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Flash and Thunder
Michael Dobson

2832 wordsWhat is it  we still want from Christopher Marlowe? To judge from their recent reception, it's not his plays. Apart from Steven Pimlott's Doctor Faustus in 2004 and Michael Boyd's condensed Tamburlaine in 2014, there have been few outstanding Marlowe revivals in the 21st century, and his plays have been put on only in small venues. The second half of Pimlott's Doctor Faustus led its audience through the centre of Chichester, where the Seven Deadly Sins had staked out appropriate shops (Gluttony took over the Real Cornish Pasty Company); in the cathedral, the damnation of Samuel West's Faustus was staged at the high altar. But since the first half of the play was staged in the Minerva Theatre, it still only played to a maximum of three hundred spectators per performance. Boyd's Tamburlaine was mounted by the Theatre for a New Audience at the Polonsky Shakespeare Centre in Brooklyn, which also has a capacity of three hundred. The Royal Shakespeare Company has staged a string of Marlowe productions over the last decade - Justin Audibert's Jew of Malta (2015), Maria Aberg's Dr Faustus (2016), Kimberley Sykes's Dido, Queen of Carthage (2017), Daniel Raggett's Edward II (2025) - but all were put on in an auditorium less than half the size of the main house, the adjoining Swan. As if further to underline the extent to which present-day theatrical taste is wary of Marlowe's amphitheatre-filling mighty lines, even in the Swan, which has an audience capacity of around 450, the cast of Edward II was miked up.
That isn't to say that Marlowe isn't good box office any more: it's just that the RSC finds it easier to sell seats for plays about Marlowe than plays by Marlowe. Soon after he had finished playing the title role in Edward II at the Swan, Daniel Evans directed a revival of Liz Duffy Adams's Born with Teeth at Wyndham's in the West End, with Ncuti Gatwa as Marlowe. First produced in Houston in 2022, Born with Teeth positions its Marlowe as the bad angel to a less worldly Shakespeare. Like other recent fictionalised Marlowes, this one, though proud of his humble origins, displays an aristocratic contempt for the credulous and the uncreative, with an admixture of Joe Orton and a dash of espionage. In Adams's script the two playwrights complicate the mutual attraction developed while co-writing Henry VI by flirting with the possibility of betraying and/or killing each other, for reasons never satisfactorily explained by some clunky passages of political exposition. While their imagined relationship owes something to that between Mephistopheles and Faustus, the play's intimate prose could hardly be further from Marlowe's hyperbolic flash and thunder.
Marlowe has the odd distinction of being an acknowledged major playwright whose work disappeared for centuries, relegated from the mid-17th century until the 20th to the domains of antiquarian reprints and scholarly footnotes. His modern literary influence, such as it is, has been largely transmitted via his impact on Milton and Shakespeare: in 1896 George Bernard Shaw could still suggest that the only reason for reading Marlowe (whom he dismissed as 'the true Elizabethan blank verse beast ... wallowing in blood, violence, muscularity of expression and strenuous animal passion') was in order better to understand Shakespeare's lack of originality. Even Marlowe's spectacular debut, Tamburlaine (c.1587), a play that every writer for the stage, including Marlowe himself, was trying to imitate for at least the next five years, was practically unknown by the time of the Civil War. It is true that Tamburlaine-like barbarian conquerors, and even versions of Tamburlaine himself, did return to the stage after the playhouses reopened in 1660, but the protagonists of Restoration heroic tragedy tend to speak in rhyming couplets rather than blank verse, and instead of relentlessly pursuing an amoral monomania they pause to debate conflicts between love and honour with a level of hair-splitting nuance that would do credit to Henry James. Meanwhile, Marlowe's breakthrough blockbuster and its author were forgotten, as Charles Saunders's indignant claim for the originality of his own play Tamerlane the Great (1681) makes clear:
I never heard of any Play on the same Subject, untill my own was Acted, neither have I since seen it, though it hath been told me, there is a Cock-Pit Play, going under the name of the Scythian Shepherd, or Tamberlain the Great, which how good it is, any one may Iudge by its obscurity, being a thing, not a Bookseller in London, or scarce the Players themselves, who Acted it formerly, cou'd call to Remembrance, so far, that I believe that whoever was the Author, he might e'en keep it to himself secure from invasion, or Plagiary.

Nicholas Rowe's Tamerlane, Bevil Higgons's The Generous Conqueror (both 1701) and Handel's opera Tamerlano (1724) are all equally ignorant of Marlowe's work on the same subject.
Marlowe's Tamburlaine was not staged professionally again until Tyrone Guthrie's production at the Old Vic in 1951; The Jew of Malta similarly vanished (save for one experimental revival by Edmund Kean, a star Shylock, in 1818) until Clifford Williams's RSC production of 1964. Doctor Faustus survived in the popular consciousness for longer, though with its author's name usually absent, dwindling in one cultural direction into lowbrow puppet and harlequinade adaptations, and in the other helping, uncredited, to inspire Goethe's vast and high-minded dramatic poem Faust and its operatic derivatives, in favour of which it was ignored for most of the 19th century. There have in effect been only two periods when Marlowe's plays have regularly been seen in large playhouses, both of about the same duration: the age of the original Tamburlaine, Edward Alleyn, from the 1580s until the 1620s, and the age of latter-day heroic actors - Orson Welles, Donald Wolfit, Richard Burton and Albert Finney - from the 1930s until the 1970s.
What mainly kept Marlowe himself alive in the popular imagination was the resonance between his sole English chronicle play, Edward II, with its explicit presentation of a sexual relationship between the king and his favourite, Piers Gaveston, and the rumours about Marlowe's own sexuality put about by a renegade Catholic priest in the weeks leading up to Marlowe's death in 1593. According to BL Harley MS.6848 ff.185-6 (known as the 'Baines note' and headed 'A note Containing the opinion of one Christopher Marly Concerning his Damnable Judgment of Religion, and scorn of gods word'), Marlowe had stated on at least one occasion 'That all they that loue not Tobacco & Boies were fooles.'
There is a whole study to be written about when and for whom this attributed viewpoint came to count in Marlowe's favour rather than against him, and how his widespread image in popular culture as an excitingly shady gay martyr came to replace the 17th century's sporadic treatments of his short life as the cautionary tale of a blasphemer justly punished. Thomas Dabbs made a good start in Reforming Marlowe (1991) by looking at the way the Victorians and the Decadents rediscovered Marlowe as an aesthete and a deviant (Havelock Ellis, for instance, identified Marlowe as a 'psychosexual hermaphrodite' in Sexual Inversion, published in 1897). One key turning point came in the late 1960s, when Toby Robertson revived Edward II for the Prospect Theatre Company. The production, starring Ian McKellen and James Laurenson, was broadcast by the BBC in 1970 and featured the first gay kiss ever shown on British TV. The play had visited New York the previous year, only a few months after the Stonewall riots, where it had immediately been recognised as powerfully topical: a rather guarded review in Time described Edward II as 'a play by a homosexual about a king who was a homosexual' and praised it as 'a better play about that too-fashionable subject than anything overt or covert recently on or off Broadway ... sensuous, unpleasant, funny, guilt-obsessed and intensely masculine'. Even the fact that the play helped to inspire the establishment of the debauched Piers Gaveston Society at Oxford in 1977 has failed to dim its reputation.
Disappointingly,  Stephen Greenblatt's new study leaves the question of why and how Edward II still matters well alone, and his treatment of Marlowe's sexuality is surprisingly under-informed by recent scholarship on queer identities in early modern culture. Then again, Greenblatt's scattergun subtitle - 'The Dangerous Times and Fatal Genius of Shakespeare's Greatest Rival, Christopher Marlowe' - leaves it unclear whether this is a biography at all, or whether Dark Renaissance wishes to content itself with offering an account of Marlowe's historical context and an appreciation of his literary talent. It's a real difficulty for Greenblatt that there is already a highly readable and scrupulously accurate account of Marlowe's life in its historical context, David Riggs's The World of Christopher Marlowe (2004), which no new archival discoveries have rendered obsolete.* It is an even bigger difficulty that there is a similarly unsuperseded historically contextualised introduction to Marlowe's literary achievements, even more readable and still in print, and that it was written by Greenblatt himself. The thirty pages of 'Marlowe and the Will to Absolute Play', the fifth chapter of Greenblatt's Renaissance Self-Fashioning (1980), remain the best modern starting point for an understanding of Marlowe's canon and its place in the world that produced it. Shrewdly detailed, sharing in the wit of Marlowe's onstage cruelties even while it demonstrates the way they both partook of and implicitly criticised the religious and colonial cruelties of his society, this chapter is many people's favourite part of a book that has been on every serious reading list in Renaissance studies for almost half a century. Summing up, Greenblatt admires above all 'how recklessly courageous Marlowe must have been: to write as if the admonitory purpose of literature were a lie, to invent fictions only to create, and not to serve God or the state; to fashion lines that echo in the void, that echo more powerfully because there is nothing but a void'.
On the plays and poems, Greenblatt's new book has little of substance to add to this, save various attempts to tie some of Marlowe's characters to figures he may have known. But it doesn't enhance The Jew of Malta to think of it as a (very) oblique warning to Sir Walter Raleigh, or to find in Doctor Faustus an occasional glimpse of Simon Forman or John Dee or Henry Percy (the 'Wizard Earl' of Northumberland). Given the 'desire to speak with the dead' to which Greenblatt hubristically admitted at the start of his follow-up to Renaissance Self-Fashioning, Shakespearean Negotiations (1988), it's a shame that while writing Dark Renaissance he didn't recognise more of himself in Faustus instead of pursuing these minor historical parallels. Faustus, after all, was an academic who set out subversively to stretch the boundaries of human knowledge, but wound up squandering his talents and his allotted time performing feats of necromancy in order to divert successive potentates even wealthier than the families of Greenblatt's cohorts of Harvard students.
Having published his brilliant and enthusiastic chapter about Marlowe's thrillingly, defiantly nihilistic plays, Greenblatt is left in Dark Renaissance with the much less attractive task of describing what we know about Marlowe's life. He does what he can to nerve himself for the work by making some even larger opening claims for Marlowe's significance - 'In the course of his restless, doomed, brief life, in his spirit and his stupendous achievements, Marlowe awakened the genius of the English Renaissance' - even though it was Thomas Sackville and Thomas Norton, not Marlowe, who pioneered English blank verse as a medium for drama, two decades before Tamburlaine (in Gorboduc, first performed in 1561), and even though most recent cultural historians have suggested that the English literary Renaissance began before Marlowe was born, during the reign of Mary I, with the publication in 1557 of the poetry anthology Tottel's Miscellany.
Greenblatt alleges nonetheless that before Marlowe little entertainment worthy of the name was available to the English except the public burning of heretics, variegated with an afternoon spent bull-baiting, and that suddenly with the advent of Marlovian drama new creative possibilities opened for scepticism, dissent and sheer dash. Whether this convinces or not, Greenblatt is soon bogged down in the squalor of what little we know about a playwright who appears to have been recruited by the intelligence services as a student at Cambridge and who, for all his conspicuous success as a scriptwriter, never seems to have succeeded in coming in from the cold before his services were permanently dispensed with at the point of a dagger in Deptford on 30 May 1593.
Unhelpfully,  Greenblatt works not from the cradle to the grave but from the weeks immediately preceding Marlowe's death, back to the cradle, then on through Marlowe's education and literary career, and only then, eventually, back to the circumstances leading up to his stabbing. He starts with the murky business of the Dutch Church Libel. This doggerel attack on immigrant workers, pinned to the wall of a London cemetery on 5 May 1593, which is laced with allusions to Marlowe's works and signed 'per Tamburlaine', is so badly written that it isn't obvious whether it was intended as a genuine piece of xenophobic abuse, a simulated piece of xenophobic abuse designed to implicate Marlowe as a xenophobic abuser, or a satire on Marlowe and on xenophobic abuse. Greenblatt insisted on its inclusion in The Norton Anthology of English Literature, and he does what he can here to explain why it might have been a factor in the warrant issued for Marlowe's arrest shortly after the libel appeared.
The trouble with this ploy is that it means we meet Marlowe the questionable intelligence asset and his even dodgier associates long before we meet Marlowe the poet, and have already become mired in speculation over whose unreliable accusation and/or confession can be trusted before we have really been shown why we might care either way. The back cover of Dark Renaissance advertises the book by hailing Marlowe not only as a 'poor boy', a 'dark star', a 'transgressor' and a 'genius' but also as a 'spy', but the sad fact is that the word that should be used is not 'spy' but 'informer.' Greenblatt takes a disdainful line with Marlowe's colleagues in this sphere, referring at one point to a 'reptile named David Jones, who was trolling for information about priests in London prisons' and soon afterwards to the 'dubious characters who trolled many of the streets of London'.
But the man who probably supplemented his meagre scholarship at Cambridge by making friends with closet Catholic fellow students and then betraying them to the authorities, who helped another writer-cum-nark, Thomas Watson, to kill the innkeeper William Bradley in September 1589, who at one time shared rooms with the Catholic priest turned Protestant source Richard Baines, and who was shopped by Baines on two occasions (once, in Holland in 1592, for counterfeiting coins, and back in London for holding the damnable opinions set out in the Baines note), does not emerge from this book as much less reptilian or dubious.
As in the case of John le Carre ne David Cornwell, it may be a good selling point for a writer to have it known that he was once a professional spy, but, if revealed, the actual details of his work may give readers pause. In his novels, the mature le Carre personified the agonised liberal conscience of his country, horrified at the successive betrayals forced on even those with its best interests and noblest aspirations at heart, but that doesn't make us feel any less queasy when we learn that the young Cornwell's earliest intelligence assignment was to join left-wing student societies at Oxford in order to provide information to MI5 about his fellow members.
Marlowe, similarly, may have been able to stand above worldly and spiritual power alike as a writer, loftily playing off rival religions and empires as so many interchangeable masks for human megalomania and appetite, but what in the works of Marlowe the dramatist can be celebrated as free-thinking irony could in the life of Marlowe the informer find expression only as sordid equivocation. We may like to enjoy imagining a Marlowe who was briefly able to live out a daring radicalism, a secret agent for all the freedoms we now most wish to cherish, someone who spoke his desires too authentically for the establishment not to have him silenced, but that fantasy is a wishful back-formation from the 'high astounding terms' (to quote the prologue to Tamburlaine) of the plays themselves. As Dark Renaissance shows despite itself, it is not Marlowe's life story that we still need, but his plays and poems: we might well want to avert our eyes from the bathetically dismal life of the man who wrote them.
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Another Country
  Adam Shatz refers to Richard Nixon as an 'often monstrous leader who ... presided over bombing campaigns in Vietnam and Cambodia' (LRB, 5 February). Laos  is too often forgotten. Between 1964 and 1973, first Johnson then Nixon conducted the largest bombing campaign in history in South-East Asia. In Laos, a country of fewer than three million people,  the US dropped more than two million tons of ordnance: 270 million bombs of almost two hundred different types, including cluster bombs, via 580,000 planeloads, an average of one planeload every  eight minutes, 24 hours a day, for nine years. A third of the bombs failed to explode. Poor rural areas, where 70 per cent of the country's population live by subsistence farming, remain minefields  to this day. Unexploded bombs are inadvertently triggered by farm work, fires used for cooking, people walking or children playing (since 1975 nearly half of the twenty thousand casualties have  been children). While the US is the main donor to the Lao National Unexploded Ordnance Programme, the $20 million or so it gives per year is inadequate to the task (it is estimated that since 1996  the number of unexploded bombs cleared amounts to between 1 and 3 per cent of the total).
  The 'secret' war has long since not been secret, yet the fact that Laos is the most heavily bombed country per capita and that the bombing continues to cost the lives and limbs of the Lao doesn't  get the attention that might lead to more funding and a more intensive effort to deal with the danger. At least tourism is booming, so more people are seeing the rusted bomb casings villagers use  as planters, signs, boats and 'decor'; they can also visit the caves once used as bomb shelters and the country's UXO-themed museums. But the war ended fifty years ago. Eighty million unexploded  bombs remain in Laos.


Lee Gillette

				Brussels
			


Iran's Grand Strategy
  Eskandar Sadeghi-Boroujerdi writes about Vali Nasr's book Iran's Grand Strategy in the context of current events (LRB, 5 February). Nasr's book  appears to be lacking in one crucial respect, namely its failure to address the existential predicament that Iran faces as a result of continuing drought. Iran's water policies, initiated by the  shah and perpetuated by successive regimes, have brought the country to the point that it is approaching 'water bankruptcy'. According to recent reports, last summer nineteen of Iran's dams had  between 3 and 15 per cent of their water left. Appeals to cut water consumption in Tehran have been ineffective and the president, Masoud Pezeshkian, recently went so far as to warn that Iran has  'no choice' but to move its capital away from arid Tehran, which now has a population of about ten million, to wetter coastal regions - a project that would take decades and cost an estimated $100  billion. In Isfahan the damage is manifest - because aquifers are exhausted, subsidence is increasing, threatening vital infrastructure. Lake Urmia, once the Middle East's largest lake, has almost  completely evaporated.
  The regime blames climate change, but the water crisis is just as fundamentally the result of political decisions. These began under the shah with the move away from the traditional qanat supply  system, which transported water from aquifers by means of a massive network of tunnels, in favour of dams, which deprived the uplands of water and resulted in rapidly increased evaporation from  reservoirs. There has been a sustained failure to anticipate and meet the needs of agriculture, which remains focused on crops requiring a lot of water. (Agriculture uses nearly 90 per cent of  Iran's water but accounts for 12 per cent of its GDP, another challenge that the regime's Grand Strategy fails to address.) The shortage has been met by sinking more and more unregulated boreholes,  with predictable effects. Further stress has been caused by the completion last year of the Pashdan Dam on the Harirud River, which runs from Afghanistan into eastern Iran, so that the Taliban now  controls 80 per cent of the river's flow. (Armed clashes broke out between Iran and Afghanistan over access to the Helmand River in May 2023.) Although this hasn't been much reported, the water  shortage is one of the main causes of the large-scale protests that have been taking place in Iran since 2021.


Neil Blackshaw

				Alnwick, Northumberland
			


Between Us
  Thomas Nagel considers Samuel Scheffler's claim that human lives are shaped by relationships, both with our past and future selves and with valued others (LRB, 5 February). We might call these two sorts of relationship 'intrapersonal' and 'interpersonal'. Two medical scenarios, either or both of which could affect  any of us, clarify what is at stake in the distinction.
  First, people with brain disorders that disrupt intrapersonal temporal relationships nonetheless live on in a present whose goods include interpersonal relationships, as in networks of human care.  I don't refer only to young people with significant learning disabilities. Resuscitation from a cardiac arrest, for example, can leave older adults with profound memory impairments that utterly  disrupt intrapersonal relationships. Dementia does something similar.
  Second, a person with a paralysing neurological condition, like motor neurone disease, may retain the intrapersonal, but experience some attenuation of interpersonal relationships as they lose the  ability to move and communicate. They may even choose to withdraw from life-sustaining ventilation before the interpersonal fails entirely, that is to say before they reach a point at which they  are unable to signal to others for relief of their pain and suffering.
  These examples suggest that for all the attention we pay to the intrapersonal (individuality, ego, personal narrative and so on), the interpersonal matters at least as much. Regrettably, many of  our interpersonal relationships are instrumentalised, as in the incessant networking on which careers, from business to academia, are believed to rely. In the face of this, we would do well to keep  in mind the claim, from Ubuntu philosophy: 'I am because we are.'


