting a coup. If any endorsement of the decision to cancel elections carries weight, it's his. But he thinks the annulment was a mistake. He's offended first of all by the government's refusal to tell all it knows. Nicusor Dan promised transparency, but Ilie doesn't think he has fulfilled that pledge. 'Online, it's been really easy to spot some Russians. But offline, it's not like in the John le Carre books, when you see the handlers, and you really understand the mind games behind it and so on. We more or less know nothing. I feel like the Romanian state knows something, but we have a historical lack of transparency that doesn't allow them to bring up the proof.' His findings, and those of the rest of Romania's investigative journalists, add up, he said, to 'correlation, not causation'. 'I see it as a multi-layered operation: there were these old friends [Georgescu] had in Geneva, in Vienna, he's been quoted by Russia Today [now RT] for years. On the other hand, from a totally different direction, he's been helped by someone else online who has obvious connections with Russian IPs, Russian social media accounts. But I don't see a proper connection between his life in Vienna or Geneva and the online activity.' It was entirely likely, he said, that had the second round gone ahead, it would have seen the country rally round the opponent of the extremist, as in France, resulting in victory for Lasconi. Even if Georgescu had won, parliament could have kept him in check. So the election shouldn't have been cancelled? 'They shouldn't have done it.'
 During my stay I rented an apartment in Bucharest's Old Town, in what would have been a charming enclave of crumbling apartment blocks and cobbled alleys were it not for the Gomorrah of bars and restaurants catering to minibreak trippers and hen and stag dos. The flat was on the top floor of a Bucharest fixture, the Comedy Theatre. Access was via the stage door, past the stagehands smoking on their break, with the show broadcast over speakers during performances. On the way upstairs I passed a display of photos of past productions. There's no obvious discontinuity, to a foreigner's eyes anyway, between the productions of communist and post-communist times. The communist regime defined itself as anti-fascist and had no problem allowing Rhinoceros, the emigre Romanian Eugene Ionesco's parable of the rise of fascism, to be put on at the theatre. The theatre was staging it again a few days after I left. In the play, a community of ordinary people, bourgeois and working class, shopkeepers and intellectuals, are transformed one by one into rhinoceroses, metonymic beasts representing dumb, wilful force: clumsy, violent, selfish, stupid, moving in herds, incapable of rational discourse.
 What gives the play its power and contemporary relevance to Europe and the US isn't so much the behaviour of the rhinos, which is mostly offstage, as the way a character's defence of rhino behaviour - a defence that is always reasonable, whether it is reflective, generous or merely curious - is invariably a prelude to their turning into one. When Daisy tells her lover Berenger that a quarter of the population of the town have become rhinoceroses, he says: 'We're still in the majority. We must take advantage of that. We must do something before we're inundated.' But soon Daisy is showing the telltale sign of criticising the critics of the rhinos for their prejudice. 'Those are the real people,' she tells Berenger.
 They look happy. They're content to be what they are. They don't look insane. They look very natural. They were right to do what they did ... I feel a bit ashamed of what you call 'love' - this morbid feeling, this male weakness. And female, too. It just doesn't compare with the ardour and the tremendous energy emanating from all these creatures around us. 

One of the differences between the Instant Politics guys' view of the election annulment - a catastrophic act that had to be carried out - and Ilie's belief that Georgescu should have been allowed to stand is that the younger men are more sceptical about the resilience of nominally liberal or social democratic members of parliament in the face of pressure to let a charismatic populist leader get what he wants.
 The naive idea I was tempted by in the eclair shop, that the Romanian elite might recoil from tolerating the far right in power because it would mean an end to hedonistic consumerism, is absurd. Don't they have boutiques in Moscow? Does the absence of free speech and democracy in Dubai stop Louis Vuitton flogging EU3000 wheelie cases there? Aren't half the world's luxury goods made in communist China?
 The Romanian establishment's aversion to Georgescu shows fear and alarm, and perhaps a degree of principle, but it's hard to be too optimistic about mainstream politicians' integrity when Romania is in first place in the EU for the amount its political parties pay themselves, openly and legally, from state funds: PS180 million in 2024. Nothing illustrates the cynicism and complacency of the mainstream parties more clearly than the fact that during the first round of the presidential election, some party officials told their supporters to vote for Georgescu, thinking to undermine the traditional politicians they assumed were their main rivals.
 I didn't meet Georgescu in person. But at the risk of making a virtue out of an omission, it's the social media version of the man that has captivated Romanian voters. He was born in 1962. He's formal, grave, a little stiff, groomed in a neat, old-fashioned sort of way, like a knitwear model in a catalogue aimed at pensioners. He doesn't crack jokes, never raises his voice and doesn't seek to persuade so much as to play the man talking a common sense that traditional politicians are too politically correct or compromised to utter. He's not a speechmaker. Given the chance to speak at length in TV interviews, he's vapid, rambling, jumping between barely connected thoughts. But in the clips people watch on TikTok, you don't see his musings peter out or meander, only signposts that point tantalisingly towards never-to-be-reached destinations. He or his people have deleted his TikTok posts from before the cancellation of the election, but there's enough on other social media platforms to get a sense of his style. 'I am guided by three things in this action of mine - which as I told you is not an electoral campaign but a calling - compassion, co-operation and common sense,' he tells a sycophantic interviewer in a longer clip preserved on Facebook. 'God's will is the certainty of my victory, it is creation. And they do not understand this, those who make the polls.' He goes on to state that Romania's closeness to the Caspian Sea (landlocked, and a thousand miles away) gives it a unique opportunity to trade with China (more than a thousand miles and tall mountains away from the Caspian, in the other direction).
 This is Georgescu as messianic technocrat. Another of his modes is to make vague, stirring statements that sound as if they're taken from Hollywood sagas, as sometimes they are. The popular belief among Romanian Georgescu-mockers that he lifted a chunk of Disney's Frozen in a clip doesn't stand up: Georgescu and Olaf the snowman both speak drivel about water having the ability to remember things, but the drivel is different. Georgescu does have a fondness for The Lord of the Rings, the film version, using the sentiments of Gandalf and Galadriel as if they were his own. The most striking appropriation I saw, however, wasn't from a movie. Filmed meeting voters in the street, Georgescu drew on a speech by the wartime dictator Antonescu, not just quoting but absorbing the marshal's speech into his own discourse, even imitating his gestures. Antonescu was filmed in uniform next to the Iron Guard leader Horia Sima, while Georgescu is in a woollen V-neck over an open-necked shirt and stands next to a priest, but the echo across eighty years is clear. 'Through silence and faith,' both men say, 'through order and unity, through labour and love, forward with God! Long live Romania!' And each man raises his arm in salute.
 There is a third way of looking at Georgescu, perhaps the most revealing: as far-right wellness product. When he shot to social media popularity and electoral success, Ilie was already working on an article about AdNow for the Romanian investigative site Snoop, which led to his discovery that this originally Russian firm had passed millions of euros to Romanian media organisations and individuals who tended to be both supporters of the far right and opponents of support for Ukraine. But the main vector of this finance was, ostensibly and perhaps genuinely, payment for ads promoting alternative therapies and conspiracy theories about medicine and vaccination. Like his populist counterpart Robert Fico, the prime minister of Slovakia, and many MAGA influencers, Georgescu benefited from the pandemic, using people's fear, uncertainty and ignorance to braid together an anti-establishment and anti-vax message, thus strengthening each strand: the EU, the mainstream parties, bureaucrats and big pharma were wicked, and now they wanted to inject you with a sinister substance, which must therefore be wicked too; and didn't the fact that the elite demanded you accept this wicked stuff confirm how wicked it was? Georgescu had already spoken out against chemotherapy, questioned whether cancer is real and promoted whatever version of natural, traditional healing suited the moment (his wife, Cristela, is a prominent 'natural' wellness influencer). In January 2021, at the height of the pandemic, the day before President Iohannis sought to reassure the population that vaccination was safe by having the jab himself, Georgescu was filmed swimming in an icy Austrian lake. 'It is a pandemic of fear and stupidity. And over it is a pandemic of hypocrisy and manipulation,' he said. 'I trust my immune system, because I trust and have complete faith in its creator. My immunity depends on the sovereignty of my being. My immunity is maintained and trained only in nature ... not in the laboratory.'
 What marks Georgescu out is how far his promotion of a 'natural, traditional' route to wellness goes, extending far beyond anti-vax conspiracism and anti-establishment rhetoric. His entire political programme, in so far as he has one, is based on the need to heal Romania by creating - or, as he portrays it, restoring - a synthetic medieval country, agrarian, artisanal, patriarchal, Orthodox Christian, self-sufficient in organic food, purged of chemicals, purged of modernity, purged of everything and everyone he dislikes. There's a relationship between his ideas and those of Robert F. Kennedy Jr, the anti-vax US health secretary and wellness nut, and Georgescu never skips a chance to boast about having written the introduction to one of Kennedy's books, omitting the key phrase 'the Romanian edition of'.
 In the Romanian context, there's a deeper political meaning to Georgescu's preoccupations. The modern anti-vax movement echoes its 19th-century equivalent, which had an antisemitic tinge. In a book from 1881, The Jewish Question, Eugen Duhring, the Marxism-loathing foil of Friedrich Engels, claimed mass vaccination was a scheme got up by Jewish doctors to line their pockets. The Nazi fascination with nature, the evocation of a mystic bond between 'real' Germans and the forests and soil, and the conflation of personal wellness with the health of Germany (the extermination of the Jews was presented as a matter of 'racial hygiene'), were mirrored among the followers of Codreanu, whom Hitler admired. In his book For My Legionaries (1936), Codreanu writes: 'To break our ties binding us to the land, the material source of a nation's existence, they will attack nationalism, labelling it "outmoded", and everything related to the idea of fatherland and soil, in order to cut the love thread tying the Romanian people to their furrow.' (It would be unfair to suggest that when Georgescu chose soil science for his academic specialisation, he was thinking of Codreanu and his legionaries, who wore pouches of soil taken from Romanian battlefields around their necks. Nonetheless, Codreanu and Georgescu do share an obsession with the Romanian earth.) Codreanu claimed that 'only through a nationalist government, the expression of our Romanian conscience, force and health, could the Jewish problem be solved, by taking legal measures to protect the Romanian element and putting brakes on the Jewish invasion.'
 In 2022, Georgescu was investigated by prosecutors, and spoiled his relations with Simion, when he described Codreanu and Antonescu as 'martyrs' who had carried out 'good deeds, and deeds that I cannot comment on'. (Promoting fascism is illegal in Romania. Simion's irritation with Georgescu wasn't that he thought the remarks were wrong, but that Georgescu risked breaking the law by saying them in public.) Still, these sparse public allusions to Codreanu are less significant than the implied tribute to Romanian fascism embodied in Georgescu's revivalist fables of a future Romania of Orthodox Christian farmers, craftsmen and mothers. In the current version of Georgescu's programme, 'Food, Water, Energy', he declares that he 'categorically rejects chauvinism, xenophobia and antisemitism'. Much of the programme, heroically vague, could be interpreted as a green, hyperlocal, communitarian utopianism. But then comes the final 'How are we going to do this?' section, with its legionary cadences: 'Through order, discipline, clear rules applicable to all, few words translated into many beautiful and useful deeds. Through a government of patriots, incorruptible, who would set a personal example of firmness in the application of the directions of development, morality and sacrifice.' And the final sentence, so harmlessly generic, yet so similar to Antonescu's phrase: 'With God first, we are rebuilding Romania!'
 J.D. Vance led his government's criticism of the Romanian election cancellation. He can fairly be accused of hypocrisy in his attacks on European social media regulation. He objects to Britain punishing people who incite lynch mobs on social media, but not to Americans losing their jobs or people being deported from the US for posts the Trump loyalty group doesn't like. All the same, in his speech in Munich in February last year he made a point that is hard to wave away. 'You can believe it's wrong for Russia to buy social media advertisements to influence your elections. We certainly do,' he said. 'You can condemn it on the world stage, even. But if your democracy can be destroyed with a few hundred thousand dollars of digital advertising from a foreign country, then it wasn't very strong to begin with.'
 No one suggests that the first round of the 2024 Romanian election was rigged, or that a 'state actor' like Russia can somehow hypnotise voters. Some of the post-mortems on the Georgescu campaign claimed to be forensic analyses of nefarious overseas interference, but what they actually described was a well-run, modern, insurgent political organisation, able to draw on a mixture of volunteers and casual paid operatives. One observer I spoke to speculated that the money came from inside the country, from dissatisfied inheritors of Ceausescu-era assets. However legitimate the concerns about foreign election interference, they shouldn't be an excuse to avoid talking about what made Georgescu so popular in Romania and, perhaps more important, his mainstream opponents so disliked. If the fundamental difference between populists and non-populist mainstream parties is the difference between falsehood and truth, what makes people love populist lies and hate the self-described realism of their opponents?
One  day in a Bucharest cafe I met Stella, a single mother with two young girls who works full-time as a school janitor. Born in the mid-1990s, she had a hard childhood in Bragadiru, on the ring road south-west of the capital, living in a single room with her brother, mother, aunt, uncle and two cousins. When she started school, she and her mother and brother moved to a place of their own. Without an education, Stella's mother struggled to find work. There's no housing benefit in Romania, so paying rent was hard and they were always being evicted. When things got particularly tough, Stella's mother would send the children out to scour the streets for scrap metal to sell. Stella started crying when she got to this part of her story. She was bullied at school over her poverty and for being Roma. She left school at fourteen and got a job washing potatoes. After eight months, she found work as a maid for a wealthy family. She met a man and they moved in together not long before she gave birth to her first child, when she was nineteen. About a year later, she left the man, who abused her, and went back to live with her mother, although she and the man continued to see each other.
 In 2018, Stella's mother died, and she moved to Bucharest proper in search of a better-paid job, although her violent and by now ex-partner was also a factor. At one stage, after the police refused to act against the man, she moved with her daughters into a women's refuge. Now she has achieved a precarious stability. Her children are at school, and the family has a settled place to live, privately rented, a single room with a separate kitchen and bathroom in an old block in Bucharest's Sector 5. 'It's better for them now than it was for me,' she said. 'I promised myself I'd do my best for my children, to avoid the situation I had at their age. I'm still struggling, but I'm trying to make a better life for them.'
 After going through so much, Stella is still barely afloat. Romania's health, education and welfare systems are grievously underfunded. Joining the EU has brought many foreign factories, as well as lavish spending on new roads and other public infrastructure, and schools and healthcare are free to all, in principle. In practice, they're bare bones services that demand all sorts of top-up payments - not really bribes but not really official. This impoverished public realm - which is being further degraded by the austerity programme introduced by Dan under pressure from the EU - is accompanied by a grotesquely unfair, highly regressive tax system that puts a disproportionate burden on the shoulders of the poorest and gives the rich ample ways to protect their fortunes.
 In Romania, almost everyone who earns a salary, no matter how small, faces the same effective tax rate, usually 45 per cent: a flat rate of 10 per cent income tax, 10 per cent health insurance and 25 per cent social security. In most of Western Europe, where taxation is progressive, someone earning as low a wage as Stella would pay little or no tax, and might get state help with rent, living expenses and childcare. Stella earns 5300 lei a month, around PS900, about three-quarters of the Romanian median wage. A low-paid British worker at an equivalent level would have an effective tax rate of about 16 per cent. Stella is taxed at 34 per cent. The only thing protecting her from having to pay the full 45 per cent is that the school pays part of her salary in tax-free food vouchers. Once she has paid her taxes, health insurance and social security, 1200 lei for rent, 560 in bills and 120 for a transport pass, set against 360 lei in child allowance (the only benefit she gets), she is left with 1980 lei a month, about PS340, for food, clothes and anything else she and her daughters might need.
 By crude GDP-per-head measures, Bucharest is the sixth richest region in Europe. The metric takes no account of inequality or the distortions of tax-dodging multinationals, but there's plenty of money in the city. The rich may feel overtaxed, but clearly a household paying 45 per cent tax on combined salaries of 25,000 lei a month is going to have a lot more disposable income than a household paying 34 per cent on 5000. And for those who have shares, profitable businesses or property, the taxes on wealth are minimal, and carelessly collected.
 Like their right-wing populist counterparts elsewhere in Europe, Simion and Georgescu tend to be seen by the liberal centre-left in relation to their stance on issues the liberal centre-left finds threatening: warmth towards Putin; a lack of interest in the defence of Ukraine; hostility towards the EU (if not its money); contempt for the rule of law and democracy; identification of immigrants and refugees, Muslims in particular, as the enemy; disdain for free speech; support for male control over women and suppression of sexual and gender nonconformists. The liberal centre-left has every reason to fear that Simion and Georgescu have this agenda. Liberal Romanians, and Romania's Hungarian minority, know they do. That's why Dan got elected. But Romanians like Stella have different priorities. Not caring that Georgescu promised to cut off aid to Ukraine or that Simion cosplayed a fascist wedding is not the same thing as voting AUR for those reasons. It might seem odd that Stella voted for Simion when the Roma were victims of the Romanian Holocaust, but Simion has been careful not to alienate Roma voters, and, until it was introduced very recently as a special subject for older students, school history books tended to devote only a single paragraph to the country's wartime fascism.
 Stella, and other poor Romanians, are motivated by personal and family matters. Why am I so heavily taxed, when teachers, doctors and police have so little time for me and my children? How can I feed and clothe my kids and pay the rent? Will my pension be enough to live on? The blunt clarity of politicians who seem both to name these problems and to propose urgent solutions to them erases, for many people, the manifest contradiction in some of their plans: for example, AUR couldn't, as Simion proposes, sack half a million civil servants without devastating health and education provision. The appeal of Simion and Georgescu is citizens' self-interest and emotion packaged not to the voter as analyst, but as supporter, someone for whom a made choice becomes in itself a possession worth defending. Stella didn't vote in 2024, but after the election was postponed and Georgescu was banned, she became engaged enough to attend an AUR rally in Bucharest. 'I liked the debates on TikTok, what [Simion] was saying, and the fact that he was out in the streets gave me confidence,' she said. 'I support bigger pensions, greater child support. These are worries that Romanians have. It's important. What I understand is that being on the right means that you are with the people.' The only reference to the war she made was when, unprompted, she complained that Ukrainian refugees got more state support than Romanians. 'From my point of view,' she said, 'the biggest mafia is at the top of the government.'
 By chance rather than choice, we'd ended up meeting in a fancy place, this time in a cafe that took its coffee very seriously. I offered to get Stella a drink and she asked for a latte. They brought it. But the establishment deemed its coffee too good to be defiled by any quality so vulgar as sweetness. They wouldn't give Stella any sugar, and she found the coffee too bitter without it.
In Romania,  they speak of sovereignists rather than populists. A concept from the 1970s, sovereignism once described the Quebecois desire for more autonomy, but without full independence. It has now come to be used of European movements that thrive on hostility towards the EU, regardless of their economic dependence on it. Putin, too, speaks of 'sovereign democracy'. What distinguishes sovereignism in mainland Europe from Faragism in the UK, rhetorically at least, is the extent of its notion of autonomy. It encompasses the sovereignty of the nation over supranational bodies and the sovereignty of the individual over their own body (to reject vaccines, if not impregnation), but also the sovereignty of the national community over transnational capitalism. When Law and Justice was in charge in Poland, we heard much in the West of its efforts to ban abortion, less about its regulatory attacks on foreign supermarket chains which had pushed out Polish retailers. We hear much more about Orban's friendliness towards Putin and contempt for Ukraine, about his criminalisation of Pride marches and attacks on the independence of the judiciary, than about his radical move - inconceivable from any British or US political party - to nationalise private pensions.
 If the Polish government attacks the freedom of women, or the Hungarian government embraces a war criminal and tries to drive sexual minorities into the shadows, that's more interesting and important to liberals in Western Europe than the survival of the Polish high street or a raid on the pension pots of wealthy Hungarians. But it won't seem that way to all Poles and Hungarians. In a country as unequal as Romania, AUR's promises of cheap housing and squeezing money for ordinary Romanians out of foreign firms, together with the allure of a purge of governing institutions, is more likely to be a draw for voters than a fondness for Putin or dead fascists.
 'It's just frustrating that such policies, which could sit quite well in a left party, have been appropriated and blended with really extreme political cultural elements by the far right,' the political economist Cornel Ban told me. Broadly, he said, Romania's rapid rise to prosperity since 2007, following its catastrophic post-communist collapse, had been extraordinary, driven initially by EU funds and by overseas companies taking advantage of lower wages and a skilled workforce to open factories, then by the Romanian IT sector. And yet Romania taxes the low-paid harder than any other EU country, fails to collect tax from the wealthy, has a fifth of its population on the brink of penury and is running a budget deficit three times the EU average. 'How is it that in a country with such gains - our exports increased by ridiculous amounts of GDP per capita - you have Europe's highest population at risk of poverty?'
 Ban, who teaches in Denmark but grew up in a working-class Romanian family, talked through the complexity of support for AUR, Simion and Georgescu. It couldn't be explained by absolute poverty alone, he said, but had to do with people's sense of how well they were doing compared to others, even how well they were doing compared to an idealised sense of where they felt they should be. A bureaucrat might want voters to compare themselves to their Romanian counterparts in 2005, or to their present-day peers in the Romanian-speaking, non-EU former Soviet state of Moldova, but couldn't stop them comparing themselves to people in Barcelona or Cambridge. Romania's inverted version of Britain's obsession with immigration - its citizens' mass emigration to the rest of Europe - compounds the bitterness: Romanians who have experienced exploitation and prejudice abroad are beginning to find that friends who stayed at home are earning more than they are. It doesn't make obvious sense that their response to that would be to punish the parties that have presided over Romania's boom, but politics has seldom been about a just apportionment of blame and retribution.
 Ban told me that everybody in his home town votes for the far right. 'I'm super aware of popular discourse on this, and when I confront them and say: "Look, you guys are going on city breaks now. You are working-class truck drivers, right, with ten years of education. Fifteen years ago, you were crossing the border illegally, to work in Spain illegally. That was your life, right? And now you're talking about your daughter going to study in Germany. I mean, this is a hilarious statement. You are not really persecuted, nor are you losers." Sure, there's 19 per cent of the population at risk of poverty. It's the highest rate in Europe. Let's put that to the side. Those people are completely entitled to be mad, but you would be very hard pressed above those 19 per cent to find a population that lost out economically since EU membership. That's simply not the case.'
 He'd already talked to me about the tough road for young people who had just got a state apartment at the tail-end of communism and might have felt, despite the bleakness of Romania in the 1980s - the phrase 'soya sausage' had a particular resonance at the time - that they were, relatively speaking, on the up, only to be thrown into the maelstrom of the free market. 'They spent twenty years in this kind of downward social mobility,' Ban said, referring to the period of stagnation after the 1989 revolution. 'Twenty years is a lot of your life. You're fifty by the time things improve, and then your benchmark is no longer how you lived ten years ago. The benchmark is, how's your cousin living on the Spanish coast? ... For me, it's like: "Look at this development miracle, right?" But for them, it's like: "Yeah, but we thought we would catch up faster." They thought they would jump straight into how, you know, Catalans live ... I don't know how you can work against this narrative. Plus a lot of them realise that migration has been a tragedy for them personally, and the purchasing power of the same [foreign] minimum wage that fifteen years ago made them local stars in their small home town - when you go home now with an Italian minimum wage, you're making less than locals, in some cases. So the frustration there of status loss among those Romanians who migrated, millions of people, is extremely high ... all these factors have to be thrown into the explanatory soup.'
 When I asked Petri about the audience for his online political analyses, he was frank: it was young, urban liberals. And yet in an indirect way, he and Adamescu hoped to reach the more socially conservative, economically dissatisfied part of society by encouraging their audience to treat that part of Romania with understanding rather than contempt. 'We have these upper-middle-class people in the big cities. We're in that category, I would say,' Petri told me. 'And lots of people in this category have this embedded disdain for whatever comes out of the rural areas and small towns.' He added that 'society is very divided here between two currents. I would say one is looking towards Europe. One is looking towards, not really Russia or the east, more inwards, and sees the other side, the pro-European side, as being out of touch, elitist maybe, or corrupt, and sees democracy as not being able to deliver for them.'
 Not long before I arrived in Bucharest, the Romanian Orthodox Church opened the world's biggest Orthodox cathedral, the Cathedral of National Salvation, right next to the world's heaviest building, the vast Ceausescu-era palace that now houses the Romanian parliament. I joined the queue to take a look inside, curious to see the world's biggest Orthodox iconostasis and the world's biggest display of church mosaic (six acres' worth). I never made it: the online queue tracker, which reported a wait of two hours when I set out, gave six hours by the time I joined. Most of the enormous cost of the cathedral was borne by the Romanian government, but it didn't seem to be getting any credit for it. A popular opinion is that the government steals whatever money it collects. I asked one of my neighbours in the queue, a sheep breeder from Constanta, whether he thought the building of the cathedral had been an absolute need or just a nice thing to do. 'It was a necessary thing to do,' he said, 'because otherwise the money would have been stolen.'
 Why was it that those in power weren't able to steal the money for the church, if they stole the money for everything else?
 'Maybe they're afraid of God,' he said.
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Stink of Gin
Colin Burrow