Ed Jesudason

				NHS Lothian and Queen Margaret University, Edinburgh
			


Franklin's Dream
  Ferdinand Mount concludes his fine essay on Benjamin Franklin with the remark that 'the tech bros, those inventive billionaires, with their insatiable greed and their intergalactic gizmos, are  Franklin's inheritors ... in the notorious photographs of them crowding into Trump's second inauguration, we are seeing Franklin's version of the American dream' (LRB, 4 December 2025). That seems unfair to Franklin, whose radical democratic proposal at the 1776 Pennsylvania Constitutional Convention was, as Walter  Isaacson put it in his biography of 2003, 'that the state's Declaration of Rights discourage large holdings of property or concentrations of wealth as "a danger to the happiness of mankind"'. It  also conflicts with Franklin's expressed antipathy to excessive wealth and his defence of high taxes in a letter to Robert Morris, then superintendent of finance of the United States, in 1783:
    All Property, indeed, except ... Acquisitions, absolutely necessary for his Subsistence, seems to me to be the Creature of public Convention. Hence the Public has the Right of Regulating Descents,    and all other Conveyances of Property, and even of limiting the Quantity, and the Uses of it. All the Property that is necessary to a Man, for the Conservation of the Individual and the    Propagation of the Species, is his Natural Right, which none can justly deprive him of: But all Property superfluous to such purposes is the Property of the Publick, who by their Laws have    created it, and who may therefore by other Laws dispose of it, whenever the Welfare of the Publick shall demand such Disposition.  

  Franklin was a strong advocate of political equality and democratic governance; for example, he proposed a democratically elected unicameral legislature with no property qualifications for voters  at both the Pennsylvania and American Constitutional Conventions. He also expressed egalitarian economic ideas that distinguish him from other Founding Fathers, and which are in direct conflict  with the unregulated accumulation of unlimited wealth advocated by the libertarian capitalist tech bros and the current US administration.


Samuel Freeman

				University of Pennsylvania, Philadelphia
			


'Cold War'
Andrew O'Hagan is right that Walter Lippmann is 'generally credited with coming up with the expression "Cold War"' (LRB, 25 December 2025). But this should be recognised as a misattribution. Lippmann first used the phrase in 1947. George Orwell used it in a column in October 1945 (though it wasn't widely noted in the US). More important in the American context, Herbert Bayard Swope included the term in speeches that the financier Bernard Baruch delivered in the spring and summer of 1947 as part of a campaign to curtail the power of unions in the US. Conservative, pro-business columnists such as George Sokolsky and publishers including William Randolph Hearst widely publicised the phrase. The point is significant in connection with O'Hagan's discussion of 'the power of public fiction'. The expression 'Cold War' came to be so widely accepted as a description of reality that even today scholars and journalists habitually refer to it as an objective state of affairs rather than the subjective construction it actually was.


David Foglesong

				Rutgers University, New Jersey
			


The Mitford Industry
  In the early 1990s, at a book party for Christopher Hitchens at the Canal Bar in Lower Manhattan, I was surprised to be introduced to Jessica Mitford. Thanks to what Rosemary Hill calls the  'Mitford industry', I knew the Mitford name (LRB, 5 February). But I was shaky on which sister was which. So I was a little unnerved when she proposed  sitting down together at a corner table for a tete-a-tete - especially when she began speaking of 'Esmond' (Romilly) as though I had known him.
  Years later, during a trip to California, I found her listed in the Oakland telephone directory under the excellent alias 'Decca Treuhaft'.


Jim Holt

				New York
			


Royal Pet
  Deborah Friedell is properly sensitive to the ambivalence complicating the 'gooey reverence' that marks Samuel Pepys's account of his first encounter with the newly restored Charles II (LRB, 25 December 2025). But she might have noted the wickedly republican insight afforded by a royal pet on the king's arrival at Dover:
    I went, and Mr Mansell and one of the King's footmen, with a dog that the King loved (which shit in the boat, which made us laugh and me think that a King and all that belong to him are but just    as others are).  



Michael Neill

				Auckland
			


Whiffy
Gilbert O'Brien wrote about the use of Smell-O-Vision in the cinema (Letters, 19 February). Sensurround - low frequency vibrations used to enhance earthquake films - was also unforgettable. Forms of Smell-O-Vision live on, but using simpler technology. In 2013, at Bozar in Brussels, after an address by the great man himself, John Waters's trash classic Polyester was screened, an experience enhanced by the use of Odorama cards with numbered patches. These we duly scratched and sniffed when prompted during the film. The smells emitted were, in order: roses, fart, model aeroplane glue, pizza, petrol, skunk, natural gas from an oven, new car smell, dirty shoes and to finish, fortunately, air freshener.


Malcolm Parry

				Brussels
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At the British Museum
'Hawaii'
Susannah Clapp

859 wordsThink  of a loincloth as an act of diplomacy. The beautiful, fact-crammed catalogue accompanying the British Museum's Hawaii exhibition (until 25 May) explains that the malo loloa, a long loincloth made of barkcloth, was a metaphor for Hawaii forming alliances. When, just over two hundred years ago, the young King Liholiho (known as Kamehameha II) and Queen Kamamalu sailed from Hawaii to Britain, seeking protection from the Crown, they were unfurling the malo.
It was a significant, doleful expedition. Before setting sail, the queen delivered a lament in front of a crowd - 'O soil, farewell' - with a clenched fist and a slapping of the chest. They took with them more than a hundred pigs, thirty goats and eleven trusted advisers. The voyage lasted 153 days, during which one adviser died. On arrival, the delegation was vaccinated against smallpox, taken to Osborne's Hotel near Charing Cross and supplied with warm socks. While waiting for an audience with George IV, they attended a Whitsunday service at Westminster Abbey and the races at Epsom, and watched Pizarro from the royal box at Covent Garden, a balloon flight at White Conduit Gardens and, at Drury Lane, Rob Roy MacGregor. They also visited the British Museum. And then they died of measles. She was 22; he was 26.
Strange to be remembering these deaths just as the United Kingdom loses its measles elimination status. For their return to Hawaii the bodies were placed in English coffins, a sight so novel that the ritual mourning which had begun at the appearance of the ship was briefly stilled.
Some appealing likenesses of the party were made in London. A lithograph shows the queen in an empire-line dress with puffed sleeves. Another shows them filling the royal box at Drury Lane with unaccustomed alertness. The elegant warmth of these pictures is outshouted by the savage racism of cartoons by Cruikshank, which put the lie to anyone who thinks satire automatically tends towards the progressive. Melon-grinning, bulging-eyed people with prehensile toes spout gibberish. No surprise that back then, too, it was put about that the incomers ate dogs.
Like the exhibition, the catalogue - edited by the lead curator, Alice Christophe - tussles to quell Anglocentric assumptions that might be thought second cousins to this Neanderthal rhetoric. Co-stewarded with Hawaiian scholars and practitioners, the exhibits are given their titles in Hawaiian as well as English. Some unusual attitudes are voiced: one essay reports on the gratitude 'our Maori cousins of Aotearoa New Zealand' expressed to the Hawaiians for 'taking care' of Captain Cook.
[image: ]Kapa (late 19th century).




There is no dispute about the magnificence of what some will consider specimens and others sacred items. A saffron and rust-coloured feather cape more than five feet long; feathered discs with pearl-shell centres like eyes, used by 21st-century dancers to dazzle their audience; fish-hooks made of bone and wood; a basalt mirror; a whale-tooth ivory pendant; a patterned water container made from a gourd. There's no dispute either about the clarity with which changes of garments reveal the evolving relationship between the two nations. Liholiho's regalia was part-British, part-Hawaiian; an 1850s watercolour shows a man in a loincloth and waistcoat. A sonic equivalent of such mingling and alteration can be heard in the mixed rhythms of Stephen Sondheim's Pacific Overtures, which captures a history of influence in a number dedicated to the bowler hat.
Traditional fabrics bring unifying stories. The most distinctive Hawaiian material, kapa or barkcloth, was wonderfully versatile, used for skirts, bedsheets and, according to one story, the sky. Paper mulberry could be beaten on stone or a wooden anvil to a delicate thinness; the sound of hammering carried across an island. Skirts were made with perfumed dyes so that the scent rose from their layers. Less so after the arrival of Protestant missionaries, who thought kapa coverings insufficient and sewing a more suitable occupation for young women than anvil-bashing.
For years I bragged about my familiarity with one piece of kapa: the king of Hawaii's bedsheet. It was one of the wonders that Bruce Chatwin displayed in his tiny London flat when I was editing his early books. It has only now been pointed out to me by a textile expert that the cloth was unlikely to have lasted in such good nick if it was used as a bedsheet; it was more likely a room divider. This doesn't diminish its beauty. Pale ginger, patterned with leaping fish, it might have been a Matisse, vaulting over centuries and continents.
At the British Museum, alongside the rich kapa, patterned with dots and zigzags, stripes and scallop shapes, are tricoloured hats made of rattan reed and rootlets woven into helmets, snug to the head with beak-like crests, filigree on the outside, bristling inside. One shows the touching adjustments made to accommodate a small head. A catalogue essay about traditional weaving techniques describes practitioners as 'living vessels of "ike kupuna" (ancestral knowledge)'. This, at first, seems close to a Western notion: Virginia Woolf's evocation of memory as a seamstress. Yet, for Woolf, an underling was at work, binding together present and past; Hawaiians believe that everyone is descended from a weaver.
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Never Known Heaven
Erin Maglaque

3205 wordsIn bed 
, John Berger was once asked by a lover: who's your favourite painter? Caravaggio, he replied. There are two kinds of desire, according to Berger: the desire to take and the 'desire to be taken'. Caravaggio painted the second kind. The desire 'to lose oneself', 'the most abandoned, the most desperate' form of wanting: this is what Caravaggio put on the canvas. Bernard Berenson - usually so sober, so discerning - stood in front of the Martyrdom of St Matthew in San Luigi dei Francesi and was all at sea: 'I am at a loss to know where I am, how I got there, and what I am seeing.' Caravaggio was a criminal, and criminals seemed to like him. His Nativity with St Francis and St Lawrence was cut out of its frame in Palermo by mafiosi; a shady Swiss dealer was ready to slice the canvas into pieces, the better to sell on the black market, until he unrolled it and (reputedly) burst into tears. It's impossible to be cool about Caravaggio.
[image: ] 'St John the Baptist in the Wilderness' (1604-5)




His paintings unnerve us as they unnerved their Baroque viewers. Caravaggio didn't draw but painted directly onto the canvas. He invented a dramatic, overpowering chiaroscuro, a spotlit style he used to freeze the worst moments of his subjects' lives in paint. There are so many decapitations, a frankly weird number of decapitations. Large parts of his canvases, especially those made towards the end of his short career, are black: empty space, crumbling walls, desolate streets; the action crowded into a corner. He used friends, apprentices and sex workers as models, and didn't flinch from painting their desperation; there is the compromised eroticism of the teenage boys he made over into Cupid or (worse) John the Baptist, boys appealing and appalling in equal measure. He murdered a man and fled Rome, but whether in Naples or Sicily or Malta - he was on the run, a bounty on his head - his patrons still loved him. Or thought they did, until they actually saw the paintings they had commissioned, and then sold them off in a hurry. His style was hugely influential, remarkably so for a painter who left no drawings, trained no apprentices, and who spent his later career stabbing people and being stabbed. In July 1610 he died, probably alone, in the malarial beach town of Porto Ercole, aged 38.
Much has been made of Caravaggio's obvious sympathy with the poor, his turning of the Roman tavern and the Neapolitan street into the settings for high religious art. But he didn't really paint the street. He painted the horrible, dingy interior of his studio. Giovanni Pietro Bellori, the 17th-century art historian, described it: Caravaggio positioned his figures 'in the darkness of a closed room, placing a lamp high so that the light would fall straight down'. His models really were poor, but they were acting: a beautiful prostitute as the Virgin, an artist's apprentice as Bacchus. There were props, too: costume wings borrowed from another painter; Caravaggio's own sword dangling in a prostitute's hand (her name was Fillide Melandroni, and she did once try to slash the face of a rival - the paintings may have been staged, but it wasn't all pretend). Annibale Carracci took a look at Fillide as Judith Beheading Holofernes and didn't think much of it: 'I don't know what to say except that it is too natural.' Perhaps he was troubled by Fillide's nipples showing through her white dress.
There was plenty of poverty in Baroque Rome, and plenty of men: at the start of the 17th century, there were only seventy women for every hundred men in this city of clerics, soldiers, bodyguards, servants. Caravaggio painted the swaggering, violent young men who terrorised Romans in these years. He was one of them, brandishing a dagger outside San Luigi dei Francesi, with 'a thin black beard, black eyes with bushy eyebrows, dressed in black, in a state of disarray, with threadbare black hose'. The writer Tommaso Garzoni described a typical day in the life of these young men, known as bravi: 'they swagger out of the house, make a circuit of the piazza, and, with four companions, make themselves master of the field.' They bullied other men, harassed women and ended the day at the brothel, where they stole the women's shoes for a laugh. They were sgherri, swaggerers, or bulli, rascals; one described himself to a Roman court as someone who 'wanders for pleasure and for war'. In a tavern, Caravaggio ordered a plate of artichokes, four cooked in butter and four in olive oil. He asked the waiter which were which and the waiter told him to smell them. Caravaggio hit him across the face with a plate and called him a becco fottuto, a 'fucked-over cuckold'. It was one of his favourite insults. He was regularly stopped for carrying a weapon on the streets late at night. When a member of the police asked him if he had a licence to carry a sword, he told him he could shove it up his ass.
In his twenties, Caravaggio made his name by painting this violent, chaotic world. The bravi were wanderers, men of no fixed address and no fixed occupation: off-duty soldiers maybe, who had kept hold of their weapons; armed guards between jobs; men as likely to be thieves as knights. And they were beautiful. They dressed in unlined, loose fabrics, the better to flex their muscles; they maintained extravagant handlebar moustaches. They wore long black capes to flourish and to parry dagger thrusts with; they adorned their caps with black and white and pink ostrich feathers, because, as a scornful contemporary wrote, their 'senses change easily just as a feather moves in the wind'. Caravaggio painted them in one of his earliest Roman pictures, The Cardsharps (1594). At the front of the picture is a young man, the feathers on his cap trembling with the tension of the dupe unfolding before us. Caravaggio used the same model for the trickster and for the young aristocrat being tricked: how easily fortunes could turn. Bellori wrote that, while painting The Fortune Teller, Caravaggio 'called out to a gypsy woman who chanced to be passing in the street and, taking her to his lodgings, he portrayed her in the act of telling fortunes'. In this picture, another young bravo is being duped, all of his masculine performance - those enormous puffed sleeves, dapper black cap and cloak, sword at the hip - undone by a pretty woman. The poet Gaspare Murtola looked at the painting and wondered: 'Who is the greater sorceress, the woman, who dissembles, or you, who painted her?'
Both The Cardsharps and The Fortune Teller were sold through a dealer, rather than being produced on commission. Caravaggio made his own market for a kind of painting that hadn't really existed before. With these pictures of Roman street life, he invented what would later be called genre painting: an unhelpful term intended to encompass scenes of drinkers in taverns, card players, gypsies. But before this was a style it was Caravaggio. Federico Borromeo, the reforming archbishop of Milan, disdained both the art and the life (but then he would), claiming that Caravaggio
never did anything else, even though he was good at his art, apart from depicting tavern keepers, and gamblers, or gypsies who read palms, or beggar barons and porters, and the unfortunates who sleep in the squares at night, and he was the happiest man in the world when he painted a hostel with people eating and drinking in it. This mirrored the way he dressed, which was just like his artworks.

Bellori said of Caravaggio that once he 'had put on a suit of clothes, he would never change it until it was falling off him in rags'.
It was the painters who came after Caravaggio who churned out dozens of these tavern and street scenes, hardening their visual language into a genre. They painted stock characters from the theatre, from the commedia dell'arte, from opera, from popular songs and ballads. Patrons loved these paintings and hung them in their palazzos. Caravaggio, on the other hand, depicted his bravi and cardsharps and gypsies in all the drama of their makeshift lives; you can sense, in the intensely focused gaze of the older cardsharp, that his entire fortune rests on this trick coming off. There are holes in the tips of his gloves, better to feel the surface of the marked cards. The stakes could not be higher. This is what has been called the pauperismo of Caravaggio's painting and celebrated as his realism. 'He does not depict the underworld for others,' Berger wrote. 'His vision is one that he shares with it.' But later painters traded the human drama of poverty, one Caravaggio knew intimately, for a kind of picaresque.
Elizabeth Currie's Street Style draws our attention to fashion and dress in Caravaggio's paintings, and in those of his followers, and connects them to the wider range of media - especially printed albums and encyclopedic texts - that depicted the lives of the poor in Rome. Currie makes us notice details we might miss or not know how to read: the flouncing feathers on the caps of the bravi; the sheer veils worn by Roman noblewomen; the voluminous cloaks of the gypsy women (to help them steal chickens, according to contemporaries). The book deepens our understanding of street life paintings and gives a glimpse of what fashion meant to ordinary people. Rome - like much of early modern Europe - was a place where clothes mattered a great deal. A Roman law of 1561 stated, for example, that debtors must wear a green beret and Jewish men a yellow one; one of 1631 that gypsy women 'must lay down their Gypsy dress, or rather destroy it so that it is no longer suitable for such use'. Sex workers were banned from wearing the fashionable lenzuolo, the long sheer veil worn by Roman noblewomen, who were themselves prohibited from wearing the zimarra, an over-gown with chic hanging sleeves, often constructed from silk or embroidered with glimmering metal thread, which was popular with sex workers.
The poor might own only one or two outfits, and so were 'as likely to be identified by their dress', Currie writes, 'as by their facial features or where they lived'. The idea that people could be read through clothing was reinforced by print culture and theatre. Costume books, geographical encyclopedias, printed sheets showing people at their different occupations, popular comedies: all were precise about dress. In costume books from the 1560s, gypsy women were uniformly depicted with a heavy cloak knotted at the shoulder, bare feet, ankle bracelets, a headscarf and a baby in arms. Beggars were shown in piled-up rags, often with visible patching, the outlines of the body masked or deformed by a great mass of shoddy fabric. Just as Rome confined Jews to the ghetto and sex workers to the Ortaccio, the pope tried to confine beggars to certain neighbourhoods. The visual culture of printed albums and genre paintings reflected and made this social world, where marginalised people were increasingly identified and categorised and restricted in their movement and dress.
Sex workers understood better than anyone that to undermine the rules of dress was deeply erotic. They knew that to appear at the window dressed as a man - or, even better, in a nun's habit - guaranteed more clients. (A tantalising Venetian print allowed the viewer to lift a courtesan's skirt to reveal breeches underneath.) Early modern writers were obsessed with this kind of deception: with sex workers dressed as men; with beggars who ate soap to look like they were foaming at the mouth, the better to attract alms; with fake pilgrims. Understanding all this helps us to appreciate the context for Caravaggio's paintings, but it doesn't explain them in the same way that knowing the language of dress helps us to understand the innumerable genre paintings that came after him. Caravaggio didn't think in terms of types. The gypsy woman he called in off the street is a person: alluring, knowing, a little desperate.
For Caravaggio, clothing was not primarily about meaning, not primarily a language. Clothing allowed him to paint the drama of touch - of sensation. When 'fur and skin, rags and hair, metal and blood' meet in Caravaggio's painting, Berger wrote, 'their contact becomes an act of touching.' The feather that grazes Cupid's thigh in Amor Vincit Omnia. The splitting laces on the Virgin's crimson dress in The Death of the Virgin, dramatising the swelling of her body after death. The frayed habit of St Francis in Meditation: the shoulder patched with a light-coloured scrap of fabric, somehow more raw-looking than if it were bare flesh. The pitiful communion of lamb's fleece and red cloth in the Beheading of St John the Baptist, a detail more violent than the blood that spills onto the street. What we are drawn to is Caravaggio's rendering of the intimacy between flesh and world, simultaneously seductive and repellent.
Caravaggio was already famous in his twenties, reputed to be the best painter in Rome, and so art historians have long speculated why it was that so many of his pictures were rejected by the patrons who commissioned them. In the case of his Death of the Virgin, commissioned for Santa Maria della Scala, Giulio Mancini would later write that the Virgin was nothing but 'a dirty prostitute from the Ortaccio' and Caravaggio's lover to boot. But it's not just that. It's that the Madonna, whoever she is, is so unnervingly dead. Her body is unmistakably a bloated corpse. The painter Carlo Saraceni, commissioned to replace Caravaggio's picture, better understood the brief: his Virgin, pretty and pale, is ascending into a heaven of golden clouds and putti instrumentalists. Not a hint of rigor mortis.
Another artist, Giovanni Baglione, scoffed that 'the people made a great fuss' of Caravaggio's Madonna of Loreto, with its pilgrim couple kneeling before the Virgin, the filthy soles of their feet pressed up against the picture plane. But its patron, who had commissioned it for a private chapel, didn't want it. Was it because Lena, who modelled as the Virgin, was a sex worker? She modelled for Caravaggio's bizarre Palafrenieri Madonna, too. It shows the Virgin holding the Christ child balanced on her feet while they stamp on a snake, watched over by St Anne. This too was taken down by the confraternity that commissioned it. Were the Virgin's breasts too prominent? Derek Jarman, who made a film about Caravaggio in 1986, remarked that he was 'knocking the saints out of the sky'. Certainly the Palafrenieri St Anne has never known heaven. Roberto Longhi, one of Caravaggio's great 20th-century critics, thought that the painting might as well show any 'peasant woman killing a viper in a barn'.
Writing in the 17th century, the art historian Joachim von Sandrart remarked that Caravaggio and his roguish friends lived by the motto 'nec spe, nec metu': without hope, without fear. And it's true that in his painting Caravaggio is totally uninterested in hope, even disdainful of it. That bleakness is difficult, confronting. It makes a stark contrast to the work of his rival in Rome, Annibale Carracci, whose sugary Assumption of the Virgin forms the altarpiece of the Cerasi Chapel in Santa Maria del Popolo. Caravaggio was commissioned to paint canvases for the side walls of the chapel - The Conversion of St Paul and The Crucifixion of St Peter - so the comparison is inevitable. Just look at Carracci's Madonna: she's sweet, she's fresh faced, she's boring; the men are handsome and do a lot of stagey gasping. Everything looks freshly laundered. It smells good up there, like new babies. It doesn't require faith to believe in Carracci's heaven - just dumb hope. But Caravaggio knew that hope and faith were different things. Faith meant looking at life, its beauty and its darkness, right now in the miserable present, and believing. It meant Paul on his back, arms flung out, soft belly exposed, at the mercy of his horse, in surrender: to the force of faith, rendered by a delicately lifted hoof and a shaft of light.
Maybe that's why Berger found himself talking about Caravaggio in bed. He wasn't the only one. Sydney Freedberg wrote that Caravaggio 'translates into his act of art the lover's experience of seeing and touch, which he has galvanised at that very instant where, in a living situation, seeing would be turned into touching'. Clothing is critical at this moment when seeing turns into touching. Roman sex workers knew this when they dressed as nuns and stood framed in their windows, enticing clients with the fantasy of the instant when the habit would be drawn back. Much has been made of the weird eroticism of Caravaggio's sickly Bacchus, or the jaded Cupid of Amor Vincit Omnia. But when I think of Caravaggio painting desire, when I think of the lover's seeing turning into touching, I think of his religious paintings. Look at his St John the Baptist in the Wilderness. Yes, the model is beautiful - he was one of Caravaggio's favourites - and that helps, of course. But it's really that fur: the soft, cream-coloured camel fur spilling out of his drapery, cradled by it, drawing us not only to its softness but to the darkness beyond. His toenails are filthy. You can have pleasure, Caravaggio tells us, but not without a measure of disgust - not without a little pain, a little dirt, a little blood. Caravaggio refused to sentimentalise sex, just as he refused to sentimentalise faith. He painted the surrender involved in both, if you're doing it right.
Clothing, for Caravaggio, worked in the same way as his chiaroscuro, dramatising disclosure and reticence, attraction and concealment. Caravaggio exploits dress not so much as a language, but as a way of posing the question: what is it we're most susceptible to? A scrap of fur? A feather on a thigh? Hard, burnished armour? Maybe it was from Lena and Fillide that he learned how to solicit using the surfaces of things. We are drawn to Caravaggio because he reflects back to us something about ourselves that we hardly understand. That is what he paints in his Narcissus. The young man, with his gorgeously puffed white sleeves, his patterned velvet doublet, his golden curls, is as handsome a Roman boy as could be wished for. But it's that bare knee that gets me. Spotlit by one of Caravaggio's burning lamps, it is grotesque and horribly exposed, like all of our most disturbing desires - like all the parts of ourselves that we can barely look at. The pool is black, its surface a mirror. At the end of his essay on Caravaggio, Berger wrote that 'sexuality promises, as nothing else can, momentary completion.' But in Caravaggio's paintings such completion is only ever promised. Just like his beautiful Narcissus, we are forever looking.
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Winging It
Clare Jackson