4042 wordsWhat do we mean  when we call someone a 'character'? It's often a way of indicating that a person habitually says or does things that most people wouldn't say or do. It might be that the character makes risque jokes, or that he likes to abseil down tall buildings while wearing a pink Spider-Man costume, or that he's actually just a pain in the arse. My intuition is that men are more likely to be described as characters in this sense than women, and that this is an instance of the habitual and invisible sexism embedded in normal usage. Sometimes that sexism becomes explicit, as when Alexander Pope begins his 'Epistle to a Lady on the Characters of Women' with 'Nothing so true as what you once let fall:/"Most Women have no Characters at all."'
 In that couplet Pope was responding to a long-standing tradition that linked character with maleness. When sometime around 320 BCE Theophrastus wrote the text which became known as his Characters, the thirty types of person he described in what survives of that work were all male. There is the Garrulous Man, who is the type of person 'who says to anyone he meets that he is talking nonsense ... and that he knows it all himself, and if he listens he'll find out about it', and the Grouchy Man (my own character type) who 'if he stumbles in the street, he is apt to curse the stone ... He won't sing or recite a speech or dance.' The maleness of these figures is not surprising, given the political and social position of women in Theophrastus' Athens. But the word 'character' (like the word 'type') could be thought of as rootedly androgynous: in its earliest uses it meant both the stamp or the seal that leaves an impression on a softer material and the imprint which is left behind. Hence both the 'male' stamp and the 'female' imprint could equally be regarded as characters. Pope was aware of this awkward detail and (characteristically) put his thumb on the scale by insisting that women were 'matter too soft a lasting mark to bear', so they could neither be the stamp that makes a character nor retain its imprint.
 But 'being a character' is only one of the ways we now use this complex word. In book clubs up and down the country people complain that 'I didn't like the characters,' and the same phrase appears in umpteen two-star reviews of novels on Amazon. This usage tells us something about the way contemporary readers typically engage with fictions, and perhaps also something about the way humans now habitually engage with other humans. Talking about a fictional character allows us to make moral judgments about a text and position ourselves in relation to it. We also tend to see the people around us as having characters about which we might make judgments and have opinions, or from which we might instinctively shrink. Those characters are in part fictions of our own making. We turn our experience of a series of behaviours by another person, sometimes supplemented by their reputation, into a notion of their character - which means something like 'the pattern that underlies their actions' - and we then form attitudes to that construction of their character. In doing so, we are in part judging the creations of our own imagination, since a person's character will always be something which we invent and think we know rather than something graspable out there in the world. We are also, perhaps, trying to control or tame the people around us by constructing them as characters. It allows us to persuade ourselves that we know, if not exactly what they will do next, then at least the kind of thing they might do next. A sense of his character might give me some confidence that when I tell Professor Oblomov that he needs to move from his elegant corner office to a smaller, damper one in the basement he will not hurl his laptop at my head.
 The word 'character' imposes coherence on the distinct actions of a person in a way that is both summative of their past actions and predictive of what they might do in the future. It says, in effect: 'This person has a disposition to do X and Y, so in such and such circumstances I would expect her to do Z.' 'He has a bad character' might mean the person in question has dealt crystal meth or sold faulty used cars, and therefore that he would screw you over if given half a chance. The characterisation 'He writes like a dog' implies a similar sense that we know in advance the kind of crappy prose a particular person is likely to churn out, since styles have characters too, and characters can have styles of speech or writing.
 'That was so out of character' is the forgiving flipside of character-based ethics. It might mean: 'Rachel is normally generous, but on this occasion unaccountably stole the last chocolate biscuit.' The point at which an out-of-character action becomes itself a behaviour so frequent as to be regarded as characteristic is often tricky to determine. How many times can Rachel steal the last biscuit before we start to think it is in Rachel's character to steal biscuits? (Probably not more than three times: Rachel, you have been warned.) That uncertain tipping point between characteristic and uncharacteristic actions is one reason why our attitudes towards one another tend to flicker and never quite settle, and is part of what makes other people exciting. We constantly form and update our notion of what a person's character might be, and constantly shuttle in our view of others between judgments about their particular actions and judgments about their underlying dispositions. We do that without necessarily being conscious that we are doing so. And we ourselves might take a quiet pleasure from time to time in doing things that we know will appear to be out of character, because having an established character can be a kind of prison.
 That process of character building and character reconstruction is a deep element in the way sociable beings work with and think about other members of their society. Character serves as a heuristic for our adventures with others, a provisional set of assumptions that can be modified, but which may be resistant to modification, about what someone else is likely to say or do. We are surprised, sometimes, when our imagined idea of another person's character is overturned by the reality of their behaviour - and novels and dramas and even epics often magnify such moments: Agamemnon's wife murders Agamemnon; Achilles sulks in his tent; Madame Merle turns out to be an adulteress. Nonetheless, I suspect most of us are not so frequently surprised by the actions of our peers that we would be willing to give up the notion of character altogether, and see ourselves and others instead as a constantly evolving project of randomly connected actions. The thread or the plot of a life that we weave in our minds about other people grows from constructions of what is and is not characteristic of those we meet or think we know.
 That has risks attached. When we have few actions on which to form a predictive hypothesis about the behaviour of others, our projections of character can turn into or rely on prejudice. We judge the shabby unshaven man in the corner of the bus station as the kind of character likely to beg for money and stink of gin. We then overhear a conversation that reveals he has a PhD in engineering and is a refugee from his country of birth. Character beliefs build on vapour, congeal into something solid and can then dissolve once more.
 Katie Ebner-Landy's The Character Sketch as Philosophy is pitched between intellectual history and philosophy. It tells the story of the reception and dissemination of Theophrastus' character sketches, but also does much more than that. Ebner-Landy argues that the character sketch occupies a valuable zone of philosophical argument between systematic ethics and fiction. This way of doing philosophy, she suggests, fell from favour with David Hume's Inquiry Concerning Human Understanding (1748), which sought to explicate the principles underlying human conduct rather than portray instances of virtue or vice in the form of characters. After Hume, the character sketch 'was no longer considered de facto as a third way of writing moral philosophy or as a vehicle for knowledge'. Ebner-Landy also contends that philosophy is the poorer for having banished the character sketch, and that it should be revived.
 The reception history of Theophrastus' Characters (which might be a fragment of a larger ethical treatise, or lecture notes, or part of a treatise on comedy, or instructions on how to represent character types in speeches) is complex and extended, although the idiom of the character sketch is quite simple. It goes: 'The Untimely Man is the kind of person who ...' then lists typifying behaviours, such as 'he sings to his girlfriend when she has a fever.' The Characters became popular in early 16th-century Europe for a number of reasons. One was philological. The text is a nightmare, so scholars could display their critical chops by collating manuscripts and making conjectural emendations, as Isaac Casaubon did in his great editions of 1592 and 1599. Casaubon was also one of the first to argue that the Characters was an 'intermediate genre between the writings of philosophers and poets' and offered 'a description of the way men endowed with this or that virtue or vice tend "as such" to behave'. He believed that Theophrastus wrote a lost section that described virtuous characters, which would balance the vices and quirks described in the characters which survive. This inspired later writers of character sketches in the vernacular, such as Joseph Hall in 1608, to supply the characters of such paragons as the Good Magistrate, whose 'breast is the ocean whereinto all the cares of private men empty themselves', and whose temperate and impartial love of justice bears so little resemblance to Hall's king, James I, that it is easy to imagine that Hall invented him as a gentle rebuke to his monarch.
 The Characters also attracted early modern readers for deeper reasons. Theophrastus evokes transhistorical types, like the Chatterbox or the Over-Zealous Person, but at the same time he lists behaviours specific to the mores of his own time and place to illustrate the kinds of thing such persons do. So the Chiseller, or money-grubber, 'is apt to ask for his own share of any coins that are found in the street by his slaves, citing the proverb "Hermes is impartial."' The Rumour Monger peddles fake news that 'Polyperchon and the king were victorious in battle' and similar titbits of Athenian gossip. So the character sketch combines a transhistorical type (a kind of person we have all met) with transient historical detail (the people we meet don't babble about Hermes or Polyperchon, but we still recognise them as belonging to this type). This made the Characters perfectly attuned to a later humanistic taste which was radically conflicted in its view of antiquity. Ancient texts might be valued both as records of permanent moral truths and as evidence of the cultural and behavioural differences between antiquity and modernity. So Hall could update the Characters with a version of Theophrastus' Rumour Monger (whom he calls the Busy Body), who claims to know 'whether Holland will have peace', rather than what Polyperchon had got up to. That combination of attitudes towards antiquity is evidently inconsistent, or at least characterised by a desire to have one's cake and eat it; yet this inconsistency underpins most forms of humanistic activity even today. We read old stuff because it's old and tells us about the pastness of the past. But we also read old stuff because it means something now.
 Theophrastus' Characters may also have served a more practical function in early modern England. As populations in urban centres increased (that of London more than doubled in the second half of the 16th century), the character sketch became a way of taxonomising and making sense of the confusing bustle of people who spilled out onto the streets, mingled at bookstalls or hung around the royal court. Character sketches are potentially a guidebook to a confusing world, and so were hungrily absorbed by other forms of urban writing such as epigram and satire - and it is not surprising that Hall boasted of being the first English satirist a decade before he became the first English writer of character sketches. Theophrastus influenced satirical dramas that represented people dominated by 'humours' or fixed dispositions. The characters of the Foppish Courtier, the Gull, the Angry Boy and the Malcontent, all of which strut through early modern English drama and satire, are the product both of observation and of seeing the world under the aspect of the character sketch. The key feature of such character types, though, is that they are not us. Witnessing such types in action, or reading about them, might have a morally beneficial effect, which was duly foregrounded in Casaubon's edition: they embody behaviours to be avoided and so instruct by negative example.
 This function of the character sketch plays a major part in Ebner-Landy's defence of the form. She sees Theophrastus' Characters as a work which does politics (and, she argues, a more democratic politics than many scholars have ascribed to Theophrastus) through descriptions of bad conduct. His characters are negative examples of virtue politics, in which some forms of behaviour are conducive to life in a society, while others, such as meanness or untimeliness or being oligarchic, are antipathetic to it. This strong thesis about the underlying political nature of the Characters enables her to explain why during the English Civil War and Commonwealth the character sketch became a form with which to encapsulate and attack the attitudes of an enemy group or nation. The 'True Character' of Bishops (hypocritical) or Brownists (likewise) or Malignants (the clue is in the name) were laid bare 'for the purpose of showing people whom they need to fear, avoid and keep at bay'. Character sketches could also become caricatures (a word which did not enter the language until the mid-18th century). Andrew Marvell's poem 'The Character of Holland' from the early 1650s, which presents the Low Countries as a patch of English land spewed up from the sea and then zealously preserved by a bunch of beer-swilling, butter-munching aliens, is an instance of the way that the national character sketch could become an anthem to xenophobia. Other later 17th-century character sketches, such as the Marquess of Halifax's Character of a Trimmer (1688), trod a more moderate course, commending a political position that 'trims', or steers a path between different political extremes.
 The historical narrative of The Character Sketch as Philosophy shifts to France for the latter part of the 17th century (so skips over both Halifax and Marvell) and shows the way La Bruyere's Caracteres (1688) used satirical character sketches to examine not just behaviours but motives, and thereby sought to 'inspire a reader to search for a moral framework' in which those motives might be reformed. That led to Hume's Inquiry, which Ebner-Landy argues marked the critical shift from character-based ethics towards an attempt to find (as Hume put it) 'those Principles, which regulate our Understandings'. Hume moved from 'the easy and obvious' manner of doing ethics through the character sketch to 'Moral Philosophy or the Science of Human Nature', which sought to anatomise moral behaviour and reveal its underlying skeleton. It may be that Shaftesbury's Characteristicks of Men, Manners, Opinions, Times (1711) deserved at least a walk-on part in this wider story, because Shaftesbury's title implies that his moral focus is not on 'characters' in the sense of individual types but on the common 'characteristics' of moral behaviour, and of what Shaftesbury terms the 'moral sense' that he believed is present to some degree in all people. Hume's Inquiry may have been less of a break and more like the conclusion to a gradual transition in ethical thinking, in which specific characters were overwritten by attempts to map general characteristics of humanity. But Ebner-Landy is both provocative and suggestive in proposing that it was Hume rather than Kant who in effect separated philosophical ethics from literature by abandoning the middle ground that had been occupied by the character sketch. That left the creation of characters as a zone for writers of fiction, and reserved the dry ground of abstract principles as a realm over which the philosophers became king.
Big cultural  changes are rarely monocausal. Readers, at least from the 1730s onwards, seem to have wanted a kind of character writing which allowed for hidden curlicues and surprises - in which, say, a highwayman, or a con-artist like Defoe's Moll Flanders, or a bastard like Fielding's Tom Jones, displayed energy or charm or ingenuity or generosity which offset their public character. That dynamic representation of character as allowing for surprises and hidden private zones remained a vital feature of the novel. So Dickens's Wemmick in Great Expectations is typified as a diligent clerk 'with a square wooden face, whose expression seemed to have been imperfectly chipped out with a dull-edged chisel' when he's in the office, but at his castle-like home he softens into a cucumber-growing collector of legal curios. That form of representation, which offers both a typifying view of character and allows for a surprising hinterland of apparently uncharacteristic behaviour, is well suited to large urban societies. Dickens's secluded squares and back alleys are the physical counterparts of the hidden aspects of his characters, who might have a concealed benevolent nature or a nasty secret tucked away behind an apparently characteristic facade. In a commercialised urban society you might need initially to make sense of those you bump into on the street or meet in a coaching inn by categorising them as a character type. Then you might do business with them or become friends with them and discover that they are more than, or different from, the character which you had initially supposed them to have. That element of surprise is crucial to complex realist literary fictions, and is why literary fictions are both ethically and intellectually more complex - and more valuable because more complex - than the character sketch. They allow that the ugly duckling might turn out to be a swan, or vice versa. Hume may have killed off the character sketch at the theoretical level, but the development of these complex fictions, along with the social and economic changes that fostered them, left the character sketch looking like a poor relation of the novel, from which it could learn, and which it could absorb and transcend - as it did with travel narratives and saints' lives and romances and works of urban ethnography and many other kinds of writing.
 Ebner-Landy, however, does not believe that the character sketch has had its day. She argues in a stirring epilogue that it should be revived as a mode of ethical thought. She supports that case with a rich body of examples, from Sartre's character sketch of the Antisemite to the short stories of Lydia Davis and the novels of Tolstoy. She argues that the character sketch - such as the Mansplainer, the Antisemite or the Authoritarian - remains capable of doing political good. It can draw attention to hidden asymmetries of power and isolate modes of behaviour that otherwise might pass as unidentified and unobjectionable cultural norms. The contemporary character sketch could pinpoint behaviours that threaten social equipoise or social justice, just as Theophrastus' sketch of the Oligarch did in the Athens of the fourth century BCE.
 This call to revive the character sketch makes Ebner-Landy's book more than an excellent piece of intellectual history. But it may underestimate the limitations and hazards of this form of writing. A character sketch of the Mansplainer, for instance, might say: 'The Mansplainer is the kind of man who sits with his legs apart while he explains to the woman next to him why women's football could never be any good.' Such a sketch gives us a way of noticing and categorising a pervasive form of sexist boorishness, and could help to change the balance of what the philosopher Miranda Fricker has termed 'social power' by drawing attention to and thereby diminishing male linguistic dominance: 'Like a spell, we call people mansplainers in the hope that mansplainers will not exist at all.' That is undoubtedly a good aim. But a character sketch of the Mansplainer could not include (and this is an intrinsic limitation of the genre) any random additional element of a person's character which did not fit the general descriptor of the Mansplainer. So a character sketch might say: 'The Mansplainer recites a Ladybird Book version of the history of Israel to a Jewish woman who has lived in Israel for twenty years,' but it would be contrary to the conventions of the genre to go on 'and he works each Saturday in a soup kitchen for the homeless, is neurodivergent and is a connoisseur of oolong teas.' In character sketches all the listed behaviours have to exemplify a single uniting characteristic, because the character sketch is at root a tool of moral simplification.
 Character-sketching and caricaturing are close kin. Both are potentially tools of political and social othering. It is not a historical accident that the character sketch flourished during the English Civil War. It can help us to identify bad types of behaviour, but it can also flatten and polarise perceptions of other people. That makes it at best a mixed political blessing. Ebner-Landy argues that a character sketch of the Authoritarian would encourage us to think of authoritarianism not simply as a particular way of talking, or as a descriptor of those who hold a particular set of opinions, but as a deep-seated personality type which might derive from a wide range of 'psychological and social issues'. She goes on: 'If authoritarianism is not restricted to throwaway comments but is thought part of a total personality we may be less willing to have these character types in our circles.' I am confident that this is saying more than 'Good Democrats should not talk to Trumpian authoritarian bigots,' since such a manifestly learned and thoughtful writer as Ebner-Landy would not wish to deepen the already cavernous political and social divisions in Western democracies.
 But in saying that we should not tolerate the authoritarian 'in our circles' she is, I think, not just suggesting that character sketches of the Authoritarian will stop people being authoritarians, but that they will enable right-thinking people to assume that those who say things characteristic of authoritarianism are at a foundational level of their being alien. I would be the first to acknowledge that I unite the character of the Grouchy Man with that of the Wet Liberal Ironist, and perhaps it is just the latter aspect of my character that makes me squeamish about this element in Ebner-Landy's argument. But it seems to me that her attempt to revive the art of the character sketch risks reviving another Athenian practice (which, incidentally, had been discontinued around a century before Theophrastus' Characters): that of ostracism. I imagine that is not her intention. However, I am not convinced that what the present world - with its interlocked hatreds, its political polarisations, its relentless mutual simplifications, its multiple racisms, its memeifications and its antisocial mediafications of truth - really needs is the character sketch. Maybe what it could do with more of is a view of character which allows that even people with whom we disagree might be complex and contradictory, and that there might be more to them than the facade we see. Such a view of character might go along with a kind of moral wariness, or a willingness to recognise that the people we disagree with might at least to some degree be projections of our own fears and prejudices.
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At the Movies
'The Secret Agent'
Gaby Wood