2758 wordsInscribed in Latin  on a large floor slab in the chapel of Eton College is a memorial to a former provost, Sir Henry Wotton, who died, aged 71, in December 1639: 'Here lies the first author of this sentiment: The itch of disputation is the scab of the churches. Inquire his name elsewhere.' Izaak Walton was the first to pursue this prompt to biographical appraisal in his Reliquiae Wottonianae (1651), which comprised a Life and selected letters, poems and prose by 'the curious pencil of the ever memorable Sir Henry Wotton'. Having shared many of Wotton's riverbank musings, Walton recalled his older friend's affection for angling as 'idle time not idly spent' and his dictum that 'he would rather live five May months than forty Decembers.'
Carol Chillington Rutter's Lying Abroad opens with an aqueous image. Staring 'down into the waters of a Venetian canal', the author imagines a watery Wotton floating among forgotten ignoti: 'faces from the past who want to return to the light of day'. Wotton served as English ambassador in Venice between 1604 and 1610; he is, for Rutter, an unorthodox diplomat whose initiatives 'averted pan-European war' when Venice's long-running jurisdictional disputes with the papacy threatened to escalate into armed conflict. After his election as pope in May 1605, Paul V sought to overturn restrictions on church-building and the unlicensed transfer of properties to the Church, while also seeking to deny the republic's right to try clergy indicted on criminal charges in secular courts. The Venetians resisted, resulting in the Interdict Crisis of 1606-7, during which the papacy excommunicated the entire city and banned all religious services and sacraments, effectively rendering newborn children illegitimate, denying absolution to the dying and preventing burials in consecrated ground.
A zealous Protestant, Wotton regarded the interdict as, in Rutter's words, 'the monstrous conjoined twin to the gunpowder conspiracy' that, only six months before, had nearly annihilated James VI and I, his sons and the country's political and clerical establishment. Wotton sought to turn the crisis into an opportunity by advocating the creation of a cross-confessional armed league to resist papal encroachments on territorial sovereignty. Having exceeded his formal diplomatic instructions by proposing such a league, Wotton's ambitions were quickly stalled by the penurious caution of James's ministers, notably Robert Cecil, earl of Salisbury, as well as by the 'calcified habits' of Venice's ruling gerontocracy. Meanwhile French diplomatic intervention quietly accomplished a peaceable resolution of the dispute, with the papal interdict lifted in April 1607.
The prologue to Lying Abroad describes Wotton's first reception by the doge and Senate in the autumn of 1604. Rutter, an expert in Shakespeare performance studies, reminds us that 'by a marvellous coincidence' the audience was held on the same day as the first court performance in London of The Tragedy of Othello, the Moor of Venice. As Wotton is 'walking the pavements of Venice, King James will be there with him'. Wotton's innate theatricality rendered his diplomacy unpredictable and endears him to the author. Writing predominantly in the historical present, Rutter chaperones readers along Venetian alleys and invites them to 'look over Harry's shoulder.' As Wotton is rowed to the Sala del Collegio in the Doge's Palace, we observe the way 'the oars cutting the water leave bubble trails like pools of Burano lace.' During his first audience, we watch as 'Wotton checks his hat ... He straightens his hat ... His voice is low, a little unsteady ... Caught up in the moment, he daffs aside protocol ... Wotton is winging it.'
Subtitled 'Henry Wotton and the Invention of Diplomacy', Rutter's book champions him as an innovator. The claim that Wotton averted pan-European war by recommending a league in which Anglo-Venetian forces would triumph in battle against a Habsburg-backed papacy is, perhaps, moot. Pondering whether Wotton's apocalyptic alarm might not be 'slightly absurd', Rutter asks: 'Are a couple of scabby priests and some vacant properties really going to bring Christendom to internecine war?' Once the crisis had been resolved, the threat of armed English intervention in support of Venice could, however, be retrospectively credited as the catalyst prompting French intervention. Although Wotton had received a dispatch from Cecil warning him to 'be the more wary hereafter, how to carry yourself' in representing England's interests, the doge, Leonardo Dona, was impressed and told Wotton he could 'do more with them than any public minister he had ever known in this state'. The dustjacket for Lying Abroad reproduces a contemporary painting by Odoardo Fialetti depicting an audience in the Collegio: Wotton is seated to the right of Dona, who extends his hand towards the English ambassador.
Although armed conflict didn't break out, there was, as Wotton reminded Cecil, a vicious 'war of the quill'. Culled from Wotton's dispatches to the Jacobean court, A Declaration of the Variance between the Pope and the Seignory of Venice was published anonymously in London in 1606. 'Now there's an innovation,' Rutter writes admiringly: 'a brilliant exercise in smuggling, putting extracts of dispatches meant for the king into the public domain'. When he returned to England in 1611, Wotton left behind 'a fully functioning English embassy' in Venice, part of the significant expansion of overseas diplomatic activity initiated by James after decades of Elizabethan isolationism.
To understand Wotton's mental world, Rutter devotes more than half of Lying Abroad to reconstructing his life before his ambassadorial appointment. Born in Kent in 1568, he was the only son of his father's second marriage. As well as giving a detailed account of the humanist curriculum Wotton followed at Winchester College, Rutter offers readers numbered advice on 'how to read an early modern letter'. At Oxford, Wotton encountered the Italian jurist Alberico Gentili, whose tract De Legationibus Libri Tres (1585) described the necessary qualities of a successful ambassador: not only the traditional manly virtues of fortitude, prudence and temperance, but also 'conspicuous bravery', shrewdness and experience of foreign travel. For Rutter, Gentili's text 'bristles with thousands of cracking quotations gleaned from authorities ancient and modern'. Once 'we know what's in it, we know what's driving Henry Wotton in Venice.' She is less complimentary about James VI and I's Apology for the Oath of Allegiance (1608), 'over the course of which the royal author hits his stride and the modern reader sinks into a slough of pedantry'.
After Oxford, Wotton embarked on five years of travel that he later called 'the wandering part of my life'. He visited Naples, Heidelberg, Rome, Vienna, Venice (briefly), Florence, Milan and Geneva. In Rome, he observed the stringent measures pursued by Pope Clement VIII to rehabilitate papal authority: 'Clement's Rome in May 1592 is a shark tank,' Rutter writes. 'But Harry doesn't propose to dive in naked.' As Wotton explained, he assumed the persona of an unassuming Dutchman. Despite this, he attracted attention by sporting 'a large blue feather in a black hat' before prudently departing for Naples as Holy Week approached. On his return to England in 1594, Wotton obtained employment in the talented secretariat attached to Robert Devereux, earl of Essex. Two years later, he was encamped with Essex in Plymouth, ahead of the English raid on Cadiz. As Essex's troops plundered Cadiz, Rutter writes, 'Wotton is living Dante's Inferno: stinking sulphur, blinding smoke, noise more deafening than all the howling demons in pandemonium.' Similar horrors confronted Wotton when accompanying Essex's Irish campaign in 1599; he took with him a verse-letter from his university friend John Donne, though for Rutter 'it's anyone's guess how, as a soldier headed into a guerrilla war, he read the fantastically tortured images Donne wrapped around ideas of astonishing crassness.' By the spring of 1601, however, Wotton had abandoned his employment and fled to Florence, avoiding the disastrous Essex Rebellion and its vindictive aftermath.
In self-imposed Continental exile, he offered his services as an intelligencer on matters concerning the British Isles to Ferdinando I, grand duke of Tuscany, whose concern to see a non-Habsburg nominee succeed Elizabeth I prompted him to send Wotton on a mission to Scotland to warn James VI of a credible poisoning plot. Since Wotton's connection with Essex made him an outlaw, he couldn't travel through England, instead taking the 'horse-killing route' through Germany and Denmark, then across the North Sea to Leith. Presenting himself as an Italian gentleman called Ottavio Baldi, he contrived to whisper his real identity and purpose to the king and endeared himself sufficiently to James that he remained at the Scottish court under his Italian alias for three months, laying the foundations for his formal ambassadorial appointment after James's accession.
Two years apart in age, James and Wotton shared certain personality traits. In 1581, an English envoy to Scotland had warned Elizabeth I that the 14-year-old Scottish king was 'the greatest dissembler that ever was heard of for his years', while a French ambassador to London later termed James 'a king of artifices who dissimulates above all the rest of the world'. For his part, James regarded Wotton as 'the most honest and therefore the best dissembler ever he met with': there were no ambassadorial dispatches he read 'with better contentation' than Wotton's. Two decades after their first meeting, Wotton wrote to James from Venice in late 1622, playfully signing his letter 'Ottavio Baldi' and enclosing the draft preface to a planned history of the city-state, together with some melon seeds.
Polyglot playfulness is, however, a risky trait in a diplomat. En route to Venice in 1604, Wotton inscribed in an album amicorum in Augsburg: Legatus est vir bonus peregre missus ad mentiendum Reipublicae causa. If translated into English, the epigram was a punning witticism claiming that 'the ambassador is an honest man sent to lie abroad for the sake of his country.' But there was no alternative sense of 'to lie' in the original Latin; rather, ad mentiendum unambiguously asserted the mendacity attaching to foreign embassies and, seven years later, proved damaging when a German Catholic polemicist, Caspar Schoppe, published Wotton's words in an attempt to undermine James's diplomacy.
Intelligence - whether rumour, gossip, hearsay or clandestine leaks - was central to ambassadorial activity. Wotton's unusual status as a resident Protestant ambassador in a Catholic state allowed him to plant spies in cities including Milan, Turin and Frankfurt while maintaining regular correspondence with English ambassadors in The Hague, Brussels, Paris and Madrid. Members of Wotton's entourage loitered in Venice's piazzas, where, as Rutter puts it, gossip was 'an elixir ... Every mouth gapes for it.' Speculative chatter invariably accompanied the municipal decision-making that, every Sunday, required hundreds of black-robed citizens to gather and select different coloured balls, meaning either 'yes', 'no' or 'neutral'. Recalling that it had taken seventy rounds of balloting to elect Marino Grimani as Doge in 1593, Venice was a polity where, as Rutter muses, 'ballot balls drop like Tuscan chestnuts in an autumn wind.'
In a chapter titled 'Household Stuff', Rutter describes the fifteen-roomed residence where Wotton lived with his seven-member famiglia, or entourage. Three pairs of floor-to-ceiling glazed doors on the piano nobile let in dazzling light that 'reflects off the lagoon, off the canals ... it even bounces off the palazzo's speckled, marble-chip terrazzo floors.' Located in the Cannaregio ('as far away as possible from the signoria's centre of government in San Marco'), the English embassy was just a few steps from the Servite monastery where the renowned anti-papal theorist Paolo Sarpi and his collaborator Fulgenzio Micanzio lived. As historians including Eloise Davies and Filippo de Vivo have shown, the embassy, protected by diplomatic immunity, became a vital hub for disseminating Protestant works in the Veneto and for supplying James's court in London with extensive information on the background to the Interdict Crisis.
Under the pretext of learning English, Sarpi and Micanzio met weekly with Wotton's chaplain, William Bedell, later provost of Trinity College Dublin and bishop of Kilmore. All three men believed that papal claims to temporal jurisdiction were an illegitimate usurpation of sovereign power - a recent, post-Tridentine arrogation. Bedell recounted his discussions with Sarpi and Micanzio in letters to Adam Newton (tutor to James's eldest son, Prince Henry) and also translated the Book of Common Prayer into Italian. Wotton, meanwhile, commissioned a portrait of Sarpi as a gift for James, promising the king that he would 'behold a sound protestant', albeit dressed 'in the habit of a friar'. James had no doubt startled MPs when he announced, to his first Westminster Parliament in 1604, that he recognised 'the Roman Church to be our Mother Church, although defiled with some infirmities and corruptions'. But in a later publication, Bedell recalled a conversation in a Venetian stationer's shop in which a customer had asked what were the differences between the Church of England and the Catholic Church, only to be informed (perhaps by Bedell himself) that there were 'none: for we account ourselves good Catholics.'
Lying Abroad  ends abruptly with Wotton's return to England in the spring of 1611, as he turned 43. An epilogue of fewer than three pages covers the major episodes of the next three decades, during which Wotton 'fruitlessly' tried to negotiate a double Stuart-Savoyard marriage for James's children Henry and Elizabeth, 'haplessly' represented English interests as ambassador to The Hague and passed two 'largely uneventful' further terms as ambassador in Venice (1616-19 and 1621-23). By contrast, Walton devotes a third of his Life to the years between 1624 and 1639, when Wotton was provost of Eton. It's true that, as Logan Pearsall Smith wrote in 1907, 'the mass of material' generated by Wotton's diplomatic career is 'almost unmanageable', and therefore 'the difficulty of his biographer is not lack of information, but the means of condensing it into a book of reasonable proportions.' But Rutter's decision to halt her account in 1611 is curious given her opening claim that 'nobody until now has paid attention to Wotton's full dossier, his complete diplomatic bag compiled from archive sources' in Venice and London that together 'show the evolution of his diplomacy and the sheer industry of the man'. Also frustrating is the absence of endnote references in Lying Abroad; readers are instead offered a discursive list of 'sources'.
Wotton's 'sheer industry' did not stop in 1611. His missions to Turin combined marriage diplomacy with efforts to retain Savoyard amity in a broader anti-papal axis. He undertook embassies not only to Venice and The Hague, but also to the imperial court in Vienna, and visited James's daughter Elizabeth in Heidelberg following her marriage to the Elector Palatine Frederick V. Joining the ranks of English envoys besotted by her charms, Wotton wrote a verse tribute to Elizabeth, later queen of Bohemia, that survives in more than ninety 17th-century versions. During his second posting to Venice, Wotton oversaw the covert dispatch to England of Sarpi's manuscript history of the Council of Trent, in fourteen folders disguised as madrigal collections. From those smuggled folders, the king's printer produced Latin, English and Italian editions of Historia del Concilio Tridentino: a major publishing event warmly received by supporters of pre-Tridentine conceptions of the Catholic Church.
In the hundreds of letters edited by Pearsall Smith, Wotton emerges as an entertaining correspondent. In an account of the conclave of 1623, he mentions the 'belief in Rome that Popes must have an R in their names', which prompts the jesting thought that senior clerics 'choose Popes as we do oysters at home, when the month hath an R in it'. Lacking funds rather than wit, Wotton was impecunious throughout his life and, during his later ambassadorial terms in Venice, was suspected of taking bribes from city financiers and from Florentine and Spanish agents. When James appointed Sir Isaac Wake ambassador to Venice in early 1624, Wotton lamented that he was 'utterly destitute of all possibility to subsist at home; much like those seal-fishes' that 'oversleeping themselves in an ebbing-water, feel nothing about them but a dry shore when they awake'. The provostship of Eton failed to yield sufficient income to discharge his debts and, in 1635, he was arrested as he was leaving the Exchequer and threatened with imprisonment. Charles I intervened to grant him royal protection. Although Wotton was more the unpredictable maverick and less the innovator claimed by Rutter, the liveliness of the tale told in Lying Abroad might inspire readers to pursue Wotton's Venetian trail. His Cannaregio residence, the Doge's Palace, the Sala del Collegio and 'the bench outside the door where he sat' can all still be visited.
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7106 wordsZbigniew Brzezinski  was a difficult man. As a child, he stood out from his three brothers in being 'emotionally detached and hard to please', according to his sympathetic biographer, Edward Luce. He slept on hard floors to feel the discomfort experienced by the less fortunate. In his high school yearbook photo, 'the eye is drawn to his hawklike nose and piercing gaze,' Luce writes, and despite his desire to feel what the poor feel, 'there is a hauteur about him.' The young Zbig was long on language skills, short on introspection. As a PhD candidate at Harvard, 'he would bludgeon, set traps, ambush and trip up. His manner, which did little to disguise that he thought he was cleverer than most people, left many of his interlocutors feeling bruised.' Relentless combativeness became his signature style of argument throughout his career. And when he was at his most powerful, as national security adviser to Jimmy Carter, he won most of the arguments.
Brzezinski became a powerful force in the reshaping of US foreign policy at a critical historical moment - the immediate aftermath of the failure in Vietnam. For a few years it seemed that the US leadership class might be willing to re-examine the dangers of Cold War dogma and overextended imperial reach. The New York Times had published the Pentagon Papers, revealing the systematic mendacity behind the Vietnam War, as well as Seymour Hersh's investigations into the illegal covert operations of the CIA. The Senate had convened an inquiry into CIA misconduct, and even the fanatical cold warrior Richard Nixon had promoted detente with the Soviet Union and opened a diplomatic door to China. One could be pardoned for hoping that a reorientation of policy was underway.
But almost as soon as the last helicopter left the roof of the American Embassy in Saigon, pundits and politicians began to warn against learning the wrong lessons from Vietnam. They fretted that the body politic was infected by 'Vietnam syndrome' - a reluctance to use force in a foreign land which was viewed as a pathology the US needed to cure. Brzezinski shared this worry. And as a Polish emigre and fervent Polish nationalist, he focused most of his fear on the Soviet Union. A visceral hostility to the USSR became the driving force behind his career as a policy intellectual, followed by a strong suspicion of post-Soviet Russia. He steered US foreign policy into a militant anti-Russian turn from which it has never recovered.
Luce's Zbig aims to present Brzezinski as a 'Cold War prophet' who was prescient in his time and is relevant to ours. When Brzezinski came to Washington in the mid-1970s, Russophobia had been dormant since the near cataclysm of the Cuban Missile Crisis, but it returned in the shadow of the Vietnam debacle and started to spread in the late 1970s. It receded briefly during the Reagan-Gorbachev rapprochement and the crumbling of communism but resurged in the late 1990s, in tandem with the eastward march of Nato. When the idea of Nato expansion first surfaced in policy circles in the mid-1990s, Brzezinski - no longer in office but still influential - was among its most strenuous advocates. To him the plan simply acknowledged the new order of things: the triumphant spread of democracy after the collapse of Soviet communism.
In 1998, Congress approved Nato expansion into Hungary, Poland and the Czech Republic with substantial bipartisan majorities. In 2004, the Baltic states, three more Warsaw Pact nations and Slovenia were added. Diplomats from George Kennan to Jack Matlock (Reagan's ambassador to the Soviet Union) and William Burns (later head of the CIA under Biden) all warned against extending Nato eastwards. They predicted that the siting of potential adversaries - perhaps eventually nuclear-armed ones - along its border would exacerbate Russia's fears of encirclement and invasion. Brzezinski dismissed those anxieties as paranoia. In his world, dogmatic sentiment - disguised as rationality - trumped realities on the ground.
We have already paid a steep price for Brzezinski's decisions, and we are likely to pay more. Despite Luce's hagiographic inclinations, he faithfully records the problems created by his subject's obsession. His exhaustive research provides more than enough evidence to create an alternative story, revealing a man whose attachment to his ancestral home transformed him into a monochromatic ideologue. Brzezinski brought covert operations back into vogue after they had briefly been discredited by revelations of CIA misconduct. He revived the Cold War after a promising period of detente by secretly backing the insurgency in Afghanistan. This policy inaugurated the dubious practice of making common cause with jihadist groups and provoked the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in 1979. He opposed the nuclear freeze movement in the 1980s on the nonsensical grounds that it would condemn the US to permanent inferiority, although both sides had more than enough weapons to incinerate the planet. Like other policymakers in his time and ours, Brzezinski seemed unable to grasp that nuclear weapons were not weapons like any other. Finally, Brzezinski rejected any possibility of a 'peace dividend' when the Cold War ended by insisting on Nato's expansion. This led to the confrontation with Russia that Kennan and his colleagues had warned against, and which now threatens us with world war.
Brzezinski  was born in 1928, during Poland's interwar interlude as an independent state. His father, Tadeusz, was consul general for the Polish republic, posted to various European cities. As a child Zbigniew lived in Poland for only three consecutive years, between 1935 and 1938, when the family was settled in Warsaw and his father commuted to Kharkiv in Soviet Ukraine. In 1938, the Polish government sent Tadeusz to Montreal and the entire family left Poland. Zbig would not return for decades. Still he imbibed the Polish nationalism served up by his diplomat father and his aristocratic, devoutly Catholic mother, Leonia. Poles of their privileged class 'were in no doubt that their country had been occupied and dominated by inferior cultures', Luce writes, 'the Russians and the Prussians in particular'. Tadeusz, melding geopolitics and theology, believed Poland to be 'the Christ among nations'. It's hard to imagine a more straightforward statement of divinely ordained national mission - a messianic vision based on a merging of the nation and the godhead itself. The notion of the nation as Christ was popular in Polish literary circles, where writers saw themselves as 'Westerners in the East', who had been brought low by their crude neighbours.
Brzezinski's family had fled Leipzig, where his father was posted, after the Nazi takeover; they also fretted over Soviet influence in Ukraine. On visits home to Warsaw when he was posted in Kharkiv, Luce writes, Tadeusz 'would tell Zbigniew dark tales of what he believed was Stalin's deliberate destruction of Ukraine'. Like other Polish nationalists, the Brzezinskis felt a strong attachment to Ukraine: the shifting borders between the two countries suggested their linked fates. After Tadeusz was posted to Canada, the news from Europe grew relentlessly grimmer. One night in October 1939, the usual Chopin on Radio Warsaw was replaced by 'Deutschland uber Alles'. For the Brzezinskis, the disappearance of Poland's most famous composer was like the death of a close relative - 'as tangible a note of darkness as any other news'.
When the darkness finally began to lift, Brzezinski and his family witnessed what they saw as the abandonment of Poland by its erstwhile British and American friends, fearful of offending their new (and necessary) ally. Brzezinski, in later life, called Stalin's offer to hold free and fair elections in Poland 'a transparent fig leaf for Soviet domination'. When the victorious Allies recognised the new communist-led government of Poland at Potsdam in July 1945, he was outraged. Despite the reality of Red Army boots on the ground in Poland and the crucial role played by the Soviet Union in defeating Hitler, he viewed any compromise with Stalin as a moral failure.
Brzezinski's career as a Cold War strategist began in earnest when he was an undergraduate and later an MA student at McGill University in the late 1940s. He tangled often with the campus left, which remained sentimentally attached to Soviet communism. 'I always felt that the coup - any coup - the manipulation, the getting at the levers of power, was [Brzezinski's] understanding of what politics was all about,' one of his antagonists recalled. This may be the temperamental source of Zbig's later enthusiasm for covert operations. The most important part of Brzezinski's McGill experience was the master's thesis he produced there. In it, he unveiled his core prophetic idea, that 'neither Lenin nor Stalin ever resolved how to reconcile socialism with the diverse range of scripts, ethnicities, languages and religions of the vast Eurasian landmass they had seized,' as Luce summarises it. All this diversity would ultimately prove ungovernable, he predicted, even by a totalitarian state with deep roots in Russian soil.
Yet for all his sensitivity to the potential for fragmentation, Brzezinski embraced an essentialist vision of Russian culture as a foundation for dictatorship. Russia, he wrote, was a country where 'absolutism had held sway for centuries, where men have been taught to obey and not to think, to prostrate themselves and not assert themselves, to bow and not to shake hands.' Brzezinski's thesis challenged Western scholarly wisdom, which depended on the assumption that the USSR had developed a new national identity - a notion he dismissed as Stalinist propaganda. All the nationalistic sentiment mobilised in Stalin's Great Patriotic War against Hitler, he believed, was merely a dictatorial imposition on a submissive population. But recent scholarship, particularly Jochen Hellbeck's oral-historical work Stalingrad (2015), has revealed the depth and intensity of Russian patriotism. If Brzezinski 'could recite the USSR's worldview in his sleep', as Luce claims, his dubious achievement only underscores the limits of an understanding based on official pronouncements rather than the detail of everyday life.
Brzezinski argued that winning the Cold War 'would require repudiation of Russia's claim to having a legitimate "sphere of interest" in Europe', Luce writes. This would be a little like repudiating the comparable US claim to a sphere of interest in North America, but Brzezinski was undaunted. Indeed, he believed that Marshal Tito's willingness to challenge Soviet hegemony in Yugoslavia was already pointing the way to a successful conclusion of the Cold War. Brzezinski's own destiny was already clear, at least to him. Leaving McGill for Harvard in 1950, as Luce notes, was 'merely a step in a far greater mission, which, like his Sovietology, seems to have chosen him'. The motto he chose for his final McGill yearbook entry was: 'When one is right, victory is only a matter of time.' Fine words for an ideologue, but less appropriate for a diplomat and foreign policymaker.
Before Brzezinski arrived at Harvard he volunteered to join the South Korean army against the communist North; he also tried to join the CIA. Both applications were declined. And both revealed his intensifying ideological commitment rather than, as Luce claims, 'his fast-widening worldview'. Brzezinski always wanted to be on the barricades. Towards the end of his life, he told an interviewer that he was glad Harvard had given him the opportunity to become a scholar but 'there was always something within me that drew me to action ... As I began to feel my oats, I began to crystallise my ambition, which was nothing less than formulating a coherent strategy for the United States so that we could eventually dismantle the Soviet bloc.' Long years of practice had left him at ease with grandiosity in the name of the foreign policy establishment's favourite pronoun: 'we'.
In search of a mentor at Harvard, Brzezinski chose the German emigre Carl Friedrich, an embattled anti-fascist. Brzezinski's PhD thesis, completed in 1953 and published three years later as The Permanent Purge: Politics in Soviet Totalitarianism, claimed that the purge was a 'normal tool of totalitarianism', and assumed that the Soviet system was incapable of reform from within. This assumption depended on a concept of totalitarianism shaped by the Stalin era. Brzezinski and Friedrich collaborated on elaborating this idea in Totalitarian Dictatorship and Autocracy. Since it didn't appear in print until eight months after Khrushchev had delivered his Secret Speech recounting Stalin's crimes in February 1956, its thesis was already overtaken by events.
In the summer of 1956, a trip to the Eastern European satellite states and the USSR revealed to Brzezinski that the Soviet reality was a lot messier than the concept of totalitarianism allowed. After visiting the USSR, he came to believe that authoritarian sterility, not Stalinist terror, was the chief threat Russia faced. Yet Eisenhower's secretary of state, John Foster Dulles, remained captive to the fantasy of rolling back communism in Eastern Europe rather than containing it (as Kennan had been advocating). When US propaganda outlets encouraged Hungarian dissidents to rebel against their government, then failed to back the rebels, the hollowness of this strategy became impossible to ignore.
In 1961, Brzezinski proposed his alternative strategy in an article for Foreign Affairs called 'Peaceful Engagement in Eastern Europe'. The approach was unimpeachably sensible. Rather than remaining obsessed with Moscow, the US should seek to multiply connections with Eastern Europe by, as Luce writes, 'lifting travel restrictions, providing soft loans and export credits, and encouraging people-to-people exchanges, including sporting events and student scholarships'. The aim of peaceful engagement was to create a detente that would allow the US subtly and gradually to undermine the Soviet empire. The alternatives were either the militant confrontation that risked nuclear war or the 'passivity' and 'appeasement' that Luce unaccountably links to containment.
Brzezinski's strategy gained influence over time with smart and ambitious politicians, notably John F. Kennedy. Brzezinski announced it at a crucial moment in his own career, when he had just left Harvard for Columbia - closer to New York (where the money was) and Washington (where the power was). He had begun advising PhD students, including Madeleine Albright, another emigre from Eastern Europe, whose definition of the US as 'the indispensable nation' remains a touchstone for exceptionalist rhetoric. He had also discovered his first American hero in Kennedy, who had in turn discovered the electric impact of the slogan 'peaceful engagement' on voters of Eastern European extraction. But Kennedy - at least until after the Cuban Missile Crisis - was as preoccupied with threatening war as he was with promoting peace. He had narrowly defeated Nixon by inventing a missile gap and running to the right of the original cold warrior. These tactics resonated with Brzezinski's own reflexive anti-communism, which led him to support the developing US war in Vietnam. Brzezinski continued to support that war after it passed into Lyndon Johnson's hands and body bags began to pile up on the runways of American airbases. This stance did his career no harm. He retained the connections he had begun to cultivate with influential men in and out of government: McGeorge Bundy, who left the National Security Council to head the Ford Foundation; David Rockefeller, who founded the Trilateral Commission, President Carter's think tank of choice; and William Burden, Eisenhower's ambassador to Belgium and a financier whose friendship ensured Brzezinski's instant admission to the Harbour Club on Mount Desert Island in Maine - as well as access for himself and his family to Burden's Maine cottage for a month every summer. What Luce calls Brzezinski's 'ferocious self-promotion' was paying off.
In June 1966, Brzezinski took a job at the Policy Planning Council in the State Department, where he aimed to promote his peaceful engagement strategy. This was not a retreat from the pursuit of victory in the Cold War. Brzezinski was convinced that 'Communism Is Dead', as he wrote in the CIA-backed New Leader in 1967. It had lost its appeal as a revolutionary force, but the US was ideologically ill-equipped to take advantage. In Brzezinski's view, the right wanted a Fortress America; the left, burned by Vietnam, wanted to withdraw from the world.
Here as elsewhere, Brzezinski caricatured the anti-war position as what Luce calls 'neo-isolationism' rather than a sober recognition that American hubris had led to destructive military commitments abroad, a world-threatening nuclear arms race and a lumbering defence budget that drained scarce resources from urgent domestic needs. Critics of imperial overreach called for a foreign policy based on realistic restraint and a conviction that war should be the last resort. No serious opponent of the Vietnam War advocated an ostrich-like avoidance of global engagement.
In contrast to what he thought were dead ends on the right and left, Brzezinski asserted that the only authentic world revolution was technological, and the US would have that world-transforming process under control if it deployed the soft power of CIA sponsorship as well as the hard power of planes and missiles. This melding of technocratic and messianic strains would characterise the hymns to 'globalisation' in the 1990s. With respect to intellectual fashion at least, Brzezinski was indeed prescient.
By the time Nixon took over the presidency in 1969, America's supposedly superior technology was being thwarted by insurgent peasants. By 1974, Brzezinski was insisting that the president's policies were promoting US decline in the world. The evidence, he claimed in Foreign Policy, could be seen in the growing asymmetry between the US and the Soviet Union in the arms race: the 1972 Strategic Arms Limitation Talks agreement (SALT) allowed the Soviets numerical superiority in land-based ICBMs on what Brzezinski called the 'spurious' basis that the US had the technological edge overall. This obsession with numbers and size, which afflicted most nuclear hawks, led to a distorted perception of the arms race: an inability to see the importance of American superiority in speed and accuracy; to admit its variety of launching systems, including the virtual invulnerability of its submarine-launched missiles; and, most of all, to see the absurdity of piling up more weapons when you already had enough to blow up the world. The same writer who a decade earlier had advocated peaceful engagement was now taking a position against arms limitation 'that used to be the privileged property of the extreme right', as a puzzled Kissinger observed.
Brzezinski's  Russophobia was the solution to Kissinger's confusion. In 1977 he joined a Carter administration that was looking to improve relations with the Soviet Union, make deep cuts in the defence budget and move towards a nuclear-free world. He left it four years later with an increased defence budget, a restarted nuclear arms race and a revived Cold War, with the US restyling itself as the defender of human rights wherever they were threatened.
Carter was a moralist, but he was also a technocrat who was unsure of himself in foreign policy. Eager to surround himself with experts, he was drawn to Brzezinski despite their policy differences and had made him part of his campaign team. A month before the election, Carter and President Ford held a televised debate in San Francisco; Brzezinski urged Carter to focus more sharply on the central issues, chief among them 'Ford's weakness in dealing with the Soviet Union', as Luce writes. In the debate itself, Ford seemed less weak than confused, stumbling over the questions journalists posed and at one point blurting out: 'I don't believe that the Poles consider themselves dominated by the Soviet Union.' It was the ultimate Cold War gaffe.
Carter won the election, barely, and made Brzezinski his national security adviser. In the genteel WASP foreign policy establishment, it was a daring move to pick a Polish Catholic. (Kissinger had already cleared the way for Jewish diplomats.) Some WASP 'wise men' were nervous about Brzezinski's dual loyalties. The Democratic grandee Averell Harriman warned Carter that Brzezinski's anti-Soviet obsession would imperil detente and told the historian Arthur Schlesinger Jr that Brzezinski was a 'fool' and a 'menace' with 'absolutely no understanding of the Russians'. The establishment had their own representative in Cyrus Vance, a Second World War veteran, Wall Street lawyer and professional diplomat, whom Carter appointed secretary of state. Vance and his staff were justifiably sobered by the futility and mendacity of the Vietnam War. They wanted to dial back the grandiosity of America's global ambition by cultivating restraint over military intervention abroad, thawing the Cold War and passing the SALT II treaty. 'For the sake of mankind,' Luce writes, they believed that 'no cause, however just, could compete with the necessity of lessening the spectre of nuclear war.' Focusing on human rights in the Soviet Union or its Eastern European satellite states would distract from the larger goal of saving humanity from nuclear holocaust.
On 21 January 1977, the day after his inauguration, Carter received a letter from the Russian physicist Andrei Sakharov, who had received the Nobel Peace Prize for advocating freer speech in the Soviet Union but had been blocked by his government from accepting it. Sakharov asked the president to embrace the Soviet dissidents' cause. Carter agreed, warmly. This was a turning point in the post-Vietnam history of American foreign policy. The US was no longer on the ideological defensive; it could once again pose as an unembarrassed advocate of freedom and democracy.
But this feeling of liberation came at a price. In February 1977, Leonid Brezhnev complained about Carter's correspondence with Sakharov, warning the president not to interfere in the USSR's internal affairs. Vance was disturbed: Carter's human rights agenda had begun to sour Soviet-American relations. Brzezinski was delighted: here, he thought, was an opportunity to push Carter towards a harder anti-Soviet line, back away from cuts in the nuclear arsenal and push the normalisation of relations with China, despite Soviet fears of a new rival in the Far East. The post-Vietnam atmosphere in Washington was increasingly poisoned by pressure groups like the Committee on the Present Danger, a group of politicians and policy intellectuals who wanted to abandon detente and restore the moral clarity of the early Cold War. Vance was right to worry. His trip to Moscow to try to restart SALT II negotiations ended in failure.
Zbig was off and running. He pushed for FBI wiretapping of foreign diplomats' phones. He doubled the budget of Radio Free Europe, which Kissinger had seen as an unnecessary provocation to the USSR. He convinced Carter to renew the US commitment to Nato after years of Nixonian neglect and to restore US military spending to pre-Nixon levels, despite campaign pledges to cut the defence budget. Carter was tilting towards Brzezinski and away from Vance. Meanwhile, Amnesty International won the 1977 Nobel Peace Prize. 'Human rights' - no matter how vague or how easily appropriated for imperial purposes - had become the phrase du jour.
Still, Brzezinski and the secretary of defence, Harold Brown, his closest ally in the administration, had a problem. Not only was the European public becoming more outspokenly opposed to nuclear weapons, but, as Luce writes, 'Carter's heart seemed to be with the protesters.' Under pressure from transatlantic public opinion, the president cancelled development of the neutron bomb - a thermonuclear device that killed people but spared property. It was, Brzezinski said, Carter's 'worst decision' in the fourteen months of his presidency. The suspension of neutron bomb production, the cancellation of the B-1 bomber and the concessions in the SALT II negotiations all combined to intensify suspicions of Carter among Capitol Hill hawks, whose numbers were on the rise.
Sensing his growing support in Congress, Brzezinski stayed on the offensive. He and his staff had drawn up a ten-point foreign policy plan. The first item on the list was to bind Western Europe and Japan more closely, politically and economically. The aim was 'to signal strategic encirclement of the USSR', as Luce writes. Promoting human rights worldwide, but especially in Russia's backyard, meant ignoring traditional geopolitical restraints on the exercise of power. Moral imperatives would trump national boundaries. This was the mentality that would allow the US to ignore inconvenient nations' sovereignty and eventually to justify, even sanctify, the doctrines of 'regime change' and 'democracy promotion' that have infected American foreign policy in the 21st century. But as early as the late 1970s, thanks to Brzezinski, they were already infecting Carter. The president's first official state visit was to Poland, where he planned to showcase his commitment to human rights - despite Vance's concern that the trip would needlessly provoke the Soviets and pose another risk to SALT II.
Brzezinski's overall advice to Carter, at the end of his first year in office, was to stiffen his resistance to Vance, beginning by opposing Soviet support for Ethiopia in its war with Somalia. Urging Carter to send an aircraft carrier to the Horn of Africa, Brzezinski warned that 'Moscow took Washington's inaction as a green light for adventurism elsewhere,' as Luce writes. This was a Cold War trope that survives to this day: if we don't stop Putin in Ukraine, we are told, he will keep invading other innocent countries to feed his insatiable appetite for territory. Vance's staff, led by Tony Lake, dismissed Brzezinski's outlook as 'globaloney': viewing all events through a Cold War lens, rather than as the people on the ground saw them. Even now, long after the Cold War has ended, the lens is still in use.
For once, Brzezinski lost the argument; Vance and his team prevented US intervention in the Horn of Africa. Several months into 1978 Brzezinski launched a counterattack, deriding the timidity of US foreign policy, implying that it needed 'more Machiavelli and less Sunday school', as Luce puts it. It was time for a 'demonstration of force' to 'infuse fear' into America's adversaries; 'black propaganda' and 'deception' should not be ruled out. The adversary in question was, of course, the USSR. Now was the time to start courting the Chinese, Brzezinski insisted, Soviet sensitivities be damned. His push for normalisation of relations with China, despite its dismal record on human rights, revealed his selective moralism.
There were other matters that occasionally demanded attention, notably the question of Palestine. From the early days of his campaign Carter had distinguished himself from every other presidential candidate in either party by acknowledging that Palestinians were human beings with legitimate aspirations for a homeland and urging Israel to accommodate them by accepting a land for peace settlement. In 1975, Brzezinski had collaborated on a study by the Brookings Institution that advocated a broad Arab-Israeli settlement, including Soviet participation and self-determination for the Palestinians; Carter made it part of his campaign.
None of this was lost on the American Israel Public Affairs Committee (AIPAC), the advance guard of the Israel lobby. Both Carter and Brzezinski were under constant suspicion from AIPAC, which (then as now) was ready to hurl the charge of antisemitism for any deviation from their version of Zionist orthodoxy. On Brzezinski's first day in office, he was visited by Senator Richard Stone of Florida, an AIPAC envoy carrying a list of a hundred or so officials across the federal government, but mostly in the Pentagon. Stone claimed they were all anti-Israel and demanded they be fired. After the senator left, Brzezinski crumpled up the list and threw it away. It may have been his finest hour.
False accusations of antisemitism continued to swirl around Carter and his foreign policy team, falling mostly on Brzezinski. When the US and USSR issued a joint statement on Israel/Palestine at the UN, calling for a regional peace settlement that would address the 'legitimate rights of the Palestinians', Israeli leaders and their American supporters (led by Edward Koch, later the mayor of New York) howled in dismay. Carter caved, agreeing to a US-Israeli statement that retreated from the US-Soviet one. Brzezinski thought the president had been 'effectively blackmailed' by the Israelis and their lobbyists. Even James Reston of the New York Times complained that Carter was 'too easily intimidated by a highly organised constituency'. Plus ca change.
In other arenas, Brzezinski ended up definitively winning out over Vance. Characterising Carter's views on the nuclear arms race, Luce resorts to a familiar - and misleading - antithesis: the president's 'heart' hated nuclear weapons, while his 'head' feared vulnerability to a Soviet first strike. One could just as easily say that the effort to move towards nuclear disarmament came from the head, as the only sane alternative to the fantasy of a winnable nuclear war, and that the fear of a Soviet first strike came from the heart - from the terror that the Soviets were so maddened by ideology as to provoke their own annihilation by America's weapons. But few people inside the Beltway were thinking such thoughts. When Carter went to Vienna in June 1979 to talk about SALT II with Brezhnev, Senator Scoop Jackson cried 'appeasement!' and compared Carter with Neville Chamberlain. Such analogies were already threadbare in the 1970s, though they remain irresistible to embattled militarists.
Brzezinski played his cards carefully in the SALT II game. He pronounced a bad deal better than none but insisted the treaty would do nothing to change Soviet behaviour. After Carter and Brezhnev reached an agreement in June 1979, Carter hoped for Senate ratification despite rising Russophobia in Washington. Among the leading Russophobes was Frank Church, who had chaired the Senate committee investigating CIA misconduct in 1975 and now faced an electoral challenge from his right flank. 'America's winds were blowing in a conservative direction,' Luce writes.
This is a bland mystification of the sharp militaristic turn in the Washington foreign policy consensus in the late 1970s, encouraged by outlets such as the New York Times, which began to discover the virtues of government secrecy, along with Democrats like Church, who promoted the threat posed by a mythical Soviet combat brigade in Cuba. Even Vance called the imaginary brigade a 'serious concern', although everyone in the administration knew better. Brzezinski 'knew the Cuban brigade was a fiction', Luce writes, but 'thought Carter had once again missed an opportunity to draw a red line for the Soviets'. The big winner in this manufactured crisis was Ronald Reagan, who would cash in his chips in the 1980 election.
Afew months  before SALT II was stymied in the Senate, conventional assumptions about Middle East politics were upended by the Iranian Revolution, which took the Carter administration by surprise. No one had quite appreciated the power of the ayatollahs, or the long-simmering hostility to the shah and his secret police. Vance advised a diplomatic approach, incorporating Ayatollah Khomeini into a broad governing coalition; Brzezinski wanted to stage a military coup. This approach offended Carter's deepest convictions as well as his belief that the Democrats were not the sort of party that overthrew foreign governments. Brzezinski, citing a strained parallel between the Bolshevik and Iranian Revolutions, bemoaned Carter's reluctance to use force.
Meanwhile, Brzezinski exacerbated the crisis by helping to bring the shah to the US despite Carter's objections. When the Iranians stormed the US Embassy in Tehran in November 1979, Brzezinski immediately demanded a display of American power. We should blow up oil fields, mine harbours and impose economic sanctions, he insisted. Vance said any military action would endanger the hostages. When Vance and Carter agreed that the Iranians' capture of American hostages meant it was time for the shah to leave the US, Brzezinski raged against this 'abject capitulation' and 'acquiescence to blackmail'. His 'bottom line', Luce writes, 'was that the US had turned into a helpless giant'. Thanks to media hysteria, Brzezinski's anger and impatience began to resonate with popular sentiment.
Brzezinski created a subcommittee of the National Security Council to pursue covert actions against Iran, but Carter and Vance successfully resisted his determination to launch a regime change operation. In Afghanistan he got what he wanted. On 24 December 1979, the Soviets invaded Afghanistan and murdered President Hafizullah Amin. Luce writes that two days later, back in the office after his Christmas break, Brzezinski 'reportedly clenched his fist' as he told his aide Bill Odom: 'They have taken the bait!' The Soviets quickly installed a new president, Babrak Karmal, who requested Soviet support against Mujahedin insurgents. By the end of January 1980, 80,000 Soviet troops had entered Afghanistan. Detente was over.
According to Luce, 'it remains an open question whether Brzezinski lured the Soviets into Afghanistan,' but he provides abundant evidence that without Brzezinski's support of US covert action to fuel the growing insurgency, the Soviets would not have launched what turned out to be a disastrous invasion. Encouraging a Muslim revival through Voice of America broadcasts to Central Asian USSR was only the most obvious example of a broader and largely secret operation. Years later, in an interview in Le Nouvel Observateur, Brzezinski admitted: 'We did not push the Russians into intervening, but we did knowingly increase the chances that they would do so.' Brzezinski believed, and Luce apparently agrees, that the Soviet invasion was a return to a larger effort to promote 'global revolution'. This overlooks the obvious reason: the Soviets did not want a US-sponsored regime, backed by the CIA, on their southern border.
In helping Carter prepare his State of the Union address in 1980, Brzezinski urged the president to announce what became known as the Carter Doctrine: 'an attempt by any outside force to control the Persian Gulf will be regarded as an assault on the vital interests of the United States,' in Brzezinski's words. The chief 'vital interest' was the free flow of oil, which might be threatened by Soviet access to warm-water ports on the Straits of Hormuz and the Indian Ocean. The Carter Doctrine was part of a pattern: as the election approached, Carter needed to protect his right flank, and Brzezinski was the man for the job.
His influence was apparent in the poorly conceived, poorly planned rescue mission that he and Carter hoped would spirit the hostages out of Iran. Vance was sceptical from the outset. As the only military veteran in the White House, Luce admits, 'his voice should have carried greater weight. But his doubts were trumped by the Pentagon's confidence and everyone else's impatience.' When the mission had to be aborted, Brzezinski was crushed. But within two hours he was back in combat mode. 'We must go back in,' he announced. Learning from mistakes was not part of his skill set.
In early 1980, Vance was exhausted by his repeated failures to influence policy and ready to resign. Soon after he did, he gave a commencement address at Harvard, warning against the 'dangerous fallacy' that force could serve US foreign policy as well as or better than diplomacy. He was replaced by Senator Edmund Muskie, whom Brzezinski feared was even more dovish.
He needn't have worried. In nuclear policy, Carter was more and more attentive to Brzezinski and Brown; the State Department was nearly shut out. Brzezinski brought his former Harvard colleague Samuel Huntington into government as a national security consultant, and asked him to produce a white paper on nuclear modernisation. In it, Huntington claimed the USSR had drawn level with the US in the 1970s and now had the capacity to win a nuclear war. Later research showed that Soviet leaders did not think they could prevail in a nuclear exchange, but Brzezinski was horrified to read Huntington's speculation that the USSR could protect as much as 10 to 20 per cent of its population in shelters. Assuming (falsely) that the Soviets were planning a first strike, Brzezinski urged the beefing up of civil defence and the creation of a Federal Emergency Management Agency. He also backed Carter's most important nuclear directive, PD-59, which announced a shift from strategic to tactical nuclear weapons, designed to pinpoint mobile Soviet targets on the battlefield rather than major population centres. Critics, including Muskie, said it made nuclear war even more likely. Not even he, let alone the State Department in general, knew that the policy change had already taken place.
Carter's  rightward turn couldn't help him against Reagan, who packaged the same militarist policies in reassuring, upbeat banalities. After the Republican victory, Brzezinski returned to Columbia, where peace activists called him 'Carter's Darth Vader'. He also took up a post at Georgetown's Centre for Strategic and International Studies, resuming his dual identity as professor and policy intellectual. Luce claims Brzezinski was chastened: 'His basic lesson from the Carter years was that foreign policy rarely lent itself to the binary simplicities that journalists craved.' This is an astonishing assertion about a man whose own 'binary simplicities' rarely wavered.
Brzezinski remained a major figure in American public life, frequently cited, quoted and consulted on foreign policy issues. He felt comfortable with the hardline Russophobia of the early Reagan years, but by the mid-1980s noticed disturbing signs on the horizon, above all the nuclear freeze movement and the adoption of this position by the Democrats. 'We never had a major party before advocating a hoax as foreign policy,' he said. 'I think the nuclear freeze is a hoax.' Trapped in his own illusions about quantifiable superiority and winnable nuclear wars, Brzezinski failed to realise that what he saw as a hoax was a major transatlantic movement against the nuclear arms race. Luce has nothing to say about the sidelining of Brzezinski from the most dramatic foreign policy developments in the later 1980s - Reagan's conversion to nuclear pacifism and his rapprochement with Gorbachev.
The collapse of communism, by contrast, gets full coverage. When the Berlin Wall fell in 1989, every Washington insider from Francis Fukuyama to Richard Nixon rushed to congratulate Brzezinski. As Luce writes, 'everything that Brzezinski had been forecasting for decades - often in a minority of one - had come to pass with remarkably little violence.' Though Brzezinski didn't know much about economics, he knew enough to realise that Russia was poorly equipped to adapt to unregulated market capitalism, opening the country to plunder by foreign and domestic oligarchs. He feared 'an intensifying crisis of the Russian spirit', which might lead to revanchist nationalism. But he failed to consider the ways that US policies - particularly its commitment to shock-and-awe economics - might aggravate the Russian crisis, or to realise that his own dream of a regenerated Eastern Europe might intensify it.
Brzezinski's dream became institutional reality a few years after the Soviet Union's collapse, when his efforts to promote Nato expansion finally paid off. The purpose of this policy, he wrote in The Grand Chessboard (1997), was 'to reinvigorate Europe's own waning sense of a larger vocation, while consolidating, to the benefit of both the United States and Europe, the democratic gains won through the successful termination of the Cold War'. We should try to allay Russian fears but also to demand security guarantees, he added, and never let them think they've become a de facto member of Nato, because that might make the other new members feel like second-class citizens. He also observed in frustration that Russia was just too big (ten time zones!) and should be divided into three smaller 'loosely confederated' nations. For Brzezinski as for other globalists, the collapse of communism fostered wide-ranging fantasies.
But the transition from Yeltsin to Putin provoked fresh anxieties. Rather than becoming a sober version of Yeltsin who remained compliant with American demands, Putin focused on his own nation's interests - particularly its need for a new European security architecture, which included Russia in an arrangement based on the principle of 'indivisible security', where no nation would gain security at the expense of another. He was still proposing this plan to the US as recently as December 2021. Meanwhile, the US was still pushing the eastward expansion of Nato, which was still styling itself as a defensive alliance against a common (implicitly Russian) foe.
There could only be one explanation for Putin's independence, in Brzezinski's view: he remained 'a product of the Soviet Era', which to Zbig meant that he wanted to revive Soviet institutions. This was a non sequitur. Like any leader of a sovereign nation going through radical social transformation, Putin had the responsibility of ensuring his population's stability and security in everyday life. But Brzezinski's belief in a deep continuity between Russia and the Soviet Union made him dismiss any Russian attempt to chart its own course as a return to the delusions of empire.
Brzezinski's political loyalties continued to reflect his divided mind on Europe and the Middle East. After 9/11, he disdained what he called President Bush's 'quasi-theological formulations' about terrorists 'hating freedom', and even picked up support on the anti-war left by denouncing the invasion of Iraq. He also recognised that US policy on Israel was 'one-sided and morally hypocritical, with clear displays of sympathy for Israeli victims of terrorist violence and relative indifference to the (much more numerous) Palestinian civilian casualties'. When John Mearsheimer and Stephen Walt's article 'The Israel Lobby' appeared in these pages in 2006 (23 March), Brzezinski endorsed it, provoking predictable and unjustified accusations of antisemitism.
His obsession with Eastern Europe remained. He lobbied the Clinton administration to strengthen Ukraine's ties with the West, although many of Clinton's advisors sympathised with Russia's concern to maintain friendly relations with its 'near abroad'. Brzezinski dismissed that concern as a euphemism for Russia's determination to maintain a sphere of influence. He kept suspicions of Russia alive when there were people in high office who wanted to overcome them. Luce concludes that 'the larger goal of bringing Russia into a broader European home evidently failed' - without acknowledging that the US blocked that goal by refusing to consider Putin's proposals for a new security architecture.
As his life neared its end, Brzezinski began to show signs of ambivalence. Despite his persistent dread of Russia, he opposed Nato membership for Ukraine as overly provocative. His last public lecture, at Columbia on 2 April 2017, a month before he died, was 'the final testament of a man who was starting to sound remarkably like a dove', Luce writes. The argument was straightforward: the stakes were too high for geopolitics to continue as normal; we needed to recognise that we lived in a multipolar world; Russia, China and the US must act in concert to address issues like climate change and the proliferation of nuclear weapons. One can only imagine the private struggle and courage involved for Brzezinski to say such things. An old man, near death, repudiates a geopolitics he has been promoting for his entire life and announces a new, humane and necessary worldview. It is our misfortune that he didn't articulate this argument a few decades earlier.
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Short Cuts
Versions of Melania
Deborah Friedell

2885 wordsDonald Trump  began seriously thinking about running for office in 1998, so it's said, when the wrestler Jesse 'The Body' Ventura won the Minnesota governorship on the Reform Party ticket. Ventura's campaign had been dismissed as a sideshow by Democrats and Republicans alike. He was no one's idea of a professional politician and he made that the point. Only a true outsider, he insisted, could blow up the rigged system. Minnesotans marked the result with T-shirts: 'My governor can beat up your governor!' Two years later, Trump invited one hundred Reform Party activists to Mar-a-Lago and began quizzing his friends on which of his girlfriends would make the best First Lady. By now, Trump was telling the New York Times that if he ran for president, he'd win: 'The working man loves me.' His playboy reputation, he said, shouldn't be an obstacle: 'Actually, I think people like it. It's a fantasy.' He was single after two divorces, and Americans prefer their presidents married, but he was sure that, if necessary, he 'could be married in 24 hours'. What he wouldn't do was wed someone who might damage his brand: 'Certain guys tell me they want women of substance, not beautiful models. It just means they can't get beautiful models.'
In her memoir (Skyhorse, PS30), Melania Trump says that she met Donald in 1998, at a party during New York Fashion Week. She was 28, a Slovenian model who'd recently changed her name from Melanija Knavs to the less Slavic Melania Knauss. She writes that the 24-year age difference between them didn't register: 'The connection between us was palpable' and she was 'giddy with joy'. She sensed they 'were on the same wavelength'. His wealth and fame, she adds, were irrelevant, since she 'could have easily captured the attention of numerous celebrities if I had so desired'. She doesn't say whether it bothered her that he called in to the Howard Stern radio show to brag about her body parts; he told its listeners that he often felt her up in public, that she was 'actually naked' while they were on the air. Donald put her on the line:
Stern: You are so hot. I see pictures of you, I can't believe it, you're a dream.
Melania: Oh, thank you ...
Stern: I want you to put on your hottest outfit ... What are you wearing right now?
Melania: Not much.
Stern: Are you nude?
Melania: Almost.
Stern: Ahh. I have my pants off already.