1691 wordsIn the Brazilian countryside, a man is driving in the wrong direction. It's 1977, and he's been on the road for three days. As his yellow Volkswagen Beetle pulls into a remote petrol station, we see what he is about to encounter: a dead body on the ground, crudely covered with cardboard.
Wagner Moura, playing the driver, clocks the body and attempts to reverse before the station attendant intercepts him. An attempted robbery, he explains; the body's been there for days. The driver glances at the indicator on his empty tank: nothing for it, he'll have to stay. He gets out of the car and takes in the stench. The attendant rears into the foreground, his vast bare stomach exaggerated by the camera's wide lens, his bottle-bottom glasses veering crookedly off his nose. Before long, the two are joined by wild dogs, a carload of carnival-goers and then the police. We scan the scene through the driver's alert, sceptical eyes and understand that in the monstrously ordinary territory we are about to enter, the long-abandoned corpse, the corrupt police, the dogs and the party crowd are par for the course. He negotiates a bribe and gets back on the road.
This is the opening sequence of The Secret Agent, Kleber Mendonca Filho's fourth feature film, which has picked up an unbroken sequence of awards since it premiered at Cannes last summer. In January Moura became the first Brazilian to win a Golden Globe for Best Actor, and the film is currently nominated for four Oscars, including Best Actor and Best Picture. If it wins, Mendonca's wife and regular producer, Emilie Lesclaux, will collect the award. Like Walter Salles's I'm Still Here, which had a similarly successful run last year, The Secret Agent is set during the military dictatorship in Brazil. Unlike Salles's film, however, Mendonca's occasionally breaks out of its apparent genre - the political thriller - to pause for a cinematic joke. This isn't the first time Mendonca has begun a movie with a corpse. In Bacurau (2019) a lorry carrying coffins has crashed and spilled its load across the highway. Locals inspect the goods while a body, perhaps the driver's, lies at the side of the road. It's an image worthy of Bunuel.
Moura and Mendonca were initially brought together by the Bolsonaro regime's opposition to their work. Mendonca, a former film critic, spent seven years working on Pictures of Ghosts (2023), a documentary set in his home town, Recife, which included family footage and clips from his own films. As he unearthed archival material and remembered his youth spent in cinemas, the shape of The Secret Agent began to emerge. A projectionist interviewed in the documentary became the inspiration for a projectionist in the drama. He wrote the protagonist with Moura in mind.
Our hero's name is Armando, and he's a university professor in hiding. He's heading towards Recife, where he will live under the assumed name of Marcelo. It's the wrong direction for his safety but the right one for what we might imagine to be his soul. After his wife's death, from causes we assume to be less natural than those he describes to his son, he is hoping to reunite with the boy, who is living with his maternal grandparents in the north-eastern coastal town.
He takes shelter in a shared house for refugees of various political and personal stripes, presided over by Dona Sebastiana, a tiny, chain-smoking landlady who can't remember whether she became a communist or an anarchist first. Dona Sebastiana is played by Tania Maria, a seamstress in her seventies who was first cast by Mendonca as an extra in Bacurau. Here, her disconcerting comedic panache almost steals the show.
In Recife, Armando makes contact with an underground network. There are cryptic exchanges, envelopes of cash, 5 a.m. appointments, calls made from phone booths, the promise of fake passports. If it takes you a while to piece it all together, join the club. 'What's going on? I don't get it,' Armando tells Elza (Maria Fernanda Candido), the lynchpin of the network. 'Why do I need a fake passport? I haven't done anything wrong. And what's in it for you? Who are you?'
Armando is on the run the way Cary Grant is on the run in North by Northwest: he is the wrong man. Only in a corrupt system would his actions be considered crimes. That his weary despair should concern anyone higher up is not just confusing to him. At one point an informant calling from a payphone gives him an update on 'the case' (which case, we don't know). Armando's name is on a list. 'It's very bizarre,' the caller says. 'I'm trying to understand it. It's foul play at the highest level.'
Elza tells Armando that there's a contract out on him - a fact we already know since, in parallel, we've been following the sleek moustachioed hitman and his dimwitted sidekick. We do form a fuller picture, eventually: the controlling hand of industry shutting down academic research, arguments over patents, the big city demolishing the provinces, murderous misogyny, a personal vendetta, a country run by crooks. But much remains in the shadows. Will Armando make it into exile in time?
A large part of what's great about The Secret Agent is Moura, who inhabits his role with the naturalism of a documentary subject and the charisma of a star. He plays two roles, the second of which I won't reveal. Suffice to say that they are strikingly different and uncannily related. The detail in his attention to human mannerisms and emotion is extraordinary. Moura's Brazilian career spans soap operas, blockbuster crime dramas and a high-profile production of Hamlet documented on film by his wife, Sandra Delgado. In the Anglophone world he's best known for playing Pablo Escobar in the Netflix series Narcos, for which he learned Spanish with a perfectly pitched Colombian accent, and gained enough weight over the course of two seasons to become the pot-bellied drug trafficker of lore. Two years ago he played an American war correspondent of unspecified descent in Alex Garland's prescient Civil War. He's also a director: his film Marighella (2019) was set during the dictatorship too, and starred the Brazilian singer Seu Jorge as the Marxist politician and guerrilla fighter Carlos Marighella.
'The Secret Agent' may refer to the fact that in 1970s Brazil ordinary citizens were forced to live undercover - that it was all too easy to become a secret agent in your own life. The phrase also has a cameo as the title of a film within the film. We see it come up in caps on a movie screen at the Sao Luiz cinema: 'O AGENTE SECRETO'. This fleeting reference seems so tangential to the plot that it produces a ripple of bathos: is that the meaning we were waiting for? Except it's not tangential: the Sao Luiz is at the heart of everything: assignations, secret phone calls, lethal information slipped through the ticket booth - and the film's love of film itself. 'This is like those American witness protection programmes,' Armando says as Elza puts a tape recorder in front of him. She laughs. It's almost as if they were in a movie.
Mendonca withholds certain genre satisfactions - the sombre mood of a film about dictatorship, the closure of a character's demise - and adds others that would crumble in less confident hands: a comedy hitman duo, a cat with two faces, body snatcher-style horror scenes. He's up to something more than his political plot presents. He has said that rather than recreating a replica of the past he wanted to evoke the period's 'fumes'. That goes some way towards explaining what it feels like to watch the result: you're inhaling an atmosphere, smelling a memory. A newspaper reports that the carnival's death toll is 91. A woman is possessed by a spirit in the foyer of the cinema. A section of the film is titled 'The Boy's Nightmare'. There's a mildly hallucinogenic quality to events that allows for a dismembered leg, first seen in the mouth of a shark, to attack lovers in the park at night. We don't just see the hairy leg in action; we also see Dona Sebastiana's band of refugees laughing over the story in the newspaper afterwards. It could be a riff on a dream or a political satire: somehow everyone in the movie understands its code.
The film's visual allure lies in its period colours, cars and clothes. It's beautifully shot by Evgenia Alexandrova with vintage anamorphic lenses that nod to CinemaScope. But Mendonca won't stay there. He pulls us into the present, where two young researchers are transcribing cassettes recorded during some of the scenes we have witnessed. These modern-day passages protect us from the dangers of nostalgia, and tell us that the story is not just about the past.
There is a recurring argument in The Secret Agent over whether Armando's son, Fernando, should watch Jaws. The little boy, missing his mother and worried he might forget her, is obsessed with sharks. He draws them constantly and has nightmares about them from looking at the film poster. His grandfather - the projectionist - thinks he may as well see the movie. Armando vetoes it. It's a banal, ongoing conversation about what's good for a child, regardless of whether their family is living with death threats. In the end Fernando watches Jaws and as soon as he does his nightmares evaporate. There's something in this miniature fable, the film seems to suggest, on which contemporary Brazil is built. It's not that there aren't real things to worry about. It's that what you don't know or can't remember or will not face haunts you more.
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That's a body
Chris Power

2503 wordsIn  his essay 'The Guilty Vicarage', W.H. Auden wrote that the detective's job is 'to restore the state of grace in which the aesthetic and the ethical are as one'. Death Takes Me stands in opposition to this formula. Cristina Rivera Garza's decision to challenge the neatness of the detective story has its roots in the murder in July 1990 of her sister, Liliana, the subject of her Pulitzer Prize-winning memoir, Liliana's Invincible Summer (2023). For Rivera Garza, the murder is 'a very complex puzzle that I will never quite finish putting together'.
The novel begins with the discovery of a body. The victim, a 28-year-old man, has not only been murdered but castrated. He is found by a writer and academic called Cristina Rivera Garza, a professor of literature at the Toluca campus of the Instituto Tecnologico y de Estudios Superiores de Monterrey, where the actual Rivera Garza was teaching when Death Takes Me was written (the novel came out in Mexico in 2007).
At first Rivera Garza is only a witness, but as castrated bodies pile up and it emerges that the killer is leaving lines of poetry at the site of each murder - in nail polish on a brick wall, in lipstick on the pavement, on a piece of paper clenched in a victim's fist - she is enlisted by the police as a 'literary consultant'. The quotations are from the work of Alejandra Pizarnik, an Argentine poet known throughout Latin America for her elliptical lyrics about madness and death. Pizarnik began publishing in 1955, when she was nineteen. In 1960, she moved to Paris, where she became friends with writers including Julio Cortazar and Octavio Paz, who wrote the foreword to her most celebrated collection, Diana's Tree (1962). In 1972, she killed herself with an overdose of barbiturates.
The unnamed detective tasked with solving the murders in Death Takes Me becomes obsessed with Pizarnik, believing that her work holds the key to the case. It certainly provides the key to the novel, or to understanding why reading it is such a joyless and baffling experience. Rivera Garza describes Pizarnik as a frustrated novelist whose prose writing lies far from 'the linearity that is generally associated with fiction and beyond the field of influence of the plot'. She might be talking about Death Takes Me when she says that Pizarnik 'frequently snips the threads of meaning in language by using fragmented lines or paragraphs. The structure that connects these textual particles responds more to the spatial juxtapositions of a collage than to the temporal or logical series of events in a story.'
If the prose sounds academic here, that's because halfway through Death Takes Me an essay by Rivera Garza on Pizarnik's work, 'submitted for review by the journal Hispamerica', is reproduced in full. The academic jargon is less confusing than the novel's convolutions of structure and plot. Here, for instance, are Rivera Garza and the detective discussing the case in a restaurant:
'Transnominations,' I murmured, settling into those words that weren't hers but mine. Feeling like an impostor of myself, I ordered a bottle of water from a busy waiter.
The Detective pulled some copies from her black briefcase. These partially wrinkled pages were printed with 'On This Night in This World', the Pizarnik poem that was published, as she informed me just then, in the Gaceta del Fondo de Cultura in July 1972. The Detective placed the pages on the table. Pointing at the underlined passage, she asked: 'So every poem fails?'
She was asking as if I were wondering the same thing. She asked with the kind of knowledge forged in strange and uncomfortable coincidences around a glass of water or a belt where countless suitcases circulate as if part of the same eternity. She asked with my words. This is a Great Kingdom that is missing a queen or a king. And I, for a moment, for just a second, believed we were understanding each other.

The novel's sections cycle through the main characters. First, Rivera Garza as first-person narrator, from her discovery of the body through to her uneasy relationship with the detective ('a woman with opaque eyes and huge hands'), conversations with her lover and meetings with a tabloid journalist who wants to write a book about the case. Rivera Garza thinks about historical castrates, from the Han dynasty historian Sima Qian and the medieval philosopher Peter Abelard to Alessandro Moreschi, the last castrato. The section ends with a letter arriving under her door, apparently written by the killer. Eleven more letters follow, signed with the names of female performance artists: Gina Pane, Lynn Hershman and Joachima Abramovic (which, without explanation, everyone takes to mean Marina Abramovic). The letters suggest the killer has been watching both Rivera Garza and the detective. They also draw a parallel between literary analysis - and, for that matter, readers of crime novels - and murder: 'Those who analyse, murder. I'm sure you knew that, Professor ... We all kill.'
The narrative then turns to the detective, a recurring character in Rivera Garza's novels and stories. She sleeps poorly in the 'bachelor's mess' of her apartment, troubled by violent dreams of a shoot-out in which she killed a man. She goes to clubs, drinks, snorts a line of coke 'with that half pleasure and half guilt that compels her back to the dance floor, to lose herself among the crowd', flipping the identity of the typical chaotic male cop. She obsesses over the case:
She thinks about the dead men. One, Two, Three, Four ... in order to work on their cases she needs to call them One, Two, Three, Four. That way they don't make her want to vomit. That way she protects them. This is a veil. One, Two, Three, Four. That's what she calls them when she sits down at the table and, instead of eating, thinks. She remembers. She classifies. She enumerates. She chews.

She considers the murdered: a journalist, a librarian, a translator and a teacher, all between the ages of 27 and 35, all men. It's another inversion, a particularly pointed one in Mexico, which has one of the highest rates of femicide in the world. Rivera Garza wrote Death Takes Me in the shadow of the towering death count of women in Ciudad Juarez, of Roberto Bolano's 2666 and the growing popularity of narconovelas, TV shows that glamorise drug lords and generally treat women as victims or victims-in-waiting. A further addition to this gendered hall of mirrors is that, as Rivera Garza points out to the detective, 'la victima is always feminine,' even if the bodies being sent to the morgue are male. 'This word will castrate them over and over again.'
The detective studies the work of Marina Abramovic, visits the victims' friends and family, and on the way back from one interview parks outside her mother's apartment and thinks about going inside. She knows she should, but 'doesn't want to see her sweet big eyes or feel her embrace or sit down at her table. Most of all, she doesn't want to walk past the bulge of the man, legs spread, his arms wide across the couch, as he watches the television while he burps or indiscreetly scratches his testicles.' Her father? Her mother's boyfriend? Either way, she drives off. We meet her subordinate, Valerio, with whom she speculates about possible links between the victims and about what's driving the killer. The discussion about motive is pursued more eagerly by Valerio than the detective, who 'thinks serial killers' minds are incredibly boring'. The detective and Valerio sleep together, or fantasise about it - it's hard to tell, as is much of what does or doesn't happen in the book. 'What's really happening: This the novel cannot know.' A reasonable philosophical point, perhaps, though it's hard not to feel resentful when even the simplest scene-setting - the detective's office is 'a basement quivering with the sound of uneven voices and the blank velocity of papers passed from hand to hand' - requires decoding.
This abstruseness is present from the beginning, when Rivera Garza finds the first corpse:
'That's a body,' I muttered to no one or to someone inside me or to nothing. I didn't recognise the words at first. I said something. And what I said or believed I said was for no one or for nothing or it was for me, listening to myself from afar, from that deep inner place the air or light never reaches; where the murmur began, hostile and greedy, the rushed, voiceless breath.

Here, and throughout the novel, the writing moves beyond stream of consciousness to a breakdown of language. However much time we spend trying to work out its meaning, the text remains a maze without exits.
Another view of the detective, and the case, comes from Valerio. We learn that his boss, shunted into a 'sarcophagus' of a basement office, is now given only 'two kinds of cases: everyday cases (petty drug dealing, for instance) and cases so outlandish or incomprehensible (the disappearance of a woman from China in a whirlwind, among others) that higher-ranking investigators had discreetly rejected them'. She's not much good at solving them, 'but she did write long reports full of questions and details that pleased the aesthetic sensibilities of the chief of the Department of Homicide Investigation.' Valerio is attracted to the detective but also patronises her. 'He thought the Detective was a woman with the hang-ups of a little girl. He imagined her, though he didn't know why, as an incredible shrinking woman: someone or something he could keep ... inside his jacket pocket.' A line from Pizarnik's work explains the image: 'The urge to shrink myself down, sit in my hand,/and shower myself with kisses.'
Valerio's sexism is ironised by the title of the next section: 'Grildrig'. This was the name given to Gulliver by Glumdalclitch, a female giant of Brobdingnag. We are back with the detective, but, for unclear reasons, chunks of Swift's novel are also reproduced, as are untranslated snatches of Lilliputian speech ('Hekinah degul. Tolgo phonic. Borach mivola. Quinbus flestrin'). The detective is stunned when she sees a TV news report about the discovery of one victim's penis in a glass jar on some wasteground. Not long after, Rivera Garza imagines Valerio as an old man with laboured breath, doing circuits of a park and remembering when one of the detective's superiors announced to the press that the murderer had been apprehended: the man who found the glass jar confessed, an event that appears to have been foretold earlier in the book. Valerio is unaware of that. All he knows is that it isn't true.
The penultimate section is a collection of poems by 'Anne-Marie Bianco', with a foreword by the editor of the small press Bonobos - a real press, with whom Rivera Garza (the real one) published a book of poems called Death Takes Me under the name Anne-Marie Bianco, a month after this novel's original publication. In his foreword, the publisher describes receiving a package of poems sent to a house he had moved out of when he was thirteen. The collection, he says, is 'obsessive' in its exploration of Pizarnik's work. A second note arrives to another address 'I hadn't lived in for many years'. (This might be a joke on Rivera Garza's part. I'd like to think so.)
The poet, who is presumably the murderer, includes an address and suggests a meeting. The publisher goes to the designated hotel but Bianco doesn't show. 'My blunder,' the publisher writes, 'became overwhelmingly obvious. There I was, the head of a tiny regional press, awaiting a ghost in the lobby of a hotel milling with people who, like me, seemed lost, searching for something.' But the book, which he nevertheless decides to publish, 'exists in place of that meeting. It's the faceless text that begins with the calm of a question, a riddle. You, the reader, if you so choose, can decide whether you want to construct that face and implicate yourself, if necessary, in that enigma.'
This line, arriving when it does, is something of a goad. If the plot summary given here possesses any coherence, it has only been arrived at by reading the book twice, then going back through it page by page to try to get its events straight. Despite the conventional set-up, Rivera Garza isn't interested in fulfilling the murder mystery contract. When the detective tells Rivera Garza 'you're the prime suspect in this case,' it's a recognisable convention of the whodunnit: one of the central characters (Borges set a 'discretional limit of six') must eventually be unmasked as the killer. But Rivera Garza provides no such satisfactions because satisfaction is antithetical to her aims. Death Takes Me is a book designed to withhold the pleasures of the genre.
Rivera Garza is more interested in the insufficiencies of language than in catching a serial killer. The novel is peopled with writers: not only Rivera Garza, the tabloid journalist and Valerio, a number of whose reports we read, but also the detective, who is better at writing reports than solving crimes (in Rivera Garza's The Taiga Syndrome, published in 2012, she has left the force to write true crime books). The victims are all people who work with words, as is the killer, whether these are messages slipped under doors, lines of poetry on walls and pavements, or collections sent to small presses. None of this writing leads anywhere, or at least not where anyone is trying to go. 'The gibberish,' Valerio thinks, reading the killer's messages, 'was coming faster and faster.' Rivera Garza wants to tell the detective that 'every poem is the inability of language to produce the presence in itself that, by simply being language, is all absence.' A puzzle we will never finish putting together.
The central embodiment of this theme is Pizarnik, a poet who was unsure about the ability of poetry to compete with great prose works. 'Think of Kafka, of Dostoevsky,' she wrote in her diary in 1963. 'What poet causes such trembling?' Death Takes Me is a novel that wants to read as poetry and does, eventually, become a series of poems, which are sent to Rivera Garza in the novel's short closing section. She is convinced their author is the tabloid journalist who interviewed her for the book about the case, but does that make her the killer? We don't know; the novel denies us solution, catharsis and, for much of its length, comprehension. Yet this is what it must be like for Rivera Garza, to whom, I suspect, all crime novels are unjustifiably cosy, and no return to a state of grace is possible after the radical disturbance of murder.
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Maths is second best
Claire Hall