When Stern asked Trump if he'd stay with her if she were disfigured in a car accident, Trump asked: 'How do the breasts look?'
Melania's memoir also makes no mention of Jeffrey Epstein, who was close to Trump during the years when she first knew him. In 2019, a month before Epstein was found dead in his Manhattan jail cell, the New York Times reported that he had been 'claiming to people' - their identities unspecified - that he had been responsible for introducing Trump to Melania, a claim both Trumps have ferociously denied. Photographs exist of Melania with Epstein, and in the Epstein files there's a warm email exchange between someone with the name Melania and Epstein's partner, Ghislaine Maxwell. In October, the writer Michael Wolff filed suit against Melania Trump in New York, alleging that she had threatened him with a billion-dollar lawsuit over his reporting on her association with Epstein: 'Mrs Trump's claims are made for the purpose of harassing, intimidating, punishing or otherwise maliciously inhibiting Mr Wolff's free exercise of speech.' If true, this wouldn't be the first time that reporting about Melania Trump has been discouraged by unusually high stakes. British newspapers alone have paid her many millions of pounds to settle defamation claims. Mary Jordan, an editor at the Washington Post, has said that nothing in her three decades as a correspondent, not even her work on Mexican drug cartels, prepared her for the 'unprecedented challenge' of writing about Melania. The people who know her best seem scared to talk about her or are bound by non-disclosure agreements.
Melania herself rarely speaks about her upbringing - even her memoir is evasive - and what little she has said has not always survived inspection. Her account of her hard-working, honest, honourable parents in her speech at the Republican National Convention in 2016 was found to have been plagiarised from Michelle Obama (Trump's team said there was 'no cribbing', that they were just 'common words'). Her website once asserted that she had obtained a 'degree in design and architecture at University in Slovenia', but there was no evidence for this, and she now says that she dropped out of the University of Ljubljana to pursue modelling. She claims to speak French, German and Italian, but her encounters with French, German and Italian speakers suggest otherwise. When the reporter Julia Ioffe asked her whether she had an older half-brother in Slovenia, Melania denied it, acknowledging the truth only after Ioffe produced documents from a Slovenian court (Melania said that she'd misunderstood the question). One of Donald Trump's friends told Jordan that when Trump started dating her 'she looked the part - another young model,' but she 'didn't talk about what she had been doing. She just appeared, this woman with no history.'
It matters to Melania Trump that people know that she was 'already a thriving model, enjoying my success' before she met Donald. In 2019, the Telegraph paid her 'substantial damages' to settle a defamation suit and published an apology that included the statements 'Mrs Trump was not struggling in her modelling career before she met Mr Trump' and 'she did not advance in her career due to the assistance of Mr Trump.' In her memoir, she says she focused on commercial modelling, which included catalogue work; and she posed nude with another woman for a French men's magazine. Advertising rules sometimes worked in her favour: models for alcohol and tobacco products were supposed to look over 21, and she was featured on a billboard for Camel cigarettes. Once Melania started going out with Trump, he took over her representation through his own modelling agency, Trump Model Management. She began appearing regularly in fashion magazines and posed in a bikini for the Sports Illustrated Swimsuit Issue. In 2005 she appeared on the cover of Vogue, billed as 'Donald Trump's new bride'.
And now, of course, there is her new film, Melania, a $28 million bribe from Amazon to do what she has always wanted: walk and be watched. It is - to a degree that seems unbelievable after you've paid to see it - a movie about her walking. She advances across plains of marble, glides down the gilt corridors of Mar-a-Lago towards a waiting motorcade, steps out of armoured black sedans onto airport tarmac and up the stairs to private jets, through the mirrored heights of Trump Tower, down the nave of St Patrick's Cathedral, along the polished floors of the Capitol. Adriane Quinlan of New York magazine was struck by the film's inexhaustible attention to hallways: we watch, over and over, Melania 'clacking down them in her stilettos', a runway supermodel at last. She was an executive producer, with editorial control, yet the film often seems as though it's been edited by someone who despises her. It opens with the Rolling Stones' 'Gimme Shelter', and as she arrives and departs we hear 'Rape, murder, it's just a shot away.'
A few days before the 2016 election, the Associated Press reported that Melania had earned $20,056 for ten American modelling jobs she completed in 1996 while on a temporary visa that didn't legally permit her to work in the country. (Her immigration lawyer denies this: 'These documents, which have not been verified, do not reflect our records.') More recently, the British press reported on Becky Burke, a 28-year-old Welsh woman who visited the US last year on a tourist visa. She had arranged accommodation through Workaway, a 'cultural exchange' website where guests receive free room and board in return for helping out with household chores. Burke had used the site to arrange accommodation for a previous trip to California, doing light cleaning and walking her host family's dog, but otherwise going on bike tours and day trips. On this visit, after questioning by US border officers, she was detained for nineteen days for breaching her visa conditions. There weren't enough blankets for all the detainees; she went hungry and was forced to undergo an invasive body search. She repeatedly asked to be allowed to buy a ticket home - she had the money - but was refused. Burke counts herself lucky, though: she had nannied for the BBC presenter Jenny Kleeman, who wrote about her case; her friends and family campaigned for her release; her local MP got involved. After diplomatic intervention, Burke was finally put on a flight home, shackled at the ankles, wrists and waist.
When rumours first surfaced that Melania had worked for money while on a temporary visa, Donald said that he would hold a press conference to set the record straight. As Jordan notes in The Art of Her Deal: The Untold Story of Melania Trump (2020), it never happened, and Melania has never released her immigration records. After she became an American citizen in 2006, her parents were able to move to the US and become American citizens too - a process Donald Trump has elsewhere derided as 'chain migration'. One of Melania's former friends, Stephanie Winston Wolkoff, has speculated that Melania may have helped her sister too. In her memoir Melania and Me: The Rise and Fall of My Friendship with the First Lady (2020), Wolkoff recounts that in 2012, Melania 'asked me to write a letter on behalf of her sister, Ines' (about whom almost nothing is publicly known), who was applying for an O-1 visa, reserved for individuals with 'extraordinary ability or achievement'. Wolkoff had no idea what extraordinary ability Ines claimed to possess, but Melania had a plan. She sent Wolkoff a draft letter, written by someone in the Trump organisation, praising her sister's gifts in the 'field of design'. Wolkoff was a director for New York Fashion Week and had produced the Met Gala. When it came to matters of design, her name carried weight. Because friends help friends, Wolkoff signed a letter in support of Ines's application and sent it back to Melania. 'Ines got her visa and now lives in New York.'
Wolkoff was working as director of special events at Vogue when she first met Melania. She seemed - as Donald Trump might have put it - 'out of central casting' for the magazine: the 'Winston' in her name refers to the jewellery firm. She's a tall, wealthy Upper East Sider with long, glossy hair who had done some modelling and was married to a real estate developer. It seemed inevitable that they would become friends, or at least trade the occasional lunch at Cipriani. It was 2003, and Donald was about to launch his TV career on The Apprentice - Wolkoff thought of him as a 'harmless egomaniac'. She writes that she came to see Melania as a 'really confident, perfectly coiffed, ultimate older sister', possessed of enviable calm and seemingly preternatural self-assurance. Being with her was oddly soothing: 'In her world, nothing was a big deal, and everything was just as it should be.' She attended Melania's wedding in Palm Beach: 350 guests attended, including the Clintons and P. Diddy; reportedly, the only Slovenians were Melania, her parents and sister. When Donald 'recited the vow to honour and obey, for richer or poorer, everyone laughed'.
Wolkoff was struck by how much Melania's father, Viktor Knavs, resembled Donald - only two years older, similar in girth and height, perpetually in a suit and tie. Other reports have noted that he sometimes wears his son-in-law's old clothes. In Slovenia he had sold used cars. When the Telegraph settled its defamation case, its apology also included a statement that 'Mrs Trump's father was not a fearsome presence and did not control the family.' In 2016, Melania told GQ it was true that she'd married a man who was like her father, but also that both men were very much like herself.
Wolkoff says that Melania was 'well aware' of what Trump 'wanted - and didn't want - in his third wife'. She'd studied his previous marriages, noting how they bent and broke, and contorted herself accordingly. Unlike Ivana Trump and Marla Maples, she didn't 'pressure him emotionally' or insist on her own career; Wolkoff noticed that in his presence her voice changed, becoming 'coquettish, hyper-feminine'. (There are glimpses of this in the movie too.) In an interview before their marriage, when asked about Melania's ambitions, Trump said: 'At the moment, she's really only interested in what's good for me' - what could have pleased him better? She has now outlasted his previous wives.
When Trump first descended the golden escalator to announce his candidacy, Wolkoff assumed it was just a publicity ploy while he renegotiated his NBC contract for The Apprentice. As the campaign unfolded, she noticed that Trump increasingly relied on his wife, confident that her interests aligned with his own. After Melania dined with Mike Pence and his wife, she persuaded Donald that unlike the other top contenders - Newt Gingrich and Chris Christie - Pence wasn't 'too ambitious' and wouldn't seek to supplant him. Sean Spicer, Trump's first communications director, would later remark that Melania 'knows exactly who he is as a person, what he believes and what his brand is about. She really understands positioning him. She says: "This is who you are. You don't need to do that."' When the Access Hollywood tape surfaced a month before the election, she refused to be pitied. She went on television and told Anderson Cooper: 'People think and talk about me - like, "Oh Melania, oh poor Melania." Don't feel sorry for me. Don't feel sorry for me. I can handle everything.' Trump's fixer Michael Cohen later testified that she quickly grasped exactly how it should be handled. It was her suggestion to describe Trump's boasts to Billy Bush as 'locker room talk', an extraordinary piece of political rebranding that soon became the campaign's central talking point. Wolkoff had often heard Melania fall back on similar refrains: 'boys will be boys'; 'men will be men.' She seemed to mean it: she didn't expect much of them.
Wolkoff presents herself as politically naive. She had never voted before Trump appeared on the ballot, and seems to have been largely indifferent to his platform. Yet she was sophisticated in other ways. She began taping conversations and saving texts and emails, a precaution that almost certainly explains why her book was only lightly challenged. (Trump's Justice Department later sued to recover her profits, alleging a breach of her non-disclosure agreement; the case was dropped under Biden.)
Michael Wolff claimed that on election night Melania was 'in tears - and not of joy'. But the evidence, including Wolkoff's, points in another direction. Melania seemed to regard the victory as her own as much as her husband's, repeatedly insisting on being called the 'first lady-elect', even as staff reminded her that she hadn't actually been elected. The enduring liberal fantasy that she's unwilling, trapped, in need of rescue, #FreeMelania, has never squared with the most rigorous reporting about her. Gestures that commentators read during Trump's first term as signs of misery or resistance often turned out to be projection. When she wore a pink dress by a gay designer the day after a Pride parade, it was widely interpreted as a signal of solidarity with the LGBTQ+ community. Wolkoff recalls Melania's blunt response: 'Really? Excuse me? Are you kidding me? It never even crossed my mind.' When she boarded a plane to visit children separated from their parents at the Texas border - wearing the infamous 'I really don't care, do u?' jacket - she seemed to take delight in the outrage. 'I'm driving liberals crazy!' she told Wolkoff. 'You know what? They deserve it.' When Wolkoff expressed concern for the children, Melania brushed it off: 'The patrols told me the kids say, "Wow, I get a bed? I will have a cabinet for my clothes?" It's more than they have in their own country where they sleep on the floor.'
Wolkoff put her Met Gala experience to use helping the Trumps plan their first inauguration and served as Melania's senior adviser in the East Wing - then, as sometimes happens with the Trumps, it all went to pot. Too much money was spent, some of it went missing and Wolkoff feels she became the scapegoat. Melania published a blog post describing Wolkoff as a 'former contractor' who 'clung to me after my husband won the presidency', while the West Wing blamed her for the inauguration committee's overspending. The attorney general of the District of Columbia filed suit, alleging that the committee funnelled money intended for inaugural events into Trump's own businesses. By the standards of Trump 2.0, the Trump Hotel's overcharging for the use of its ballroom almost seems quaint.
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'Need a lord on the board?'
James Butler on the fall of Peter Mandelson

3306 wordsConsequences  are rare in British politics. A well-handled resignation can be temporary. If you're resourceful enough, exit from Westminster can be parlayed into directorships and consultancies, or the media circuit might beckon. Such soft landings aren't available to Peter Mandelson, whose long-deserved fall is finally absolute. Mandelson was fired as ambassador to the United States in September, after the release of an initial tranche of files relating to the sex criminal and financier Jeffrey Epstein. These files demonstrated that the friendship between the two was deeper and more enduring than Mandelson had claimed: he is found encouraging Epstein to 'fight for early release' from his eighteen-month sentence for soliciting prostitution from a minor. A second tranche of more than three million files, released on 30 January, revealed a series of emails from Mandelson seeking self-advancement through Epstein's devices, grubbing for cash to pay for his partner to take a course in osteopathy, and passing confidential government material to Epstein and his banker associates. This second wave of documents, which made clear that his description of the relationship had been deceitful, prompted Mandelson's exit from the House of Lords and the Privy Council. It may also have initiated the Starmer government's death spiral.
The Epstein files reveal the existence of a network of wealthy and powerful men who speak openly and frankly about power and its exercise. Epstein's proclivity for underage girls does not faze his correspondents. The scale of the release was a piece of technical good fortune: the conversations were conducted by means of unencrypted email. That much has changed. Similar networks today communicate largely through encrypted, disappearing messages, so exposure is much less likely - unless like Mike Waltz, former national security adviser, you add a journalist to the group chat.
Mandelson claims he was 'kept separate' from Epstein's sex crimes because he is gay. He initially said the only people he encountered at Epstein's properties were 'middle-aged housekeepers'. (A humiliating photo from the second release shows Mandelson in white Y-fronts and a T-shirt talking to a young woman in a bathrobe.) It's just about possible that Mandelson didn't notice the abuse - the girls simply didn't matter to him - but like most of Epstein's circle he knew that squalid innuendo and sexual jokes were the currency of friendship. In an email about the 2010 general election Mandelson says he's 'praying for a hung parliament. Alternatively, a well hung young man.' His messages mostly read like those of a social climber trying to fit in and maintain his contact, but there are hints of something darker. In October 2009, Epstein asks whether Mandelson has 'made any decisions' about a 'cuban-american', to which he replies 'desp for CuAm', but Gordon Brown's precarious mental state keeps him in London. Earlier that year he implores Epstein not to go away: 'You are the only person who knows everything about me.'
Money, rather than sex, seems to have been the chief motive for Mandelson. There are direct gifts from Epstein: $75,000 in 2003-4, and an unclear amount (probably in the tens of thousands) to pay for the osteopathy course in 2009-10. (Mandelson says he has 'no recollection' of receiving the first amount, and that he believed the second was a bursary. Epstein reminded Mandelson at the time to call it a loan to avoid tax.) But it was the lucrative post-ministerial gigs that really fired his imagination. His question - 'need a lord on the board?' - is one that many peers ask. Eleven days after Labour lost the 2010 election, Mandelson sought Epstein's advice on landing a gig at the mining conglomerate Glencore. He wondered about a senior role at BP, then in crisis as Deepwater Horizon gushed hundreds of millions of litres of oil into the Gulf of Mexico. He asked whether his political experience and connections meant he could 'come in fireman role as highly paid adviser etc?' They considered leveraging his offer of a million-pound retainer at Deutsche Bank against Glencore. Being unable to monetise his connections and experience was a long-term frustration for 'Petey'. During the European sovereign debt crisis in 2012, his primary concern was not the collapse of social democratic rule, the political problems of a plurinational currency union, or the vast social misery imposed by austerity. 'Europe is in meltdown, bringing down the global economy, I am ex EU minister and I cannot make any money talking about it?'
Avarice and moral flexibility are not unusual qualities in former politicians. But solicitousness for the wealthy was also a characteristic of Mandelson's time in office. Immediately after the financial crisis, while first secretary of state under Gordon Brown, Mandelson forwarded confidential advice given to the prime minister to Epstein ('what salable assets?' Epstein asked). He conspired with Epstein, as well as J.P. Morgan's chief executive, Jes Staley, to 'mildly threaten' the chancellor, Alistair Darling, over a proposed tax on bankers' bonuses. He acted as a pipeline for private and potentially market-altering information: the following year he passed on information about proposed restrictions on US banks. These actions amounted to conscious betrayals of his country in order to protect and impress the powerful. Whether or not Mandelson is successfully prosecuted for misconduct in public office, that betrayal will remain his political epitaph.
In the introduction to his autohagiographic memoir from 2011, The Third Man, Mandelson defends his choice of friends. He is, he says, 'a restless soul',
drawn to individualists, to people whose achievements and strong personalities make them interesting company. I am more interested in what people do and think than their ideologies, and I judge them by their character, by their personal qualities, rather than by how they are perceived. There is no escaping the fact that people who are successful in politics, business, journalism, fashion or the arts give off energy, have thought-provoking insights and attract dynamic company around them.