2176 wordsLot  9058, a damp-stained and mildewed medieval Greek liturgical book, went up for auction at Christie's in New York on 29 October 1998. It was embroiled in controversy: the Greek Orthodox Patriarchate of Jerusalem had already brought an injunction against Christie's, claiming the book had been stolen from a monastery in Constantinople during the collapse of the Ottoman Empire. But the court ruled in Christie's favour: the book's owner was French, and under French law her father had obtained it in good faith. The auction went ahead.
It wasn't simply a liturgical book. Beneath the red ink of its prayers was a fainter text in a crabbed perpendicular hand: Method of Mechanical Theorems, attributed to the Greek inventor and mathematician Archimedes, which had fallen out of circulation by the 13th century. In 1906, before the manuscript disappeared from Constantinople, the Danish historian J.L. Heiburg noticed the darker text and took some grainy photographs, from which he copied what he could see of the Greek through a magnifying glass. But here was the palimpsest itself, finally available for further study. The auction was fraught. Major American universities competed with representatives of the patriarchate in a strange clash of secular and spiritual learning. In the end, an anonymous buyer swooped in with a bid of $2 million. Historians worried that the palimpsest would never be seen in public again. But the buyer surprised everyone; less than a year later, it was on long-term loan to the Walters Art Museum in Baltimore. Since then, it has undergone a series of expensive interventions to repair surface damage and provide detailed digital scans, improving the reliability of the legible text.
Method of Mechanical Theorems is a letter from Archimedes to Eratosthenes, the head of the library of Alexandria and a renowned philosopher in his own right. Most of it is devoted to proving relationships between the centres of mass of different shapes. Archimedes starts with the familiar - parabolas, triangles, spheres - but quickly moves beyond them. As the historian of maths Reviel Netz puts it, one example features a shape like a 'lipstick tip' and another a 'box bounded by eight symmetrically curved surfaces'. As in most Greek proofs, Archimedes expresses the area or volume of one thing in relation to another: this parabola is four-thirds as big as this triangle; that triangular prism is the same size as that lipstick tip.
Archimedes' other works, many of which survive, also deal with theoretical geometry. Some concern magnitude, scale and approximation - for example, Sand Reckoner, in which he estimates how many grains of sand it would take to fill the universe. Others group extremely difficult geometrical proofs on specific themes. The most famous is The Sphere and the Cylinder, in which he proves that if you fit a sphere inside a cylinder so that it touches both sides, the sphere's volume will be two-thirds that of the cylinder. But in Method of Mechanical Theorems Archimedes makes a playful confession. He has been using a 'mechanical' method of his own devising to formulate new mathematical problems. Once he has found a problem to work on, the mechanical method can also help him solve it. He encourages Eratosthenes to try it, speculating that others may find exciting new mathematics with it. When Heiburg's transcription was circulated, it seemed to confirm a feature of Archimedes' work that had been suspected for some time: some of his abstruse theories, particularly those about centres of mass, may have been scoped out using physical models made of wood and metal. Rather than relaying complex geometrical relationships from his mind's eye onto the page, Archimedes had been patiently constructing, adjusting and balancing his models, and then doing the geometry to shore up his discoveries. The mechanical method exposed a way of thinking that set him apart from an earlier generation of philosopher-mathematicians: he trusted that the intellectual world of mathematics corresponded to material reality.
As Nicholas Nicastro points out in his biography, the stories that circulate about Archimedes aren't necessarily reliable. In 212 bce, the Romans attacked his home town, Syracuse, one of the largest and wealthiest cities in the Mediterranean. Syracuse had long been an ally of Rome, but after Hannibal's journey over the Alps its teenage ruler, Hieronymus, was tempted into a treaty with the Carthaginians. Rome responded swiftly. Archimedes, then in his seventies, was killed in the chaos. There are various accounts of his death, but one has gained more traction than the others: Archimedes was too busy drawing geometrical diagrams in the sand to look at the Roman soldier who demanded his surrender. The story tempts us to view him as a grandfatherly eccentric, a sort of proto-Einstein. But Nicastro notes that we have no good reason to accept it over other accounts. Perhaps Archimedes was fleeing with a chest of scientific instruments that were mistaken for treasure, or perhaps the Roman soldiers knew who he was and wanted to eliminate him for his role in the defence of the city. He was, after all, an engineer working in military service during a major war.
The other stories about Archimedes' inventions point to his fascination with technology's potential as well as his need to show off. He is said to have pulled a ship along the beach at Syracuse single-handedly, using a complex mechanical contraption to demonstrate the absurd multiplicative power of pulleys. According to Anthemius of Tralles, one of the architects of the Hagia Sophia, Archimedes found a way to set Roman ships on fire from a distance, harnessing and focusing the rays of the sun with hinged mirrors. The TV show MythBusters devoted two episodes to the claim in the mid-2000s, concluding - to the relief of parents everywhere - that it is more or less impossible to focus an ordinary mirror in this way. (Anthemius may have been influenced by the concerns of his own day: Byzantine optical science was obsessed with mirrors.) The Greek historian Polybius, born not long after the siege of Syracuse, writes that Archimedes constructed an enormous metal claw attached to a crane which swung out from the harbour walls, fastened into the hulls of Roman ships and toppled them, soldiers and all. It sounds like a Heath Robinson machine, but it might have worked. A recreation in an episode of Secrets of the Ancients demonstrated that if the claw was used to create latitudinal roll it could easily destabilise overloaded ships.
In the Hellenistic world of Archimedes' birth, intellectuals weren't meant to be practical. Stories of their childlike innocence were common. Some of the earliest concerned Thales, an astronomer in the sixth century bce who fell down a well while looking at the stars. The prejudice was partly just ordinary people poking fun at the pointy-heads: they might have brains, but we have common sense. But elite men in the classical Greek world distrusted technical knowledge, which they associated with slavery and femininity. Weaving and textile work was carried out almost entirely by women, and pottery, metalwork and toolmaking were the domain of slaves. If intellectuals knew about crafts, it was usually only through the businesses they owned. The orator Lysias owned a shield factory in which more than a hundred enslaved men worked; Demosthenes' father had a sword-making business and a furniture workshop.
Socrates' pupil Xenophon wrote in the fourth century bce that the trades of craftsmen were 'held in low esteem in the cities' because they 'softened' the bodies and souls of their practitioners and withered their social and political skills. Xenophon noted with approval that in the aristocratic and militaristic culture of Sparta, full citizens were forbidden from pursuing banausikai technai, the 'mundane' crafts of artisans; the enslaved population, known as the helots, produced everything that wasn't imported from subordinate cities. Plato deplored trade of any kind, which he believed invited moral decline through greed: the most degenerate place, he argued, was a city that had grown rich producing goods for export. Greek myths about craftsmen tend to be cautionary. Hephaestus, the god of bronzeworkers, is lame and mocked for it; the titan Prometheus is punished for teaching technical skills to men; and the canniest craftsman of all, Daedalus, loses his son Icarus through his hubristic invention of artificial wings.
But Archimedes was a new type, a scientist who combined theory with practical know-how. The most famous story about him displays this combination. The ruler of Syracuse, a popular tyrant called Hieron II (the grandfather of the ruler who incurred Rome's wrath), suspected he was being duped about the purity of a gold crown he had ordered as a religious offering. But he wasn't certain - the crown did seem to weigh the right amount. Perplexed, he called in Archimedes. The rest is legend: Archimedes ran naked from his bath crying 'eureka', 'I've found it' (the Roman architect Vitruvius, who tells us this story, takes care to mention that he shouted in Greek). Archimedes' realisation, based on the water that spilled out of the bath when he got in, was that he could measure the water displaced by the crown and compare it to the amount displaced by a piece of gold of equal weight. Since gold is very dense, if the crown displaced more water than the equivalent piece of pure gold, it must have been adulterated with some lighter metal. This might seem at first glance like another homespun hagiography. But as Nicastro points out, something about it rings true. We see exactly the same principles Archimedes outlines in Method of Mechanical Theorems: the close relationship between reality and mathematics, and the use of an experiment to solve a geometrical problem - in this case, the volume of an irregular solid. (The goldsmith had tried to deceive Hieron.)
For Nicastro, Archimedes was a true scientist who wouldn't have been caught dead endorsing the 'quaint beliefs' held by other Greeks: that circles are the most perfect shape, or that objects fall to earth seeking their proper place. He invokes Leonardo da Vinci and Galileo in support: they recognised Archimedes as a fellow genius, so we should too. The problem with this argument is that it rests on a sense of mathematical physics as a special lineage, which takes us on, presumably, to Tesla, Feynman and Hawking. It's true that Leonardo and Galileo, trained on a tangled web of Aristotelian, Ptolemaic and Galenic scholasticism, might have found Archimedes refreshing and identified him as a kindred spirit. But what makes Archimedes interesting is not where he comes in a family tree of genius, but something specific to his intellectual approach: the way in which his understanding of the mathematical world diverged so intriguingly from that of his predecessors.
The earliest Greek mathematicians had studied the properties of numbers and of ordinary shapes, as had the Mesopotamians and Egyptians before them. Inspired by them, and heeding the doubts expressed by Parmenides and Zeno about the reliability of the senses, Plato distrusted material reality and accorded a special status to mathematics. For him, it occupied a middle position between the divine realm of the forms and the imperfection of the material world. Where we couldn't access truth directly through perception, maths was the next best thing. Aristotle reacted against Plato's approach. He was a specimen collector and dissector at heart, and his philosophical system was based on his love of the physical stuff of the world. Mathematics was simply a tool, and Aristotle was never entirely comfortable with it. Most thinking about maths since has taken one of these two paths: it's either a portal to a higher reality or a convenient way to model the world around us.
Archimedes took a different tack. For him, the mathematical and physical worlds were as real as each other and mutually reinforcing. To know something about the physical world, you could use maths to model it. But more radically, you could also use the physical world to open up and model mathematical ideas: balances, levers and floating objects could be treated as geometrical proofs. This approach has never had the dominance of the other two - though traces of Method of Mechanical Theorems can be seen when modern mathematicians use computer simulations to inspire their conjectures.
Method was probably among the works of Archimedes collected by Isidore of Miletus in the sixth century ce. From there, it made its way into the scholarly penumbra of the Byzantine establishment; the underlying text in the palimpsest may have been copied out in the ninth century by Leo the Geometer, a teacher and cousin of John VII, patriarch of Constantinople, who was fascinated by Archimedes. But then the thread breaks: Constantinople was sacked in 1204 during the Fourth Crusade, leaving the city and its schools in disarray. The liturgical palimpsest was made in the wake of these events, possibly in Jerusalem, from a selection of extraneous Byzantine manuscripts, hastily bundled together. Parchment was expensive and in short supply, and whoever wrote the prayers probably had no interest in the ghostly letters beneath.
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At the Photographers' Gallery
Boris Mikhailov's Provocations
Brian Dillon

1254 wordsIn photography  the line between grace and shame is often blurred. We are apt to ask a simplifying question: are we looking at bodies exalted or abused? Things are rarely so straightforward. The Ukrainian artist Boris Mikhailov published his photographic series Case History as a book in 1999, and the following year the Photographers' Gallery in London mounted its first retrospective of his work. Mikhailov's scalding images of the bomzhi, or homeless people, in his native city of Kharkiv flummoxed critics; a Guardian article concluded: 'There is no one in these pictures to identify with.' Their subjects appeared to arrive from an abject elsewhere: they were naked, hungry, maimed or drunk, and it was unclear why they had exposed themselves in this way. It emerged that Mikhailov had paid his sitters - the equivalent of a month's pension, it was said - to pose, undress and reveal their scars, their sadness or their diseases. There was no consoling sense that photography was simply doing justice to such lives. As Jeremy Millar, curator of the 2000 exhibition, put it at the time, 'what is striking here is that you feel worse.'
Part of Millar's response might have been a matter of scale: I have usually seen the Case History pictures in relatively large formats, all their subjects' frailties staring you in the face. In the current Mikhailov exhibition at the Photographers' Gallery (until 22 February), the series is mostly represented by four-by-six-inch prints mounted in a grid, face up in a vitrine. Reduced and crowded together like this, the images look like residue from a questionable exchange between Mikhailov and the destitute of post-Soviet Kharkiv, whom the photographer had been surprised to encounter when he returned from a year in Germany. The photographs are less monumental, and one goes hunting across the glass case for some familiar individuals and attitudes. Here is a shirtless young man in the snow, supported by a man and a woman in a Pieta pose, his glazed eyes directed towards the camera. Two guys in woollen hats on an icy street drag around the spine and ribs of what I hope is a cow. Elsewhere, several men and (mostly) women have begun to strip for their supper.
When Mikhailov's work first became known in the West, it was often understood primarily as documentary revelation, somewhat complicated by the ethics of his transactions with the bomzhi. Here was news from the pitiless aftermath of Soviet life, from one who had seen the depredations of communism and capitalism. And his work as a photographer had been seditious from the outset. In 1965 he was working as an engineer in a Kharkiv factory when he was given a camera and tasked with documenting the facility. The KGB soon found out that he was using the factory's darkroom to print nude photographs of his wife; Mikhailov lost his job and narrowly escaped prison. But he carried on taking pictures as a mordant and playful artist of the clandestine Ukrainian avant-garde. He recorded hardships, absurdities and mundane ecstasies in the period following Khrushchev's Thaw. But subjects and context don't exactly explain the visual and conceptual qualities of Mikhailov's art from the mid-1960s to the dissolution of the Soviet Union and beyond. The current exhibition is a fine overview of the very different series he made in that time.
In 1968, Mikhailov began making Red, a series which a gallery label tells us 'reveals the extent to which communist ideology saturated daily life'. It certainly does that, with blazing red insignia and backdrops everywhere, made all the more vivid by the tonalities of colour slide film. Parade banners and sashes, a patriotic tractor and racing car, posters, flags and billboard-sized portraits of Lenin all saturate the public spaces in which they appear, acting as indelible reminders of state presence and power. Red, however, is also the colour of irony and evasion here. It's the colour of cardigans, headscarves and bikini bottoms. The palette in a mural that depicts an onward-marching Lenin rhymes with a bus or tram in the foreground, and a man's fancy red jumper and floral shopping bag in the middle distance. Collective performances of allegiance or solidarity are undercut by the sheer ubiquity of red, its kitsch or mundane qualities: fake ceremonial flowers, armbands and military badges are mimicked and mocked by traffic bollards, lipstick and even an acne-ridden face.
[image: ] From 'Yesterday's Sandwich' (1960s-70s)




Mikhailov has described the late 1960s and 1970s as 'a period of hidden meanings and coded messages in all genres ... Everyone was on the lookout for the smallest piece of new information, hoping to uncover a secret or read something between the lines.' In the paranoid, divinatory spirit of the times, he embarked on a project he titled Yesterday's Sandwich. One day he threw a handful of 35 mm slides onto his bed and two of them stuck together to make a new, overlapping composition. In the ensuing series he tried to retain the element of chance. At times the juxtapositions have the comic-erotic quality of Dadaist or Surrealist photomontage. A rash of foliage sprouts on the body of a woman suspended in a hammock; a giant golden crane fly sits on the lap of a naked woman; a pair of fried eggs looms over twin figures of Christ. Some pictures have the dreamy aspect of stills from Tarkovsky: the statue of a melancholy angel surrounded by stalks of dry grain or grass; a woman lying down in a field of fire. But elsewhere Mikhailov (or his chance operation) is more politically provocative. A huge ear seems to be listening to a busy street; a purple flower poisons the sky above a group of women in uniforms and gas masks.
In part, Mikhailov's work in these years was a scurrilous comment on the place of photography in late Soviet society, nowhere more so than in two series he produced that rely on the antique but then still prevalent technique of adding colour to black and white prints. Mikhailov has spoken of this method as a particularly Soviet hangover, at a time when colour film was hard to come by. (In fact the practice produced vivid anachronisms in other countries for decades, among them the gorgeous postwar studio photography of the Armenian-Egyptian master Van Leo, and bizarre studio portraits that members of the Taliban made of themselves.) In the early 1970s Mikhailov began hand-colouring anonymous found photographs with aniline dyes. There are studio portraits of men in military uniform, given scarlet or pink backdrops. (Two of these are already peculiar images: a soldier holding a child's doll; two young sailors with a teddy bear.) A man with a moustache and big hair is montaged into a double portrait with Stalin against an acid green background. In these works, and a concurrent series in which the artist colourised his own documentary-style photographs, Mikhailov pushed his critique of official styles further into parody.
This is not to say that the documentary impetus in a work like Case History wasn't also present earlier. Among Mikhailov's most conventional or nostalgic-seeming pictures are his panoramic street studies of the 1990s in cyanotype blue or sepia brown. The aesthetic looks mild, but the desolation of post-Soviet life that Case History made so lurid is already there among lone or harried figures in the cityscape: the poor, homeless, exhausted or maimed, photographed from an ankle-level vantage, as if everything has begun to sink. It was the viewpoint, Mikhailov said, of a 'bastard dog'.
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Demand Stolen Rings
Mike Jay

2753 wordsThe  word 'vampire' entered common parlance in the Anglophone world in 1732, as sensational reports arrived via German newspapers about an episode on the Serbian front in the wars between the Habsburg and Ottoman empires. A soldier called Arnaut Pavle had died after breaking his neck falling from a hay wagon. It was said that he had been troubled by vampires throughout his life and had eaten earth from their graves in an attempt to free himself from them. His corpse had refused to lie quietly: locals reported being bothered by it and it had been implicated in the murders of four people. It was exhumed and found uncorrupted, ruddy and vigorous looking; blood was flowing from its mouth and its nails were growing. The villagers drove a stake through it, at which it groaned and bled copiously; afterwards they burned it and dumped the remains back in the grave. Since it was believed that those killed by a vampire became vampires themselves, they also dug up the bodies of his four victims, which were found to be similarly free from decay and swollen with blood. All were given the same treatment.
 This was the point at which the vampire took on a life of its own in Western popular culture. Reportage, legend and fiction combined to create its modern form and to sever it from its tangled roots in folklore. Most of the tropes that came to define the vampire - neck-biting, blood-drinking or invisibility in mirrors - are recent inventions, though some, such as the protective virtue of garlic, do have a historical basis. Other favourite monsters of modernity were similarly re-created: the most familiar element of the werewolf myth, the fatal silver bullet, was devised in 1941 for the Hollywood movie The Wolf Man, and the now ubiquitous zombie owes a far greater debt to George Romero's Night of the Living Dead and its sequels than it does to its Caribbean ancestry.
 John Blair isn't overly preoccupied with definitions, though he is keen to make clear that the modern vampire is only one element in a pan-historical complex of beliefs. Etymology can be valuable however when tracing the transmission of beliefs between cultures. The word 'vampire' derives from the Slavonic upior, which in turn has Turkic roots, indicating an origin further east. But Blair's subject is broader, and perhaps better captured by the term 'revenant': a restless or vengeful corpse that refuses to remain buried and returns to menace the living. Bram Stoker's coinage 'the undead' puts this idea at the centre of the vampire narrative; Blair uses 'the dangerous dead' as a generic term that both includes and escapes the modern story.
 Blair, whose academic specialism is medieval history and archaeology, was drawn to the dangerous dead by the puzzling evidence of England's Anglo-Saxon burials. In the East Anglian fens around 680 CE, for instance, a cluster of excavated graves attests to the practice of burying certain young women with protective amulets, iron nails and relic-boxes, and then disinterring them once decomposition had set in. At this point their remains were broken up, torsos twisted over to face downwards and craniums wrenched loose and moved down to the ribcage, as if to frustrate any attempt by their corpses to resurface. Another group, dating from the years between 1000 and 1190, presents a quite different picture. These burials are all of men, their corpses typically burned and hearts cut out, some sewn up in calfskins or dumped in bogs. In this period there are written chronicles to supplement the archaeology; the Benedictine historian William of Malmesbury tells us that in this case the dangerous dead were malefactors, some excommunicated and others corrupt priests, who had risen from their graves and were seen walking by night, groaning and spreading disease.
 These two vampire epidemics, as Blair terms them, four centuries apart, suggest both a core of shared belief and an altered set of historical circumstances. What, for one thing, does the gender switch signify? Blair establishes that, across the globe and throughout history, revenants are more typically female than male. In many cultures dangerous female spirits have a supernatural identity of their own: the striga or lamia in classical Europe; the flying female demons of South-East Asia, Mesopotamia or Mexico; the predatory fox-women of Chinese folklore. Deceased adolescent girls are particularly dangerous: as well as being resentful at having their lives cut short, they are liable to set loose the violent disruptive powers associated with hauntings and poltergeists. Irrespective of gender, any premature death, especially when it is the result of a gross injustice such as murder, raises the fear of vengeful return. A neglected or unfinished burial rite risks allowing the dead to return among the living. The deaths of people who were disliked, vindictive or merely antisocial also raise fears that they will seek to settle scores from beyond the grave.
 Historians have suggested material explanations for these fears, which are something close to a cultural universal. Paul Barber, in Vampires, Burial and Death (1988), argued that corpses do, under certain circumstances, behave in ways consistent with the legends. He consulted P.V. Glob's 1965 study of the 'bog people' from Iron Age Scandinavia, whose bodies have been uncannily well preserved by their immersion in acidic and anoxic peat bogs. Some had been staked through the torso, and Barber argued that the reason for this might have been practical: to prevent the corpse from bloating with gas, rising from its watery grave and bobbing up to the surface. He proposed that other attributes of the vampire might have similar explanations. There are many environments in which corpses might fail to decompose and the natural process of saponification, by which body fat is transformed into a waxy pinkish tissue called adipocere, could account for the occurrence of incorruptible saints and the dangerous dead alike. In such cases the body can remain ruddy and plump; blood will naturally ooze from the mouth, the eyes can open and fingernails and hair appear to grow as the skin retracts.
 Beyond the facts of post-mortem pathology, there are many other reasons the recently buried dead might be considered a source of danger. In some cultures the corpse is taken to be the vestige of the dead person's identity, in others an empty vessel vulnerable to possession by a malign spirit. Societies from ancient Egypt to Siberia have seen the living human as the embodiment of a number of souls or life-forces; the corpse may host only a part of their identity or cohabit with another entity. It's understandable that the dead should be angry or vengeful: after all, they have suffered a terrible calamity. There may be, as Freud proposed in Totem and Taboo, a 'universal conviction that the dead, thirsting for blood, draw the living after them'. Death opens a portal that must be policed: in every human culture, burial is hedged about with ritual observance. Yet in certain historical moments the threat of the dangerous dead has flared up into a desperate and persistent conflict with the living. 'It seems appropriate to adopt clinical terminology,' Blair writes, 'chronic versus acute, endemic versus epidemic.'
 In searching for patterns to explain the phenomenon of vampire epidemics, Blair has almost too much material to draw on. Archaeological evidence is richly dispersed across the world and extends back into prehistory. But it's often hard to interpret. In the 8000-year-old city of Catal Hoyuk in Turkey, for example, there are human remains buried under the floors of the tightly-packed houses: the bones were disarticulated, the heads removed and the bodies seemingly excarnated - stripped of flesh - before being laid to rest. This was probably done by exposing them to vultures: wall paintings show birds attacking and scavenging headless corpses. In the paintings, however, the birds appear to have human legs, so it may be that they were priests (or priestesses) in vulture dress. Notwithstanding recent advances in forensic archaeology, the sequence of procedures that a corpse underwent before its final burial is hard to reconstruct: whether, for example, dismemberment or staking was a preventative measure or a response to a restless revenant.
 'Secondary burials', as archaeologists refer to them, have been common practice in many places at different times and have been carried out for a variety of reasons. The measures taken to subdue the dangerous dead - breaking or binding limbs, removing the heart, hands or feet, staking and nailing, burning - are well evidenced, but difficult to distinguish from ceremonial and protective practices that leave the same traces. It's often hard to tell whether or to what degree bodies were decomposed before they were acted on, and harder still to deduce much about the beliefs that prompted the intervention. There are contemporary cultures, for example in Madagascar or Sulawesi, that dispose of their dead in complex extended rituals involving excarnation, mummification and multiple reburials, which can continue for many years. Archaeologists also speak of 'deviant burials', in which bodies are buried standing up, for instance, or show signs of a disorderly struggle. These may have been cases of the dangerous dead, but could equally be evidence of judicial punishments, executions of captured warriors or sacrifices. Corpses have also been used as a source of medicines, not least in early modern Europe, where mumia, often obtained from Egyptian mummies but also from more recent graves, was a staple of apothecaries and physicians well into the 18th century. It is an irony that during the era when cannibalism became a signifier of barbarism and savagery, it was probably practised more widely in Europe than anywhere else.
 The other major source for Blair's investigations is folklore. As with archaeology, the problem here isn't a shortage of evidence but making sense of an abundance of detail. Scouring Stith Thompson's classic six-volume index of folk-literature motifs, he finds dozens of entries for supernatural encounters with the dead. Motif E236.1.1, for example, is 'dead people who return to demand stolen rings'. There are instances from Lithuania, England and North Carolina, but it's impossible to know whether these versions of the story are genealogically connected or merely carry similar meanings. One of the earliest known written accounts of the dangerous dead, a Greek source from around 120 CE, is of a Thracian girl who returned nightly to her lover, a tale that matches more recent oral tradition from rural Ireland. Folklore is, by definition, unreliable: as Barber points out, the term itself implies that the user doesn't believe it. Folklore doesn't tell us where it came from, or whether it emerged via diffusion or convergent evolution; the best we can do is trace themes and variations within a larger pattern. Blair accepts that beliefs about the dangerous dead 'will never be slotted into a coherent family tree'. In the face of such vast uncertainties, he is guided by the assumption that even if many of us no longer believe the dead return to plague the living, the belief must have a logic and an adaptive value for those who do hold it.
 By cross-referencing the various strands of evidence, Blair draws up a chain of transmission for vampire beliefs in Europe extending from classical mythology to the Enlightenment. The earliest written sources, cuneiform tablets from Assyria, fed into ancient Greek beliefs (Lilith and the lamia, for example), which were then absorbed by Rome and transmitted by such authors as Horace. These tales fused with indigenous beliefs in Roman Britain, as evidenced by decapitated and face-down burials, and across Northern Europe with Viking practices, folkloric night-flying demons and mythic traditions such as the Wild Hunt. These hybridised in turn with the local traditions of Eastern Europe and the Balkans, notably in places such as Bulgaria where ancient Mediterranean supernatural beliefs had clung on and were now recombined with their modified descendants.
After this conjunction 
, the modern notion of the vampire can be tracked much more confidently through the printed sources that produced it. The episode in Serbia in 1732, unlike previous epidemics, was documented in official reports by the Habsburg military authorities, which were picked up by the German press and then appeared promptly in Britain in the London Journal and the Gentleman's Magazine. In 1746, the Benedictine abbot Augustin Calmet, a prodigious author and antiquarian, published Traite sur les apparitions des esprits et sur les vampires ou les revenans de Hongrie, de Moravie etc, a forerunner to Blair's endeavour, which compiled and supplied a commentary on press reports, chapbooks and encyclopedia entries. It became the primary source on the subject; Calmet went on to publish expanded and revised editions and there were translations into English and German. The shift to print culture brought a change of tone: the folklore of the dangerous dead was now reported not as fact but lurid superstition, which became grist for disputations about science and religion. Voltaire, for example, used it to buttress his opinion that 'the real vampires are the monks, who eat at the expense of kings and peoples.' A parallel shift occurred with Chinese writers such as Ji Yun and his Shadow Book volumes of 1789-1800, in which he recorded the peasant beliefs of the northwestern borderlands of Urumqi in similarly urbane and sceptical terms.
 Blair sketches out the conditions that can tip a society's endemic belief in the dangerous dead into an epidemic of mass exhumation and corpse-killing. These have typically unfolded against a background of social upheaval, such as the Black Death or the Reformation, where unquiet corpses were blamed for conflicts among a divided population. Sixteenth-century Saxony, for example, suffered an epidemic of 'shroud-chewing' corpses: noisy graves in which the dead were believed to be eating their own bodies and spreading plague as they did so. As Paul Barber showed, there are material reasons for strange sounds to emanate from graves - earth shifting around decomposing bodies, gas-distended abdomens exploding - but in this instance they were interpreted in accordance with the Protestant idea that the corpse was without a soul and that, therefore, any such activity could only be a trick of the Devil. From 1550 through to the 1590s, shroud-chewing corpses were repeatedly exhumed, especially during outbreaks of plague, and decapitated with an iron-edged spade.
 In the 18th century, the war-torn borderland between Christian and Ottoman cultures was a perfect incubator for epidemics. The most destructive occurred in Moravia in the years after 1700, when the bishopric, its requests for guidance from Rome ignored, acted on testimony from local clergy that the threat from the dead was real and must be overcome by means of masses and exorcisms. Corpses were exhumed, reportedly still alive - even their clothes were said to move on their own. On one occasion the bodies of some fifty children were burned on a pyre; recent research has confirmed that at least 253 corpses were executed.
 Vampires didn't originate in the Balkans, but it's perhaps not surprising that the region has become their mythical home. Outbreaks of corpse-killing continued there, and across Eastern Europe and Russia, until the late 19th century, especially in rural areas where traditional beliefs survived, periodically inflamed by disease and ethnic tensions. The dangerous dead have been documented in modern times in other parts of the world, notably West Africa and among the Afro-Caribbean diaspora, where the belief in revenants has merged with Catholicism - in the enduring zombi complex of Haiti, for instance, in which the spirit of the deceased isn't in pursuit of vengeance but rather is forced to return to life as a judicial penalty.
 Blair concludes his survey with a tale from Romania, told by a shepherd who exhumed a corpse from a cemetery at midnight and found it uncorrupted, with a red face and a freshly grown beard. He opened its ribcage, found the heart still beating, took it to a crossroads and burned it to ashes. 'Readers of this book will feel on familiar ground here,' he writes, but may be surprised to learn that the testimony was spoken into a video camera and that the incident took place in 2004. The filmed aftermath unfolded with flashing police lights and the shepherd 'brandishing his pitchfork at the camera' (it transpired that he had steeled himself for the deed by drinking half a litre of plum brandy). One of his fellow villagers commented: 'For the community it's very good, for the dead it's very good, so where is the harm?' Killing the dead is preferable, at least, to killing the living.
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A Terrier and a Camel
Tobias Gregory

4297 wordsAcelebrated 17th-century  poet composes, over many years, his own eccentric version of Christian theology. Along the way he becomes blind, and so dictates the work to scribes, with additions, revisions and recopyings as it proceeds. Before he can publish his treatise the political winds shift, and it is not printed in his lifetime. After the poet's death an attempt is made to have it printed in Amsterdam, but the Dutch publisher finds it too heretical and sends it back. A government official takes possession of the manuscript, and it sits forgotten for a century and a half until a librarian discovers it in a cupboard, still in the envelope in which it was returned from the Netherlands. When the treatise is translated from its original Latin and published, it becomes clear how strange the poet's Christianity was. The poet is John Milton, and the work is De Doctrina Christiana.
De Doctrina Christiana matters because it mattered to Milton. You can ignore it and still enjoy his poetry, but if you become seriously interested in Milton your interest will sooner or later extend to his religious views, and once that happens, De Doctrina Christiana is a vast, detailed record of his thought on the subject he considered more important than any other. He put an enormous amount of time and effort into this treatise: the sheer bulk of the manuscript and its intricate revisions establish that. He meant to publish it, but then the Restoration of 1660 put his revolutionary party on the wrong side of history. Milton was writing for an international readership of Protestant intellectuals, a learned few who would, he hoped, be willing to hear him out. He was well aware that his treatise contained provocative material and expected pushback, which he tried to pre-empt in the preface by asserting his good intentions. 'If I now make this account public,' he wrote,
if (as I call God to witness) it is with brotherly and friendly feelings towards all people that I share as freely and widely as possible this my best and most precious possession, I hope that everyone will be kindly disposed towards me, and no one prejudiced or hostile, even though I shall seem to have brought to light many things which will at once be discovered to conflict with some received opinions.