This passage summarises the Mandelsonian ethos. The people who matter are successful, and their success is proof of their qualities. It is essential to be inside the charmed circle. The memoir shows that for Mandelson the cast of people who matter is very narrow, he is always the betrayed rather than the betrayer, his press critics are always acting in bad faith, and he is never adequately rewarded or appreciated. Needless to say, Epstein makes no appearance. Other diarists of the period are less flattering. In May 1996 Alastair Campbell mentions Mandelson's 'ridiculous social life'; at his 43rd birthday party later that year, hosted by the 'social-climbing Tory' Carla Powell, Campbell is put in mind of 'Peter's absent friends, the ones he used to have before he entered a new magic circle'. In 2008 Chris Mullin was forthright on the danger of Mandelson's return to government: 'He has a tendency to go gaga in the presence of rich men.'
There is a way of reading the Mandelson story as a tragedy. The wheedling and ingratiating tone of the emails reveals a man who is never certain that he really is on the inside. His own success brought him into contact with the truly powerful and wealthy, but he had no real money of his own; his tendency to deceit and double-dealing cut short his tenure in every big political office he held, with the result that he left no significant legacy. His desire to be useful to Epstein - his reassurance that he was 'on the case' - was a determination to stay on the right side of power. No single piece of information he passed on was of the highest grade, but betrayal is usually a matter of small increments. Epstein was a socially adept manipulator: his complaint that their relationship had been 'a one way street ... jeffrey can i have, jeffrey can you give jeffrey can you organise' must have terrified Mandelson.
In October 2002, Campbell observed that Mandelson was a 'wasting talent' (he had been forced to resign from the government for the second time in 2001), and wondered if he could be found another job. This didn't happen, but in 2004 he went to Brussels as EU trade commissioner. The Mandelson affair is certainly a case of talent wasted. His initial desire (in his own account) to widen the social and electoral base of the Labour Party beyond 'sectional interests' turned into a willing infatuation with the very highest reaches of oligarchy. The Third Man mentions his early determination to rid politics of the distorting effects of donor money. It is not an ambition the later Mandelson would recognise. Political obituarists remark on his unparalleled insight, but the recent messages released by Wes Streeting don't show much evidence of it. Banality (the government should have an economic policy) is combined with boilerplate: the solution to Israel's annihilation of Gaza is to make the Palestinian Authority less corrupt. The impression is of a man whose mental map has refused all updates since the mid-1990s.
Most of the schemes he cooked up with Epstein failed: Glencore never called back. Mandelson's lobbying firm, Global Counsel, founded in November 2010 with his former staffer Benjamin Wegg-Prosser, proved the best vehicle for his ambitions. Global Counsel acts as a concierge service for large corporations, arranging meetings with politicians and advising on weakening or circumnavigating regulations. It does not disclose its client list, though it has acted for a multitude of corporate villains, including Shell, Palantir, TikTok and privatised water companies (these are just the clients that surfaced through the UK's laughably weak regulatory regime for lobbyists). Its reported revenue last year was PS21.6 million, but the new revelations prompted a client exodus and the firm called in administrators on 19 February. Only familiarity dulls the outrage that its founder sat for so long in the House of Lords for the party of labour.
Global Counsel and similar lobbying firms can be understood as legal, formalised counterparts to informal and personalised influence networks of the sort Epstein created. They trade on the connections and access gained in public office for private advantage. The parallel also occurred to Epstein: when Ehud Barak came to him for advice on a lucrative life after politics, Epstein advised him to start by making a list of 'who has IOUs to you'. A political realist tasked with defending Mandelson might say: so what? Lobbying is legal, even for firms we find distasteful. Progressive governments need to talk to big business or they'll be cut off at the knees. And critics who stir up class division, or resentment at bankers' bonuses or privatised utility dividends, themselves constitute a populist faction of the elite seeking their own preferment. Such bromides make the relationship between business and politics sound like a protection racket. Its benefits are certainly questionable. The deference of the current Labour government to business has afforded it little respite from criticism over its workers' rights bill. Politicians with an eye on post-ministerial careers will want to avoid truly difficult decisions of the kind that inconvenience people who can get hold of your private phone number. Mandelson, famously, was 'intensely relaxed about people getting filthy rich, as long as they pay their taxes'. It's the second part, of course, that's the tricky bit. Almost a third of Labour's new MPs in 2024 were former lobbyists; Starmer's initial apparatus included a startling number of Blair functionaries.
The political consequences of Mandelson's fall are not yet clear. Two key members of staff at Downing Street have gone: Tim Allan and Morgan McSweeney, both of them close to Mandelson. McSweeney was formally Starmer's chief of staff, but in practice functioned as the prime minister's political brain. Mandelson and McSweeney share an unremitting hostility to the left of their party, but anti-progressive execration has proved a thin basis for actual governing, as Labour's cratering poll numbers suggest. Sacrificing McSweeney may have saved Starmer's premiership, at least temporarily, but awkward questions remain about the sketchy vetting process that preceded Mandelson's selection as ambassador, which appears to have been designed to produce the desired result. Starmer seems palpably and sincerely furious that he was lied to, but he has yet to explain why he acceded to a process that took as read Mandelson's honesty and good character.
It doesn't help that a second sex offender scandal has emerged. Matthew Doyle, Starmer's former communications director and another Blair-era retainer, was nominated for a peerage in December. By that point, Starmer had already been warned that Doyle had kept up a friendship with, and even campaigned for, a former Scottish Labour councillor who had been charged with the possession of indecent images of children (he was later convicted). A Number Ten investigation conducted by Tim Allan, Doyle's successor as communications director, rubberstamped the peerage. Starmer now insists that Doyle, too, 'did not give a full account of his actions'. The two stories together suggest a deeply dysfunctional Downing Street. It should not be difficult to say, in the immediate wake of a paedophile scandal, that involvement with a sex offender should prohibit a functionary from elevation to the peerage. Whatever senior Labour apparatchiks think, a seat in the Lords is not a retirement benefit.
The prime minister's stay is temporary. The arrest of ex-prince Andrew will keep the story prominent in the royal-obsessed media, and leave many wondering when Mandelson's own arrest might come. Labour, in a panic, accepted an opposition motion that will force the disclosure of potentially thousands of documents relating to the Mandelson appointment, including private messages and correspondence. Labour is likely to lose the Gorton and Denton by-election at the end of February, then collapse in the votes for the Senedd in Wales and the Parliament in Scotland, and in England's local elections, in May. Starmer has bought himself, at best, a few weeks.
The consequences for involvement with Epstein have been perversely distributed. Trump, who is all over the files, faces no real threat of impeachment. It would be strange if they precipitated the fall of Starmer, a leader who had no involvement at all with Epstein. But it would only be a proximate cause: Starmer is vulnerable because he is unpopular and weak, and has squandered the goodwill and electoral authority with which he arrived in office. It is still common to hear people in Westminster talk of the government's seriousness and focus on delivery. It is hard to square this with its apparent willingness to embroil itself in scandal in order to reward party grandees and donors with peerages and embassies. These two catastrophic errors in judgment - Mandelson and Doyle - arose from the total empowerment of the party's oligarchy, the same oligarchy responsible for a strategy that has driven Labour voters away without replacing them and failed to deliver the change its manifesto promised. The same internal oligarchy continues to insist, pyrrhically, that it has saved the party from oblivion.
Details matter in political scandals. Who knew what when, or who ought to have known, or who ducked a decision in order to placate a powerful ally, are matters that can destroy careers. But details can also obscure larger questions. Why appoint Mandelson in the first place? Explanations have centred on his supposed affinity with Trump or glossed it as a reward for a powerful ally of McSweeney's. Both may be factors. But Starmer's reliance on Mandelson and McSweeney is a result of his desire to separate governing from politics, and his accordingly weak political instincts. A source close to McSweeney once described Starmer as 'not driving the train. He thinks he's driving the train, but we've sat him at the front of the [driverless] DLR.' The next phase of the Starmer government might well be even more chaotic.
Why  did a man whose political expertise was acquired in the departed era of broadcast television maintain such influence over Labour? Mandelson tended his own mythology and influence over the party, of course. But many were attracted to the politics of pure means that he represented, irrespective of ends (though his own ends lay at the rightward edge of the party). It is no secret that many politicians are attracted by people who have a reputation for ruthlessness, manipulation, the amoral pursuit of victory. Many get a thrill from proximity to the electoral 'dark arts'. It can be paradoxically alluring for politicians who dislike staining their own conscience. In this case, Starmer, a man who once contrasted his own probity with the flagrant corruption of Conservative government, has found himself afflicted with accusations of serial mendacity in power. Perhaps that more than anything else accounts for his poll ratings.
Nobody in the Epstein files cares much about democracy or politics, except as a site where the powerful can exert their will. (One thrilled email from Epstein to Peter Thiel the day after the Brexit referendum rejoices that it is 'just the beginning' of a 'return to tribalism'.) The intellectuals he gathered around him favoured 'scientific' theories of natural inequality or eugenics of the sort that must be reassuring to those atop the human pyramid. Feminism, obviously, was out. What mattered to Epstein was his network and the power it afforded him. While individual responsibility - criminal, political and moral - matters, the most disturbing questions here are collective. The young Mandelson's intuition was, in one sense, correct: the only meaningful question is whether you're on the inside or not. The distinguishing feature of the true insider is impunity, and the violation and trafficking of other human beings, the breaking of sexual taboo, is the darkest affirmation of that impunity.
What kind of culture produces such an elite? That is not an easy question to answer. It troubles the divide between public and private life that is foundational to modern political thought: private decadence cannot easily be separated from public corruption. Another element is the 'corruption of moral sentiments', identified by Adam Smith as the 'disposition to admire, and almost to worship, the rich and the powerful'. This syndrome is endemic in our culture; Smith observed that it produces the rule of 'flattery and falsehood' over the 'great and awful virtues' required in statecraft. Overturning it will be extremely difficult, though the first step must be a determination to end the culture of impunity. Elites that fear their authority is collapsing tend to take violent measures to preserve their status.
There are further dangers. Febrile psychosexual conspiracy theory and black-pilled nihilism will find much to feed on in the Epstein files; its electoral results may be catastrophic. Nostalgia for better historical elites can be potently articulated in nationalist, isolationist terms, though it is mostly fantasy. The politics of virtue also invites hypocrisy and cant, sporadic orgies of denunciation and intellectual conformity. Few people, least of all those of us in easily targeted sexual minorities, would welcome a new crop of Savonarolas. Yet it is impossible to imagine a real resolution that does not challenge some of the knee-jerk scepticism that greets any talk of political virtue.
Mandelson's model of politics replicated Epstein's mode of manipulative insiderism. The recent revelation that Labour operatives paid a PR firm to investigate and smear journalists echoes a story Mandelson tells of how he first acquired his reputation. In 1985 a young Tony Blair described Thatcher as 'unhinged' at a press conference, and an ITN political editor decided to lead News at Ten with the story. Mandelson leaned on the editor: it wasn't what this quite recently elected MP meant and, in any case, Blair was clearly the future - wouldn't it be an awful thing to lose access to him over such a minor matter? The story duly disappeared. Mandelson may be gone, but Mandelsonism remains the default mode of British politics.
20 February




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.lrb.co.uk/the-paper/v48/n04/james-butler/need-a-lord-on-the-board



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The Grandson of Estela
Rachel Nolan

4867 wordsWeek  after week, year after year, members of the collective formed in 1977, during the Argentine military dictatorship, as Las Abuelas de Plaza de Mayo have circled the pyramid monument in the square in central Buenos Aires, arm in arm, to demand the return of their forcibly disappeared grandchildren. They're still marching, often with Las Madres de Plaza de Mayo - the mothers. But the indelible image is of the older generation.
In 1977, early in what the military junta called the Process of National Reorganisation, Argentina had no democratically elected president, so there was no one to petition or pressure about those disappearances, only the group of generals that the grandmothers suspected of being complicit in the kidnapping of their family members. Still, they formed a group, which was against the law, and - also against the law - they started to demonstrate quietly but persistently. The Abuelas didn't at first grasp the magnitude of what the regime had done. The junta, it was later revealed, was guilty not just of disappearing and killing adults they suspected of opposing them, but of stealing their children and having them illegally adopted by their supporters. Some children were adopted by their real parents' murderers. Baby-stealing, it turned out, was part of the generals' plan to wipe out what they saw as the seeds of subversion.
The Abuelas became immediately recognisable by the white cloth nappies they wore as kerchiefs around their heads to their first protests. These were quickly replaced by white handkerchiefs with the names of the missing embroidered on them. The first time I visited Buenos Aires, more than fifteen years ago, I saw the women one Thursday afternoon - they always march on Thursdays - walking in slow circles around the monument, which is topped with an allegory of Liberty. There they were, walking two by two, in their pencil skirts, their modest heels, clutching their handbags. The location is undeniably public. Plaza de Mayo faces the Casa Rosada, Argentina's pink presidential palace. But I still felt somehow that I shouldn't be watching. This was an expression of extraordinary pain, still white hot after decades, not at all a relic of another era.
Forcible disappearance has a time-swallowing quality: it is an ongoing crime until the uncertainty is resolved, until the missing person or their remains are found. By the time I saw the Abuelas, there was an elected president in the pink presidential palace, as there had been since the return to democracy in 1983. Why had all of the children not been found and restored to their families? Why were the Abuelas still demonstrating? The international recognition, the awards, the repeated nominations for the Nobel Peace Prize: all of this was easy enough to understand, given the women's risky public airing of private pain, their steadfast and dignified search even after being slandered, even after some of their members were murdered for daring to ask what had happened. But why did their quest remain controversial, even after the end of the dictatorship? While campaigning as running mate to the self-described anarcho-capitalist Javier Milei, the now vice president, Victoria Villarruel, claimed that the president of the Abuelas, Estela de Carlotto, 'with her face of a good little grandmother, has justified terrorism'.
The Abuelas have relatively high global name recognition, but books intended for the non-specialist reader have to assume little knowledge of the region's history. Haley Cohen Gilliland duly offers potted histories of everything from Peronism to the paramilitary anti-communist death squad AAA in an attempt to explain how a democracy grown wealthy on beef and wheat exports devolved into an economic basket case where a military junta kidnapped citizens off the street in broad daylight, forcing them into Ford Falcons and shipping them to secret prisons to face torture and death. Family members of the disappeared, who were usually though not always real or suspected members of guerrilla groups such as the montoneros, often stayed silent. Those brave enough to line up outside prisons or government offices and ask where the disappeared were or - as the boldest or best connected did - to file habeas corpus petitions were met with blank stares, silence, official lies or obfuscation. Sometimes military officials would respond with false and insinuating suggestions: perhaps the person in question had run off. Maybe they were sick of their families and were having an affair. Perhaps, if a woman was being inquired after, they had entered a dubious trade. The general who was head of the Ministry of the Interior told one member of the Madres, who through sheer chutzpah had managed to secure a meeting with him: 'You wouldn't believe the number of girls who fled the country. All subversives who left and now practise prostitution to make a living.'
Family members faced a vexing problem: these were not detentions, but forcible disappearances. This method of vanishing people and then denying that they had been detained left an open question. (Human rights investigators estimated that thirty thousand people were disappeared during the military dictatorship, including family and friends of the original disappeared.) Family members often suspected that they were searching for someone who was already dead. The murdered were dumped in secret graves or drugged and pushed out of planes over the Atlantic or the River Plate. Pregnant women were kept alive until they gave birth, and their babies stolen.
Illegal adoptions were not confined to Argentina. Operation Condor linked various South American dictatorships in the kidnapping and murder of leftists and communists across the continent. Some of the children of those who disappeared in Argentina were later found with adoptive families in Chile or Brazil. The Chilean dictator Augusto Pinochet believed that one way of alleviating poverty - which he saw as leading to the spread of leftist ideas - was to promote international adoptions, and Chileans are still trying to find the hundreds, possibly thousands, of adoptees who were taken from their parents without consent during his rule. Beyond the scope of Operation Condor, the dictatorships in Guatemala and El Salvador also disappeared vast numbers of people, killing most of them but arranging for some babies and children to be adopted by families at home and abroad, in countries including the US, Canada, France, Germany and the UK. One Salvadoran who was disappeared as a child and adopted under a false name grew up in the next town from me near Boston. He is keeping me updated on the novel he's writing, a piece of magical realism based on his personal history. It might seem surprising that Guatemala had a similar number of children put up for illegal adoption as Argentina (estimated at five hundred, although that's probably an undercount). These cases are less well known in part because of the efforts of the Abuelas and Madres, and in part because many of the Guatemalans searching for family members are Maya Indigenous farmers from remote parts of the country.
By contrast, though they came from a range of backgrounds, many of the Abuelas were members of relatively well-off families in Buenos Aires. Jewish families were over-represented among victims of the repression. (Survivors of clandestine detention centres recall seeing swastikas on the walls and being forced to listen to tapes of Hitler's speeches, and the journalist and torture victim Jacobo Timerman documented the regime's antisemitism in his 1981 memoir, Prisoner without a Name, Cell without a Number.) What was distinctive about child theft in Argentina, as opposed to other countries in Latin America or the Nazi adoption programme or even the illegal adoptions facilitated by the Catholic Church in Franco's Spain (I could go on - the practice was also common in Assad's Syria), was that pregnant women were often kept alive until they'd given birth and the captors themselves sometimes kept the children. Margaret Atwood has said that her inspiration for The Handmaid's Tale was reading the news from Argentina.
The Abuelas began as a group of fourteen women, and what was originally intended as a stationary protest turned into a march after military officials ordered them to 'move along' - circular in Spanish. So they started literally circling the square. The women went to great lengths to try to find their missing grandchildren, some of them disguising themselves and visiting homes where they suspected children had been adopted illegally. One woman had herself admitted to a mental hospital to learn more about a suspicious family. Resisting the regime was dangerous, and their image as inoffensive women, 'just' grandmothers and therefore somehow apolitical, only protected them so far. The same applied to the Madres: one of their founders, Azucena Villaflor, was disappeared, her body later found on a beach in Buenos Aires province. She is thought to have been tortured, then killed during one of the death flights. The Madres were infiltrated by a young man, known as Gustavo Nino, who posed as the grieving brother of one of the disappeared. He was really Alfredo Astiz, a naval intelligence officer, who was feeding information to government officials and betrayed several women, who were subsequently kidnapped and killed.
Gilliland  says she wrote her book in part because there was no available 'narrative history' of the events in English, which surprised her when she was the Economist's Argentina correspondent between 2012 and 2016. (She now runs the Yale Journalism Initiative.) In English, there is an academic book by the Argentine biologist and activist Rita Arditti, Searching for Life (1999). In Spanish, there are of course many chronicles of the Abuelas and those around them. There is also the Abuelas' own book, Botin de Guerra (1985), 'Booty of War', which hasn't been translated into English. The best-known account both in Argentina and abroad is the Oscar-winning 1985 film The Official Story, directed by Luis Puenzo, about an upper-middle-class family who come to suspect they have adopted the child of one of the disappeared.
Almost five decades after the Abuelas' campaign began, Gilliland has brought the story up to date. She also provides a detailed account of their work with the geneticist Mary-Claire King to find a way to test not just for paternity but for grandpaternity, enabling the creation of a national DNA bank to help match and reunite families. The section on King, who in 1990 discovered that breast cancer is heritable through the BRCA1 gene, is an excellent book within a book. Before this, there had been no easy way to test for missing children, especially those who had been born in clandestine detention centres. King told one of the Abuelas that they reminded her of Madame Defarge in A Tale of Two Cities, the old lady who sits and knits while the French Revolution rages, a list of targets to be guillotined concealed in her long scarf.
A narrative history like this book, focused on a few exemplary figures, is vivid and easy to grasp. You can imagine yourself in the characters' position: what would I have done in these seemingly impossible circumstances? Would I have been one of these heroic women? Such narratives tend to favour stories of heroic resistance figures over morally grey characters, and to avoid structural explications. For obvious reasons, the Abuelas lend themselves to this sort of reading. They are undeniably heroic. They engaged in their quest at great personal risk. It's easy, perhaps deceptively so, to identify with them. The dedication of Gilliland's book is 'For my parents, who would do anything for their children and grandchildren.'
This style of history, however, can skate uneasily over jagged conflicts and ambiguities, the mess and chaos evident in archives and interviews. Gilliland writes that 'the Plaza de Mayo seemed to take individual grief and transform it into collective determination.' This is true. And yet according to her own account, there were painful splits among the Abuelas as they pursued their searches, though she gives little space to what she calls 'internal tensions'. I understand why these issues were sidestepped, but their omission makes for a flatter book than if the Abuelas' doubts, mistakes and conflict had been included. It would take nothing away from their heroism: on the contrary, it makes their collective determination an even greater achievement. 'The Abuelas de Plaza de Mayo had always derived their power from their unity,' Gilliland writes. 'It was their togetherness that afforded them security, solidarity and hope. They had given each other courage ... the Abuelas had become like sisters to one another.' Yes, but the boilerplate description speaks less loudly than the stories she reports in detail.
I wonder whether Gilliland chose to write about the DNA bank because it is a great story (it is), because King makes an uncomplicated heroine (she does), or because it avoids the pitfalls of telling the story of the other great scientific advance in which the Abuelas participated: the development of forensic anthropology.* In the 1980s, the Abuelas put pressure on the government to train forensic experts to exhume mass graves in search of identifiable remains. This led to the creation of the Argentine Forensic Anthropology Team (EAAF), which identified human remains at massacre sites in Argentina, trained colleagues in other Latin American countries and went on to work all around the world - Iran, Iraq, the Balkans, Ukraine.
But the Madres and Abuelas were divided over the exhumations; some were opposed for reasons including religious taboos. At one dig in 1985, the forensic anthropologists were confronted by fifteen women from the Abuelas yelling at them to stop and throwing stones. The forensic anthropologists, mainly young leftists who in another generation might themselves have counted among the disappeared, were disturbed but not deterred. Ideology was another point of contention: some Madres and Abuelas espoused revolutionary politics or sought to align themselves with leftist governments that supported trials for those who had violated human rights; others wanted to remain apolitical. In 1986, the Madres formally split into two groups, in part over disagreements about exhumations, in part over whether to accept money that the new democratic government led by Raul Alfonsin had offered the families of the disappeared as compensation for their losses.
While Gilliland mostly steps gingerly around these conflicts, she does outline the larger controversies surrounding the women's activism in Argentina over the years. The courts were unsure what to do with the recovered grandchildren. In 1988, after investigative work by the grandmothers, a court ordered the arrest of a woman who adopted a child of the disappeared who had been dropped off at the hospital where she worked. The child said she would kill herself if she was forced to move to her biological grandmother's house. In another case, DNA tests - done without consent - were carried out on the two adopted children of the owner of Clarin, Argentina's largest newspaper, which had supported the military dictatorship and was now at open war with the Peronist government of Cristina Kirchner, who had reopened trials that had been shut down as the result of previous amnesties and queried pardons issued by Alfonsin. The Abuelas, who were accused of waging a purely political campaign of their own, had long suspected that the two adopted children of Clarin's owner, Ernestina Herrera de Noble, had been stolen from disappeared mothers. No evidence was found to prove the allegation.
This wasn't the only case of DNA tests being conducted by force. It was a vexing issue: what to do when the Abuelas suspected an adoptee of being a disappeared child, but the adoptee didn't want to submit to testing and potentially implicate the people they thought of as their parents? The Argentine Supreme Court flip-flopped, at first prioritising the right to privacy of those who didn't want to be tested, and later ruling that the state's interest in solving crimes against humanity trumped personal privacy. Both rulings were controversial, and the image of a distraught adoptee forced to remove clothing in the courtroom so that it could be tested is a disturbing one. 'Grandmothers or Vampires?' the cover of one conservative magazine read.
Despite their golden image abroad, public opinion of the Madres and Abuelas in Argentina has fluctuated over the years. At first they were dismissed as 'crazy old ladies'. Many people assumed that the disappeared deserved their fate: 'Algo habran hecho' was the phrase - 'They must have done something.' Then, during the early years of democracy, as the crimes of the dictatorship became more broadly known, the Abuelas gained more sympathy. Then, after some recovered children were separated from their adoptive families, they were roundly condemned again as 'bitter old ladies', this despite the fact that in some cases the adoptive families retained custody if they hadn't known about and were not directly implicated in war crimes. Then back to public sympathy again as more grandchildren - now adults - sought to discover their own origins through voluntary DNA testing. In 2014, Lionel Messi and other footballers filmed a video with the Abuelas called 'We've Been Looking for You for Ten World Cups', urging any adult who had doubts about their origins to seek a DNA test. Two months later, the grandson of Estela de Carlotto, the president of the Abuelas and by then an internationally recognised human rights activist, was discovered after he turned himself in for voluntary testing. He recalled that when he decided to learn about his past, 'I said, half-joking, that I didn't want to be anyone less than the grandson of Estela.'
Akey scene  in Gilliland's book occurs when the central hero of her story, Guillermo Gomez, who was raised by an air force officer and spent the first 21 years of his life unaware of his true identity, is approached by two young women. All the cinematic details are here: the fast-food restaurant where he worked, the smell of grease on his yellow uniform, Britney Spears and the Backstreet Boys blaring in the background. Guillermo refuses to talk to the women, saying he's busy working. They sit in a booth, and one writes the note that changes his life: 'I am Mariana Perez. My parents are desaparecidos. I'm looking for my brother who was born in captivity. Someone called the headquarters of the Abuelas of Plaza de Mayo suggesting you might be him.'
Thus unwinds the whole story: the 1978 kidnapping of Patricia Roisinblit, a 25-year-old former medical student and ex-montonera, along with her 15-month-old daughter, Mariana. Mariana was returned to her family, but Patricia, who was eight months pregnant, disappeared into a detention centre, where her baby was born. She was never seen again, but the baby was given to a civilian air force worker and his wife, who raised him and never told him he was adopted. Patricia's mother, Rosa Tarlovsky de Roisinblit, vice president and one of the founders of the Abuelas, had been searching for her grandson for more than two decades. Mariana had tracked him down to his workplace in 2000 through an anonymous tip (as the Abuelas' cause became widely known, they received many tips about babies popping up after non-existent pregnancies, neighbourhood or family rumours etc). Guillermo agreed to a DNA test but took the news hard, feeling loyalty to the woman he thought was his mother, who had suffered domestic violence at the hands of the man he thought was his father. The latter was eventually sentenced to twelve years in prison for his role in Guillermo's kidnapping.
Guillermo had never imagined or suspected that this was his history, although after the dictatorship the history of the disappeared was widely if inconsistently known. He had watched The Official Story. Still, there were oddities. Why had his father, a Catholic, sometimes called him 'Jew' when he was angry? Also, he now recalled, his mother had asked him a strange question when he was around eight years old: what would happen, she asked, while putting him to bed, if a woman knocked on their door saying she was his mother? He replied, tearful, that he didn't want to be separated from her. Guillermo would eventually learn that Patricia gave birth to him in the basement of the Navy School of Mechanics, known by its Spanish acronym, ESMA. Now a monument to the disappeared, it was Argentina's most notorious clandestine detention centre, from which few emerged alive. When a former torturer and operator of death flights decided to break the silence about what had happened at ESMA after the return to democracy, he handed his confession to a journalist. 'Read it,' he said. 'We did worse things than the Nazis.'
The scene in the restaurant, the details of who wore what and who looked like what, the reconstructed access to Guillermo's conflicted feelings about the Abuelas: it feels like the omniscient narration of a novel. Except Mariana never agreed to speak to Gilliland. The scene is reconstructed purely through Guillermo's memory, and, as is so often the case in narrative history, told through his point of view. Indeed, though Guillermo is in fact her brother, a fact later proved by DNA testing, the siblings are no longer on speaking terms. Gilliland reports that Guillermo sued his sister for his half of the sum she received from the state (before he was found) as reparation for the disappearance of their parents. She doesn't mention the amount, just over $150,000, but does detail the bitterness of the conflict - which ended in a judge freezing some of Mariana's assets, including her home. Mariana, of course, had every right to refuse to talk to Gilliland. Even apart from the family conflict, she is a writer herself, author of the provocatively titled autofictional account Diario de una princesa montonera (2012), billed on the cover as '110 per cent true'.
Of course, even the most diligent journalist can only provide a partial narrative, whatever one's aspirations to omniscience. This is also the reason that multiple perspectives - as in Katherine Boo's Behind the Beautiful Forevers, about slum-dwellers in Mumbai, or Adrian Nicole LeBlanc's Random Family, about Latino life in the Bronx - are used so rarely, and usually achieved by leaving co-operative subjects their own tape recorders or cameras to document events and speak in their own time. And even with perfect access, narrative history suffers a selection problem - or at the very least a foreclosure of other stories. Gilliland had many stories to choose from: the names of all the known missing children, or their parents, appear in a list at the end of her book. Selection weighs on her mind. In an author's note, she recounts her ambivalence about choosing her central subject, fretting - in what seems to me an unfortunate phrase - that 'omitting anyone's story felt like disappearing them.'
She could have centred her story on any number of the Abuelas and disappeared children who agreed to talk to her, and the overall effect of her book would have been quite different. Victoria Donda, for example, who always felt out of place in the family of her 'appropriators', as they are called in Argentina, took a turn to leftist politics even before she found out she was one of the children of the disappeared - she was born, like Guillermo, at the naval academy torture centre. Though she had hesitated about taking the DNA test, she subsequently embraced the Abuelas and her birth family, becoming a human rights activist and the youngest person ever elected to the Argentine National Congress. But Donda also continued to feel a strong bond with her appropriator, even after learning that he had tortured and killed people. As she told Gilliland, 'love is not like a tap you can turn on and off.' Or what about a book centred on one of those adoptees whose DNA had to be taken by force, some of whom later came around to the idea that, despite their resistance, this had been an important step - and even sued their adoptive parents for reparations? One adoptee tested against his will later said: 'It may seem violent, but I left the office liberated. They took a backpack off my back.'
Gilliland writes that she chose Guillermo in part because of his story's 'complexity'. This refers not just to the estrangement between him and his sister but also to the fact that Guillermo's mixed feelings, for a time, extended to warning other possible grandchildren away from the Abuelas, before doing an about-turn and building a relationship with Rosa Tarlovsky de Roisinblit and joining the Abuelas' board. But his story is nothing like as complex as that of Silvia Labayru, the subject of a book published last year by Leila Guerriero, one of Argentina's best-known journalists or cronistas - 'chroniclers' - which has become a bestseller, La llamada: un retrato ('The Call: A Portrait').
Labayru was also imprisoned in the ESMA, where she gave birth to her daughter on a metal table in the basement. Rather than writing a more general history, Guerriero tells the story of one woman, considered from as many different perspectives as possible and based on long interviews with her and those who knew her. She is a much more ambiguous figure than Guillermo. For many years she had a reputation as a 'collaborator' with the regime: she was one of a group of the disappeared who weren't murdered because they were considered recuperable. Though an active militant, Labayru came from a family of military officers, and was forced to collaborate with her captors on a mission to disappear several of the Madres de Plaza de Mayo, by posing as the infiltrator Gustavo Nino's sister.
The book has provoked furious debate. Why tell such a story? Why foreground some of Labayru's criticisms of the montonero group to which she belonged? This is despite the fact that Guerriero goes out of her way to establish her subject's singular, almost unbelievable story: Labayru was both repeatedly raped by her captors and allowed to travel abroad with military minders to visit her husband before returning to captivity; she was forced to give birth in a clandestine torture centre but the child was returned to her parents. Gilliland's history of the montoneros, by contrast, is heavy on utopianism and camaraderie, light on some of the questions later raised even by those on the left wary of victim-blaming - such as why the montonero leadership didn't change strategy after militants began to disappear en masse. Safer to tell the story of the previously apolitical Rosa's heroic search for her grandson.
Despite its avoidance of the more contested parts of recent Argentine history, Gilliland's book wouldn't find favour with the country's current leadership. Milei has questioned even the basic facts of the disappearances, claiming that 'there were no thirty thousand.' Rather, he says, using a form of denial of historical state violence that has become common throughout the Southern Cone and beyond, 'for us, during the 1970s, there was a war where excesses were committed.' His vice president, Villarruel, would object even more vehemently. She is the niece of a former military officer who ran a clandestine detention centre during the dictatorship and was later arrested though deemed too ill to stand trial for war crimes. Villarruel came to prominence as a historical revisionist, defending the dictatorship and founding the Centre for Legal Studies on Terrorism and Its Victims. In 2014 she published a book called Los otros muertos - 'The Other Dead: The Civilian Victims of Guerrilla Terrorism in the 1970s'. This is a common gambit by right-wing revisionists in Latin America, including Jair Bolsonaro in Brazil and Jose Antonio Kast in Chile. It's a form of what-aboutism. What about the - much smaller, but still substantial - number of people killed by guerrilla forces? Villarruel and others argue for what they call 'complete memory', rather than a supposedly partial history that highlights the crimes committed by the military junta under the rubric, promoted by human rights groups, of 'memory, truth, justice'.
Gilliland mentions these recent currents in her epilogue. But she misses the opportunity to develop the story of the Abuelas in this much more ambiguous national and international context. In an atmosphere of resurgent fascism, it is tempting simply to celebrate heroic resistance to totalitarianism. And it is of course worth telling the stories of the Abuelas, the Mirabal sisters, Sophie Scholl and all the others. But it should also be possible to allow the reader some insight into alternative interpretations - even when those interpretations are flatly wrong but widespread - without endorsing them. In the face of the so-called move to 'complete memory', Gilliland follows the lead of Estela de Carlotto, who described Milei and Villarruel as 'reprehensible' and said they 'shouldn't be given too much importance'. I wish I could be so sure.
Meanwhile, the search goes on. A month after Gilliland's book was published, Rosa Tarlovsky de Roisinblit died at the age of 106. During that time, another stolen grandchild was found after he turned himself in for a voluntary DNA test at the age of 48. The total number of recovered grandchildren now stands at 140. That's less than half of the missing.
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A Way to Be a Person
Paul Taylor