De Doctrina Christiana is eccentric in content, but not in form. Although Milton was not a professional theologian and says scornful things about such people, his treatise makes a bid to join their conversation. It belongs to the sober, scholarly genre of systematic theology, and like previous works of Reformed systematics, it is structured according to the method popularised by the French logician Petrus Ramus, with material organised into subdividing branches (it is a coincidence that ramus means 'branch'). De Doctrina Christiana divides Christian doctrine into two main parts: faith, or the knowledge of God, and charity, or the worship of God. These two parts split into further parts, which comprise the individual chapters, and the process of defining and subdividing topics repeats within each chapter. Neat and tidy, until it isn't.
The great challenge for Reformed systematics was that scripture is not easily rendered systematic, and Protestants were supposed to rely on scripture alone. According to the core Reformation principle of sola scriptura, all points of Christian belief and worship should be grounded in the Bible, and anything non-biblical discarded. In practice, Reformed systematic theologians did not rely on scripture alone. They drew on one another's work, and on that of their pre-Reformation precursors. They followed long-standing interpretive principles such as the Augustinian rule of faith, which held that you use the plainer parts of the Bible to explain the more obscure parts, assuming an underlying coherence. Over time, the process of collecting together scriptural passages on particular topics became conventional. Milton drew on works by the Swiss theologian Johannes Wolleb and the English puritan divine William Ames. De Doctrina Christiana follows Wolleb and Ames in dozens of ways, from its Ramist structure to many of its definitions, although Milton does not acknowledge these borrowings. This occlusion need not be thought of as dishonest. Silently borrowed language was a common feature of the genre.
In his preface, Milton describes the genesis of De Doctrina Christiana. In adolescence, he tells us, he began a programme of serious Bible study, reading both Testaments in their original tongues and arranging passages under topical headings. Eventually, finding all existing systematic works unsatisfactory, he decided to produce his own. The idea, Milton explained, was to create the most scripture-stuffed work of theology possible. Rather than relegating biblical proof texts to the margins, as others did, he intended to include them in the main text, leaving 'as little room as possible for my own words, though they arise from the weaving together of the [biblical] passages'. The planned work wouldn't be so much a commentary on scripture as an ordering of it. This plan does not accurately describe the work as it developed, but it is undoubtedly scripture-stuffed. About half of the text consists of Bible verses in Latin, quoted or in Milton's own translations into Latin. The sheer bulk of scriptural evidence, Milton hoped, would lead his readers to take his heterodox conclusions seriously.
The most significant of his heterodoxies, and the one most likely to shock his contemporaries, was his antitrinitarian or Arian Christology. Milton believed in the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit - all three are well attested in scripture - but the doctrine of the Trinity notoriously is not, and he concluded that traditional formulas such as the Nicene Creed had got it wrong. His objections were biblical and logical. Biblical, in that such terms as 'Trinity' and doctrines such as the eternal generation of the Son - the doctrine that the Son and the Father have coexisted for all eternity - are nowhere to be found in the Bible. Logical, in that the elements of trinitarian doctrine ran counter, as Milton saw it, to basic principles of reason. The Father and the Son cannot share an essence, for example, because essences cannot be shared: one is one and two is two, even for God. Scripture speaks of a Father and a Son; the Father must therefore come before the Son - why else would the divinely authoritative text use those terms? Father and Son cannot be co-eternal. God the Father, Milton reasons, must have begotten the Son in time, not of necessity but of his own free will. The Father then chose the Son as the agent through whom he created everything else.
The most common 17th-century term for this position was Arianism, after Bishop Arius of Alexandria, an early fourth-century churchman whose views were condemned at the First Council of Nicaea in 325. Since Arianism was a major heresy Milton didn't use the term, but the Dutch publisher Daniel Elzevier gave it as a reason for his rejection of the manuscript after Milton's death. Elzevier had sent it to a local reader, the theologian Philipp van Limborch, who reported years later that he had advised against its publication because 'the strongest Arianism was to be found throughout it.' De Doctrina Christiana contains other unusual views. It espouses mortalism - the view that the soul dies or sleeps along with the body until the last judgment. It approves polygamy, on biblical grounds. It holds that God created ex deo rather than ex nihilo. But its Arian Christology is the major issue.
Ever since De Doctrina Christiana was rediscovered in the 1820s, there have been readers of Milton to whom its heterodoxy is unwelcome. If you don't like it, you have several options. You can deny that Milton wrote it. Or you can concede his authorship but minimise the heterodoxy of the work. Or you can concede its heterodoxy but deny it is shared by Paradise Lost and Milton's other poems - the position taken by C.S. Lewis, among others. If you want, you can loop back and argue that this theological disparity is a reason to deny that Milton wrote De Doctrina Christiana.
Authorship denial began with Bishop Burgess of Salisbury in 1829, and had a revival in the late 20th century. The issue was thoroughly reappraised, with near universal consensus that the case for Milton's authorship is sound. We know independently, from Milton's early biographers, that he wrote a Latin theological treatise, and a considerable paper trail connects him to the one with his name on it found in that cupboard at the State Paper Office at Whitehall in 1823. Since the 1990s books on Milton have often included notes acknowledging an 'authorship controversy' around De Doctrina Christiana. Such gestures seem to me no longer necessary, not that it's up to me.
Heterodoxy minimisers are more numerous than authorship deniers, and have a more respectable case. They point out that much of the work is standard Reformed theology; that there was no single orthodoxy among 17th-century Protestants; that Milton was not alone in expressing doubts about the foundations of trinitarian doctrine. Their main problem is that Milton rejects trinitarian doctrine in De Doctrina Christiana explicitly and at length. You could get in real trouble for doing this in Milton's day. The last two men burned for heresy in England, Bartholomew Legate and Edward Whiteman in 1612, were antitrinitarians. In the mid-1650s, when Milton was working on De Doctrina Christiana, his contemporary John Biddle was imprisoned and interrogated by a parliamentary committee for publishing antitrinitarian views; Cromwell had Biddle exiled to the Scilly Isles to avoid worse punishment. Milton's treatise is defensive on the subject. He precedes the section in which his antitrinitarian views are most fully spelled out - Chapters 1.5, 'On the Son of God', and 1.6, 'On the Holy Spirit' - with a secondary preface in which he exhorts readers to give him a fair hearing. In taking his position, Milton claims, he is challenging not divine authority but merely other human interpreters, and does so by following the pan-Protestant principle of sola scriptura. All good Protestants, therefore, should grant him the freedom to make his argument, and should be willing to assess it without prejudice. Then follows 'On the Son of God', the longest, most argumentative and most heretical chapter in the book.
The agreement in doctrine between De Doctrina Christiana and Paradise Lost is a large and technical subject. It's an apples-to-oranges comparison, first of all. Milton's Latin theological treatise and his English epic poem on the Fall cover different ground, and any common ground is dealt with at different length and in different ways. It's easy to find disparities; harder to find are cases where epic and treatise are plainly at odds. Paradise Lost is less explicitly Arian, partly because a treatise of systematics is bound to be more explicit about doctrine than a narrative poem. It may also be that Milton was cautious enough, in a vernacular poem published during his lifetime, to avoid bringing too much attention to his most controversial positions. Paradise Lost does not show God the Father creating the Son. But it does show the Father summoning the angels to a high assembly at which he announces that 'This day I have begot whom I declare/My only Son,' whom he decrees vicegerent ruler. This decree causes Satan to rebel. Paradise Lost shows the Son of God sweeping the rebel angels out of heaven; after that, it shows the Son, on the Father's instructions, creating the world. Far from co-existing in eternal unity, the Father and Son have distinct characters and roles. The Father commands from his invisible throne; the Son, with exemplary obedience, executes the Father's commands. They are, as William Empson put it, 'about as unidentical as a terrier and a camel'.
In the century and a half between the publication of Paradise Lost and the rediscovery of De Doctrina Christiana, a minority of readers expressed doubts about the poem's Christology; most did not. The moral, I think, is not that Paradise Lost is orthodox, but that it is very hard to read a work of Christian literature without unconsciously importing assumptions from the version of Christianity you know best (the same is true a fortiori of reading the Bible). Readers of Paradise Lost in the 18th century were mostly trinitarian Christians of one stripe or another, Dissenters included, and brought these assumptions to Milton's epic. Paradise Lost thus came to be admired as a wholesome Christian poem by many conventional believers who abhorred Milton's politics and would have abhorred his theology had they recognised it. That is the reason De Doctrina Christiana caused a stir: it forced a rethink. After its publication in 1825, readers like the young Macaulay professed themselves unsurprised:
Some of the heterodox opinions which he avows seem to have excited considerable amazement; particularly his Arianism, and his notions on the subject of polygamy. Yet we can scarcely conceive that any person could have read the Paradise Lost without suspecting him of the former; nor do we think that any reader, acquainted with the history of his life, ought to be much startled at the latter.

Macaulay's take can be discounted as hindsight (he wasn't fair about Milton's private life either). But Milton's heterodoxy has always been evident to some, with or without De Doctrina Christiana. When I arrived at the Catholic University of America I was introduced to a senior colleague, a distinguished philosopher, who asked me what I was working on, and when I answered 'Milton' followed up: 'Interesting poem, Paradise Lost. Christologically interesting. Basically Arian, isn't it?'
For the past two centuries, most readers of De Doctrina Christiana have come to it from Milton's poetry. This has resulted in its being read as a gloss on the poems - a practice explicit in the title of Maurice Kelley's still valuable 1941 study, This Great Argument: A Study of Milton's 'De Doctrina Christiana' as a Gloss upon 'Paradise Lost'. On this approach, the treatise functions as a repository or archive of Miltonic religious beliefs. The poems raise questions about which doctrines Milton held; you turn to De Doctrina Christiana to find the answers.
Jason Kerr  wants to move away from that approach. Milton's Theological Process aims to read De Doctrina Christiana not as an archive of Miltonic positions but 'as a literary work in its own right'. We have gone wrong, Kerr claims, in reducing it to its doctrinal content. In doing so we have neglected its rhetorical dimensions, its evolution over time and its unfinished condition. We should understand it as a work in which Milton was 'still figuring things out', as an 'artefact of a theological process'. 'This process appears,' he goes on, 'in the materiality of the manuscript, which bears abundant traces of both revision and expansion. These material traces correspond to a shift in the treatise's literary form as it moves (in places) further and further away from its own stated formal intentions ... towards new generic territory marked by rhetorical modes of expression at odds with the Ramist project.'
By this Kerr means, first of all, that Milton set out to produce something neat and tidy and found that he couldn't. This is plausible, in a sense that you'll grasp if you've ever outlined a piece and then found, once you started writing, that the crystalline logic of the outline did not survive first contact with the enemy. Ramism is essentially a technique of outlining. Since Petrus Ramus was among the many French Protestants killed in the St Bartholomew's Day massacre of 1572, his status as a Huguenot martyr contributed to his method's vogue among Protestant intellectuals, but there is nothing intrinsically Protestant about Ramism. It organises content - any content - into a certain logical form. Some chapters of De Doctrina Christiana stick closely to the Ramist format. Others spill outside it, as Milton departs from his stated goal - maximal scripture, minimal commentary - in favour of arguing his more controversial positions.
From De Doctrina Christiana's uneven adherence to Ramist form, Kerr draws a broader conclusion, that 'the treatise's shift towards rhetoric indicates a crisis in its theology and methodology.' As the work proceeded, Milton's own commentary increasingly took over. As this change came about, Kerr claims, Milton reconceived the work of theology itself, moving from an emphasis on 'external scripture', or the biblical text, to 'internal scripture', or its human interpretation. According to the Ramist plan, interpretation was barely necessary: organise the Bible in the right logical form, line up your proof texts and the Word of God will speak for itself. But Milton came to realise by the late 1650s that this way of doing theology was inadequate. His treatise was getting more discursive and less scriptural, and so he abandoned it in favour of the new literary-theological project he had taken up around the same time: Paradise Lost.
These are interesting claims, because they amount to a new explanation for Milton stopping work on De Doctrina Christiana around 1660, long before his death in 1674. The usual assumption is that he abandoned the work because of the Restoration: with the return of the Stuart monarchy in 1660 came the return of the established English Church, and as a well-known opponent of both institutions, Milton was in no position to publish a heterodox treatise in England. He might have pursued publication anonymously and abroad, but that too would have carried risks. After a decade spent writing on behalf of the revolutionary cause, Milton had newly exposed himself in April 1660, on the eve of the Restoration, by publishing the second edition of a fierce republican tract entitled The Ready and Easy Way to Establish a Free Commonwealth. When the king returned in May Milton went into hiding. He was arrested and briefly imprisoned that autumn in the Tower. The experience might well have left him with a desire to avoid further trouble. He was ageing, blind and living in London - a sitting duck if the authorities reconsidered their forbearance towards him. His biographers Gordon Campbell and Thomas Corns point out that after the Restoration those associated with the Interregnum were liable to have their papers seized. Milton may have felt it too dangerous to keep the manuscript of De Doctrina Christiana in his possession, and sent it elsewhere for the manuscript's safety and his own.
Kerr does not deny that the Restoration removed the possibility of the work being published. He proposes, however, that Milton abandoned it not only because he had to, but because 'the increasing literariness making its way into the manuscript meant that the genre as he had initially conceived it was becoming less and less apt for the work he needed it to do.' Kerr is certainly right that some parts of De Doctrina Christiana are less tightly structured than others. He may well be right that the work loosened up, becoming more diffuse, rhetorical and argumentative (this is what he means by 'increasing literariness'). I am less convinced that Milton experienced this loosening up as a crisis of method that led him to abandon the work.
Unless something turns up, external evidence isn't much help to Kerr's argument. Our best source for Milton's intentions regarding his treatise is its preface, although we don't know when it was written or revised. It would work best for Kerr's thesis if the preface had been written at an early stage. It could then be read as an initial design that Milton failed to accomplish, and this failure could then be construed as a reason for his abandoning the work. But it's no less likely - likelier, if I had to guess - that the preface was written near the end of the 1650s, when Milton had largely completed De Doctrina Christiana and was getting ready to publish it. That is the easiest inference from the 'if I now make this account public' passage quoted above. That the preface's stated goal - maximal scripture, minimal commentary - does not fully match what he wrote in the work itself need not indicate that it was written earlier; authorial prefaces and introductions misdescribe their books all the time, at whatever stage they're written. Perhaps Milton was trying to present his treatise as tidier than it was. Perhaps he wanted to highlight its distinctiveness: my treatise is more rigorously scriptural than any other. Perhaps he emphasised its closeness to the Bible because he knew how unwelcome some of its conclusions would be and was aiming to pre-empt objections. Or perhaps he thought his description accurate enough; after all, it fits large portions of the manuscript.
The long chapter 'On the Son of God' looms large in Kerr's argument, as it does in the manuscript itself. As Kerr observes, it includes a vestigial Ramist skeleton: a list of divine attributes, adapted from Milton's precursors Wolleb and Ames. In Wolleb, these attributes - omniscience, supreme goodness, supreme glory and so on - are predicated as belonging to the triune God. Milton, by contrast, argues that they belong to the Father alone, with the Son subordinate to the Father. Much of the chapter's argument is devoted to saying what the Son is not. It looks as though Milton began his work on this topic in conventional fashion, starting with divine attributes, as his more orthodox precursors had done, then wrote his way into heterodoxy.
But if Milton argued himself into heterodoxy, did he also argue himself out of systematics? Kerr writes that the chapter 'shows the genre channelling Milton's literary energies in a not particularly productive way'. Kerr is not the first to find it a bit of a slog. I'm not sure, however, that Milton would have agreed. As he dictated material to his scribes, he must have realised that the chapter was moving away from his ideal of ordered Bible verses with minimal commentary. So be it; this was where his Spirit-led inquiry had taken him. The orthodox trinitarian view would have to be opposed; given the importance and sensitivity of the subject, the argumentation was necessary. He was correcting a misunderstanding deeply embedded in Christian thought, one that the light of the Reformation had yet to reach. Careful philological work would be required on his part, and open-mindedness on the part of his readers. The task included an acknowledgment that there are questions scripture doesn't allow us to answer: the way Christ's mortal and divine natures fit together, for example. Difficult and obscure though the subject was, Milton believed he could do at least as well as any previous theologian who had approached it. As was his wont, he persevered. Where Kerr sees a crisis of method, I draw a less interesting conclusion: Chapter 1.5 shows that messy topics get messy, and the Son of God in Christian theology is a messy topic if ever there was one.
Kerr's  book is excellent on Milton's non-institutional understanding of the church. He was an anticlerical, anti-hierarchical, individualistic godly Protestant. He belonged to no parish, sect or gathered church. He drew no distinction between laity and clergy. He opposed the public maintenance of ministers. He insisted on the need to think for yourself in religious matters. His DIY approach to doctrine was matched by his DIY approach to worship: he believed that you didn't need a liturgy, or a church building, or a priest. Yet he had a notion of ecclesial community, if a loose one. As Kerr points out, Milton saw theology as a collective endeavour. Every believer has the right and obligation to work out the truths of Christian religion for themselves, but they should refine and test these beliefs in dialogue with fellow believers. No institutional authority should intervene to settle disagreements. Religious truth will be approached gradually by the broad community of believers - the church - who work it out together, through the study of scripture, free discussion and the guidance of the Spirit. This dialogue among the faithful, Milton thought, was the means by which the unfinished Reformation would progress. Its leaders would be free-thinking learned lay theologians like Milton himself. The process would require from its participants a willingness to listen to one another; it would require from the state a commitment to pan-Protestant toleration. The point of writing a theology treatise was to contribute to this dialogue. As Kerr puts it, 'Milton undertook the inordinate labour of compiling the treatise not because he wanted to express his own theological views but because he wanted to contribute to the ecclesial process of discovering and giving voice to a truth larger than himself.' Replace 'not ... but' with 'both ... and' and this sentence gets it right.
Kerr presents an appealing picture of Milton's open-ended, communal approach to theology, one in which all inquirers - all Protestant inquirers, at least - count as fellow labourers in the vineyard, working together towards a truth that none will possess alone. I would add that this communitarian stance is one you take when trying to clear space for ideas you know are likely to be met with hostility. Milton often found himself in the position of writing from the fringe towards the mainstream of godly Protestant opinion, attempting to gain his readers' trust before they threw his book across the room. It's easy for modern intellectuals to miss this side of Milton, because we are usually incentivised to play up the novelty of our own ideas. Milton's incentives pulled in the opposite direction: he held some alarming views and wanted to put them across as non-alarmingly as possible. Many of his rhetorical choices become intelligible in this light.
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Diary
Bardot at the Notting Hill Coronet
Jeremy Harding

3797 wordsAfter Brigitte Bardot's  death in December, the editorial in Paris-Match was desolate: the country had lost 'its wife, its daughter, its mother, its confidante ... its conscience, its Marianne'; French cinema had 'faded', no one would again embody 'liberty and beauty' as she had; 'tears will flow.' Bardot was one of France's greatest creations and an asset for the country. In 'Brigitte Bardot and the Lolita Syndrome', a long piece for Esquire in 1959, Simone de Beauvoir considered her 'an export product as important as Renault automobiles'. Yet the French were in two minds about her. As the millennium approached, her celebrity remained ambiguous in a country that had changed enormously since she first appeared, aged fourteen, on the cover of Elle. In 1996, she published a memoir, Initiales B.B., to more than a smattering of acclaim and a measure of derision. Two years later, in another moment of international prestige for France, Aime Jacquet's squad lifted the World Cup. The team was feted as a mixed-race triumph under the acronym BBB - Black, Blanc, Beur (second-generation French immigrants from North Africa). By then, however, the original B.B. was an enemy of migrants, especially those of Muslim origin; she was beside herself about halal butchery and mosques in France and her dismal comments landed her in court for incitement to racial hatred.
Her racism was a focused form of misanthropy, the corollary of her affection for animals: dogs and cats, goats and horses - anything that wagged its tail, snorted or purred. Averse to multiculturalism in France, Bardot became the self-appointed emissary of a mixed-species nation, from domesticated rabbits to baby seals, doing her best to speak out on their behalf. She took their rights as seriously as she took her mission. Mosquitoes, clams and Mediterranean oysters were not on her list of protected species. Zapping insects and feasting on shellfish were regular activities at La Madrague, the tatty fisherman's property in Saint-Tropez that she acquired in the late 1950s, restored and eventually developed into a spectacular home. Most of the men in her life, among them her first husband, the director Roger Vadim, were found wanting in the end. But La Madrague, where she died, remained an enduring passion - a refuge for local four-legged strays and above all for herself - after she renounced her career in cinema in 1973 at the age of 39, with more than forty films to her name, though not all to her credit. Her last feature, L'Histoire tres bonne et tres joyeuse de Colinot Trousse-Chemise, released in the same year, was a picaresque comedy and the only film in which she took direction from a woman, Nina Companeez. Nobody thought much of it - fewer than a million French cinemagoers paid for a seat - but everyone had heard about an incident during the shoot. While the cast and crew were on location somewhere in la France profonde, pretending to be in the late Middle Ages, Bardot was entranced by the sight of a woman leading a goat, went to stroke it, spoke to the owner and discovered to her horror that it was destined for the spit. She bought it and installed it in her hotel.
Since her death, much of what was said by and about Bardot feels even less trustworthy than it was in her lifetime. In her early career she was surrounded by 'a tremendous cloud of ballyhoo', as Beauvoir wrote. Over time, the legend became more ductile and the facts harder to pin down. At least one French journalist has hallucinated a reference to Bardot in a piece by Roland Barthes about Garbo's face in Mythologies. Recently Search Assist popped up on DuckDuckGo to assure me that 'Brigitte Bardot's last film was Last Tango in Paris, released in 1972.' Did Search Assist need to brush up on Latin dance styles? Was it thinking of the terrific mambo performed by Bardot's character Juliette in And God Created Woman (Roger Vadim, 1956)? 'Last Mambo in Saint-Tropez' would have made a catchier title.
Barthes did say something memorable about Bardot. It was cited in Paris-Match in 1958 in an article by Raymond Cartier, a regular columnist (and keen anti-colonialist). Bardot, according to Barthes, was less of 'a cat' - independent, indifferent - than 'a dog ... a sexy Pekinese'. She had no patience for coy allusions to sexual intimacy: she preferred to stage the real thing, dispensing with the skimpy outfits that allowed audiences to cling onto their prudishness. Barthes had a vague notion that she didn't care for make-up. These were off-the-cuff opinions. In 2015, the film scholar Ginette Vincendeau made a trawl through pseudonymous readers' letters to the French weekly Cinemonde in the 1950s. She found 'Tangerine' complaining that Bardot was 'outrageously made-up' (and mocking her 'bleached hair'). Other letter-writers were far more damning. 'Pere Noel', for instance, insisted that 'talent is rarer than beauty, the latter ... often artificial (see B.B.). These incendiary blondes are sickening.' Her looks, in other words, proved that she must be a poor actor. When challenged by other readers (often women), perplexed detractors who advanced this line of argument could swerve dramatically: to add to her other shortcomings, Bardot was 'ugly'. Cinema was living through a culture war - so was France - and Bardot had strayed onto the frontline, where she was vulnerable to incoming and friendly fire. Vincendeau called her piece 'A Star Is Torn (to Pieces)'.
Readers of Cinemonde, for and against Bardot, shared their concerns about press intrusions into the private lives of artists. But they'd yet to see the worst of it: a year or two later, when the paparazzi laid siege to the building and half the street, Bardot was forced to give birth to her son, Nicolas, in an improvised delivery room in her Paris apartment. Being liberated - a word often used about her - was not the same as being 'free'. Or indeed the same as being 'natural', another term for her command performance of 'emancipation'. This wasn't to say she was a force of nature - though there was that too - but that her characters were transparent. Beauvoir reckoned that 'when she dances her famous mambo, no one believes in Juliette. It is B.B. who is exhibiting herself.' In a 1958 essay, 'La Reine Bardot', written for France-Observateur, Marguerite Duras felt that Bardot was positioned at the edge of the civilised world. Beyond it lay 'the jungle ... of amorous amorality'. But she didn't buy the idea that Bardot was a liberated woman. Bardot the actor and Bardot the phenomenon addressed themselves to men, Duras suspected, and she was in danger of becoming a malleable 'wax woman'.
Organic or stagey, assertive or submissive, Bardot had a contagious beauty. Not all the male lovers in her films were easy on the eye but they improved once they drew alongside her. In Manina, la fille sans voiles (1953), Gerard, a venal young archaeology student (Jean-Francois Calve), is searching for sunken treasure off Corsica. He's not nearly as compelling as the villain - a cigarette smuggler played by Howard Vernon - until he falls for Manina, whereupon a grand baring of souls and bodies follows, with lengthy swimming sessions and well-executed dives; at one point Manina saves Gerard after he's double-crossed by the smuggler and is about to drown. Muscularity, prowess, youth, plenty of splashing about and drying off on the shoreline: everything about the physique of this couple suggests that postwar France is rejuvenated and taking regular exercise.
In Mediapart, shortly after Bardot's death, the French historian Emilie Giaime described her as a catalyst for the transformation of a damaged, humiliated society, saturated with moral assumptions that were no longer much use, into one of 'abundance', 'consumerism', 'leisure', with young people leading the demand for more of all three. For Barthes, the Bardot effect tended to 'democratise the bourgeoisie and embourgeoisify the proletariat', while for Giaime it's a straight run from the mid-1950s to May 1968 with Bardot striking out ahead. But there must have been an intervening stage in which doubts about the triumph of national reconstruction were appearing like cracks in a piece of commemorative porcelain, even as older anxieties about defeat and betrayal lingered on. Leisure, yes, but for all or only for some? How should abundance be divided equally? (The Communist Party and the unions had much to say on the subject.) And what of consumerism, which the soixante-huitards - avid consumers of media with money to spend on books, radio sets, records, turntables, tickets to the cinema - would denounce when their moment was ripe?
Vadim seemed to understand this growing uneasiness. In And God Created Woman, Juliette is already surrounded by ambient male desire when she falls for one man and accepts his dreary brother as her husband. But this threat to the integrity of the family only comes about because a tough entrepreneur wants to buy up the brothers' boatyard and build a casino in its place. France's trente glorieuses, it occurs to us, were more than an exalted dirigiste project; there was hard bargaining behind the scenes and the game could get ruthless, in affairs of the heart as in property deals. Vadim's characters, Juliette above all, are caught in this transactional web.
By the 1960s, Bardot and most of her directors were sounding a note of scepticism about the new, secular Jerusalem promised by the Fifth Republic. La Verite (Henri-Georges Clouzot, 1960) is framed as a courtroom drama. The woman in the dock is Dominique (Bardot). She has had an affair with her sister's fiance - another breach of postwar family etiquette - and matters have got out of hand. As her story plays out in flashback, we discover Dominique homeless and resorting to sex work after her prospective brother-in-law, a successful musician, has returned to her sister. In desperation she fetches up at his apartment, planning to kill herself in front of him and set a curse on her sister's marriage, but his recriminations are so wounding that she turns her gun on him. As she goes to take her own life, she realises she's spent all the bullets. She tries to gas herself, only to be saved by an unwelcome rescuer. Eventually she cuts her wrists in prison. After her death is announced from the bench, the court rises. Dominique, like Meursault in L'Etranger, was guilty of a killing, but she was also on trial for a dangerous flaw in her character: indifference to the protocols that hold families and societies together. Many in France felt the same way about Bardot, but Clouzot's film served notice on their moral qualms.
Before La Verite was released, Bardot had tried to kill herself (and not for the first time). It was in 1960, after Nicolas was born. She had hoped to terminate the pregnancy, but she was so famous by then that no doctor was willing to help her - abortion in France was not yet legal. Later she blamed her suicide attempt on the constant attention of the media. By the time word got out that she was about to give birth, it had reached fever pitch: she and her second husband, Jacques Charrier, were violently at odds, barricaded in their flat on the avenue Paul-Doumer, hoping to avoid the scrutiny of the press. On one of the rare occasions Bardot left the building, she was on a stretcher. The story seems to be that Charrier was off his head (he was also trying to avoid military service in Algeria on mental health grounds); he hit her; she fell badly - it was a Bardot movie and someone would have to shoot it. It was also a tale of malice. The press had her under de facto house arrest, waiting to welcome her into the world of motherhood, knowing she would lose some of her free-and-easy air and her aura of eligibility. This wasn't such a bad thing in the eyes of her fans. And besides, there was bound to be another instalment in the Bardot saga, with a divorce in the offing, which would give the media a chance to reinvent her as a flawed mother and an available woman once again.
The film in the making fell to Louis Malle: Vie privee (1962) is an unreliable, selective telling of Bardot's life over the previous twelve years or so, in which the paparazzi are odious (true), she is by turns elated and wretched (true) and Marcello Mastroianni, her opposite number, is all aglow, well before his first encounter with Bardot's character, Jill. Malle, it's said, was planning to cast Bardot in a new screen adaptation of Noel Coward's Private Lives but changed his mind when she talked him through her recent past over a long lunch. Vie privee is a sui generis fiction about a celebrity played by herself: an autobiopic, scrappy, but well served up and beautifully shot. Cinema buffs are dismissive and so was the public. The box-office stats in France were below par for a Bardot film and attendance nowhere near the five million mark surpassed by La Verite.
The war in Algeria, poisonous and eventually so divisive, was now over; Bardot had emerged without too many close calls. Who could think ill of her for visiting injured soldiers recovering in hospitals in France, as she did during the battle of Algiers? In 1961, with independence looming, she'd been asked to donate to the OAS (Organisation armee secrete), the far-right terrorist paramilitary group that would later try to assassinate de Gaulle. The OAS was running an extortion racket in France, squeezing contributions to the cause of l'Algerie francaise from anyone who was known to have more money than sense. The requests took the form of menacing letters from the OAS 'treasurer', drafted in ham-fisted prose. When Bardot received hers, she was incandescent. Forced back on the press, she made a statement that they fell over themselves to publish. 'For my part, I refuse to walk the line. I don't want to live in a Nazi country.' She was quoted everywhere, including L'Humanite, the Communist Party daily.
Here perhaps was a new, mature Bardot, by then in her late twenties, speaking up, doing what needed doing, in the thick of a political crisis. If the media were in doubt at the time, they were forced to acknowledge that she'd come of age as an artist in 1963 with the release of Le Mepris, in which Jean-Luc Godard gave Bardot her best roles - she had more than one in a film about a film in production (a version of the Odyssey) and cinema as a medium. For one extended scene she wears a black wig in some of the shots, as if Godard had cast her not only as Camille, the central character, but as Anna Karina, the actor he had married two years earlier, after working with her on Le Petit Soldat. At the outset Camille, married to the reluctant scriptwriter (Michel Piccoli), is an ingenue; in the closing stages she has mastered her confusion - and become a different character - after he has nudged her into the arms of the producer in a fatal misunderstanding. From these several Camilles (and this versatile Bardot), a resolute, contemptuous figure emerges and is promptly snuffed out in a car crash. Her odyssey is over, but Fritz Lang, who plays himself, is still at work on the film. He has to finish what he's started. What's the suggestion here? That if there was a beginning, there must be an ending? Godard never believed that. Le Monde's film reviewer had his doubts about Godard but admired the film and felt that Bardot had rarely had such a chance to set out her acting skills.
Was there anything that Bardot the actor had to give which she hadn't surpassed in Le Mepris? Perhaps her performance in Viva Maria! (1965), another of Louis Malle's films, in which she plays the daughter of an Irish Republican who finds herself caught up in the revolutionary politics of Central America in the 1900s. It was an enjoyable romp as I recall it - I was fourteen when I saw it and haven't returned to it. Bardot the poseuse in photo features for the French press continued to stand her ground. Bardot the singer was a confection of indifferent voices. But when she hit the word 'Clyde' in the banal refrain of 'Bonnie and Clyde' (1968), a duet with Serge Gainsbourg, she was hard to tell apart from Nico on the Velvet Underground's debut album.
I hadn't reached my teens when I fell for Bardot. I first encountered her in the late 1950s as a pin-up figure. It feels now as if her image was everywhere. My grandfather was a keen admirer. At the time, he and my parents lived near the Coronet Theatre in Notting Hill. It was a Gaumont cinema when he took me to see Bardot on the big screen. I've no idea what we saw: something innocuous, perhaps Babette Goes to War, where she plays a Resistance exile parachuted back into occupied France to thwart the German invasion of Britain. Whatever it was, I was unsettled by it. Brought to life in this way, Bardot had become elusive, and I remember feeling sad - it was around the time Cliff Richard released Lionel Bart's 'Living Doll' as a hit single. Immobilised together, we'd had all the time in the world to indulge my childhood crush, but now it was hard to keep her close.
What struck me as a boy was her face. We see it clearly when she performs the mambo in the closing scenes of And God Created Woman, even though we're meant to be hypnotised by her body. The Black musicians are already rehearsing when she arrives. Their presence authorises her dance. She, in turn, authorises the band to take the tempo up, staging a moment of lavish self-expression to rhythms laid down by people whom she never trusted after her race politics hardened. Later, she returns home as the meek wife, hand in hand with her husband, played by Jean-Louis Trintignant, whose brother has cast her aside. We have a rough idea where it will end. But we can't tell in the closing shot what fury her character has exorcised during the dance in order to submit to her fate as a married woman: the couple retire indoors with their backs to camera. Vadim has denied his audience a final close-up of Bardot's face. In Le Mepris, Camille asks her husband which parts of her body he loves. Together they work through them, he ticks the boxes. There's a pause before she asks him if he loves her face. 'That too,' he says. And then: 'My mouth, my eyes, my nose, my ears?' 'Yes, everything.' 'Then you love me totally.' How you hear her conclusion depends on what you make of that significant pause.
Since her death, I've often imagined I'm looking at a long montage of scenes on analogue film stock from Bardot's life and career. The projector whirrs. As the story races from one episode to the next, I'm edgy about where it's going. Then mercifully, after a few clips from Le Mepris, I'm saved by a mechanical fault. There's a loud snap and the noise of a spool rattling on the spindle. The rest of the Bardot saga - the retreat into outlandish attitudes, the tawdry homophobia, the platinum nativism - has vanished from the archive. But it's no use. For one thing, her devotion to animals began early: in 1958, according to Raymond Cartier in Paris-Match, she already had 'two dogs, a cat, two doves, a tortoise found on the road and a tame rabbit'. For another, there was an early connection with the Le Pen clan, whose politics she went on to espouse. It was Jean-Marie Le Pen, a young member of parliament for a marginal party, back from a stint with the paras in Algeria, who had invited her onto the hospital wards to cheer up the French wounded in the 1950s.
She was a fan of de Gaulle, who received her at the Elysee in 1967 - she dressed in military uniform for the occasion - and an admirer of Valery Giscard d'Estaing in the 1970s, mostly because his administration banned baby seal skin imports. But she didn't care for Mitterrand - she failed to turn up for the ceremony when he made her a chevalier of the Legion d'honneur - or for any president who followed. By the time Chirac took office, she was already a Front National supporter, having married Bernard d'Ormale, a seasoned party organiser whose fiefdom was up the coast from hers in Saint-Tropez, where she rallied behind the first FN mayors to take the big town halls. After Marine Le Pen had a crack at the presidency in 2012, Bardot called her a '21st-century Joan of Arc'. During the 2017 race, Candidate Le Pen told CBS's Sixty Minutes that France was not about 'burkinis on the beach': 'La France, c'est Brigitte Bardot.' In 2022, Bardot lurched briefly to the right of Le Pen's followers, favouring the extra-terrestrial candidate Eric Zemmour, in spite of his support for hunting, although by then she had a soft spot for Jean-Luc Melenchon of La France Insoumise - at least he argued for a vegetarian option in school canteens. Bardot had long since stopped eating meat, or so she said.
It was easy to poke fun at Bardot by the end but hard to figure out whether older attitudes towards her - jealousy, envy, misogynistic lust - might not be enjoying a new lease of life in different guises, including political indignation. Was Bardot really an incarnation of 'La France', as Le Pen claimed? An Ifop study in 2021 found that only 2.2 per cent of the French were committed non-meat eaters and fewer than 1 per cent were vegetarians. But when Ifop polled on anti-immigration sentiment two years later, most respondents, even those who supported the principle of asylum, felt the time had come to cut migrant intakes. Bardot could have told them that in the 1990s. In her last years, her politics were so ferocious that liberal opinion shuddered to think what she'd come out with next. France prefers to honour her as a peerless beauty, a box office godsend and a champion of animal rights, but her militant nativism is the legacy that Le Pen's people will carry forward into the 2027 presidential race.
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