4420 wordsIn October last year  2.17 million people, 507,000 of them children, were in contact with mental health services in England. In 2023-24, 958,000 children, 8 per cent of the twelve million children in England, had an active referral to the Children and Young People's Mental Health Services. In 2013-14 this figure was 157,000. Some see in this huge increase evidence of welcome attention being paid to previously disregarded problems, or they believe it demonstrates the destabilising effects of late capitalism or the irresponsible actions of social media companies. Others argue that it is an effect of attitudinal shifts or policy changes that prompt people to push for diagnoses they don't need.
Suzanne O'Sullivan's book The Age of Diagnosis, though careful and compassionate, will be welcomed mostly by those who hold the latter position. O'Sullivan is a practising clinician and one of the book's strengths is that it is grounded in her experience, its evidence drawn from interviews with patients - there isn't much here in the way of epidemiological or experimental data. Its major weakness is that it brings together, under the heading 'overdiagnosis', a number of conditions where quite different processes are at work, creating a false equivalence between, on the one hand, the loosening of the criteria used to define autism and ADHD, and on the other the indiscriminate use of diagnostic tests and the increasing tendency to treat risk factors, including genetic risk factors, as if they were diseases.
The harder you look for a disease, the more cases of it you will find. At some point you will find more cases than you should actually treat. This is inevitable when looking for disease in healthy people, though the benefits of testing can outweigh the harms if a disease is sufficiently common and is more effectively treated when detected early. On this basis, the NHS breast cancer screening programme invites women between the ages of 50 and 71 to have a mammogram every three years. The data shows that in a sample of three thousand women attending screening, between 25 and 30 will be found to have cancer. Screening prevents the development of untreatable disease in only two or three of these women; most of the others, had they not been screened, would have noticed symptoms while the cancer was still treatable. It is likely that one of the 25 or 30 women identified as having cancer will be in a third category: had she not been screened, she would never have noticed symptoms or known about the tumour, or gone on to be given treatment that was potentially life-changing but from which she derived no benefit. This hypothetical woman is a victim of overdiagnosis. Although we can estimate these numbers by looking at the statistics for a population, we can't know how any particular individual's cancer would have developed, so, inevitably, everyone successfully treated for a tumour found at screening, including those who are victims of overdiagnosis, will feel that they benefited.
Overdiagnosis isn't only a problem in screening; it is a possibility wherever a diagnosis brings harms as well as benefits. Such harms can result not just from treatment but from the impact a diagnosis has on our sense of who we are or what we are capable of. The Age of Diagnosis includes interviews with patients diagnosed with conditions including rare genetic disorders, cancers, autism, ADHD and infectious diseases. Most were chosen because their diagnoses were problematic in some way, but it is striking that almost everyone O'Sullivan speaks to feels their diagnosis was a positive thing. The cancer patients believe they received life-saving treatment, those with autism or ADHD feel they understand themselves better. O'Sullivan, however, thinks that in some cases at least, these diagnoses did more harm than good. This is a hugely challenging assertion and it isn't clear how or to what degree she confronted her interviewees with it.
O'Sullivan writes about the decisions faced by two sisters whose mother died from Huntington's disease. One of them decided to have a genetic test, which confirmed that she had inherited the disease allele from her mother. The other sister delayed testing, but felt sure that she too was developing symptoms. Eventually, she took the test, convinced she knew what the result would be, but to her astonishment she did not have the allele. Some of her symptoms had different medical causes; others were the product of anxiety and the inevitable temptation to interpret every bit of clumsiness as an early sign of the disease. This is analogous to the 'nocebo effect' - the placebo effect's evil twin - in which patients treated with sugar pills in controlled trials suffer the side-effects associated with the active drug. O'Sullivan notes that the test for Huntington's disease has been available for thirty years but fewer than 20 per cent of the at-risk population have chosen to be tested - the majority presumably prefer hope to certainty - and cites this as an example of an informed community deciding that just because we can test, it doesn't mean we should.
Genes encode both the information that enables characteristic traits to be passed across generations and the instructions that individual cells follow in building proteins. Some rare conditions, such as Huntington's, are caused by a very specific variation in a single gene. The gene known as HTT contains a repeated sequence of the nucleotides C, A and G. If you have more than forty CAG repeats on HTT, the protein for which it provides the instructions will misfold and form clumps that progressively damage neurons, eventually and inevitably causing the symptoms of Huntington's. Most diseases, however, have less straightforward associations with genetic variation.
When the sequencing of the human reference genome was completed in 2003, it was hoped that researchers would be able to identify the genetic basis of inherited susceptibility for a wide range of conditions, thus bringing in a new era of drug discovery. It was already known that some diseases were associated with alterations in as many as ten or twelve genes, but it has now become obvious that the most common diseases are associated with mutations scattered throughout the thousands of genes that make up the human genome. One way of thinking about this is that a core set of genes code for the proteins central to the disease process, but because the regulatory mechanisms that control the activity of a gene work through densely connected networks, a change in almost any gene can influence the behaviour of the core. Most cases of inherited susceptibility to disease can't be attributed to a specific gene or even to a small number of genes. After twenty years, almost no new treatments have been made possible by the Human Genome Project and genetic testing can usefully inform only a few clinical decisions. The impact of this failure on public understanding and government thinking has been limited, perhaps because the difficulties emerged gradually or because their emergence hasn't reshaped the narrative about the relationship between genes, proteins and disease - it's just that things are more complicated than we expected. The result is that many people, including those responsible for health policy, currently overestimate the value of genetic testing.
The BRCA2 gene codes for a protein used in DNA repair. People with mutations in this gene produce fewer fully functional molecules of the protein and are more likely to end up with cells carrying damaged DNA and, therefore, to develop cancer. However, BRCA2 is not, as it is often described in the press, the 'breast cancer gene': 85 per cent of women who develop breast cancer don't carry these mutations, and even those who do might not have a pathogenic version - there are thousands of different documented mutations on the gene and only some are known to be pathogenic. To make things even more complicated, the impact these mutations have on risk varies between different populations. All this means that a woman with a family history of breast cancer needs expert counselling to help her make an informed decision about whether to be tested for BRCA mutations. One of O'Sullivan's interviewees describes the trauma of a prophylactic mastectomy, but then says she believes it was worth it to reduce the risk of cancer. It's hard to know whether this is really true; breast cancer is an increasingly treatable condition. The proportion of women with a positive test for a pathological BRCA variant who opt for surgery varies from 50 per cent in the US to 5 per cent in France, suggesting a marked lack of consensus. Tests for BRCA mutations are increasingly performed on women with no family history of the disease, even though most of the data we have about the risks associated with these mutations applies only to women with a family history. The Age of Diagnosis includes an account of a woman who opted for a prophylactic mastectomy after signing up for a genetic sequencing service and being told she carried a BRCA mutation - but she had signed up originally because she thought knowing more about her genetic profile might help her design an effective exercise programme.
Last year the government's ten-year plan for the NHS promised three 'fundamental shifts in how the NHS works', one of which was from treatment to prevention. The plan states an ambition to make whole genome sequencing at birth a 'universal offer', making possible the early identification of genetic diseases and 'informing a lifelong personalised prevention plan'. 'By 2035,' it says, 'we anticipate half of all healthcare interactions will be informed by genomic insights and other predictive analytics.' It is far from clear that this would be a sensible use of resources. There is also a proposal to screen for the genetic mutations associated with obesity and use the results to target interventions including behavioural support and 'early access' to GLP-1 injections. This wouldn't work: the genetic variants strongly associated with obesity are extremely rare. Good predictive performance can be achieved only by incorporating information from hundreds of thousands of variants, each of which is only weakly associated with obesity. 'Good' is a relative term here, since current algorithms explain only 17 per cent of the variation in body mass index in a European population and perform much less well in other groups (because they have been less thoroughly researched). Such proposals do not amount to a sound basis for a public health policy, but smack of what Petr Skrabanek has called 'coercive healthism', the unevidenced adoption of interventions designed to impose clean-living on a population.
Diseases are not permanent categories like the elements of the periodic table. The discovery of a new disease is a hypothesis that a set of patients have something in common which makes it useful to distinguish them from other patients. The hypothesis is sometimes related to a biological process, such as the unregulated proliferation of cells that is the defining characteristic of cancer. Often, however, the mechanism of a disease is not well understood, and it is defined instead by a set of symptoms. Hypotheses change, sometimes because of a scientific discovery but also for more pragmatic reasons. Hypertension is defined as blood pressure above an arbitrary threshold, which has been lowered over recent decades in the belief that this will improve the health of those included by the diagnosis. Epidemiologists have argued that hypertension shouldn't be seen as a disease, since lowering blood pressure seems to have benefits even when it can't plausibly be classified as elevated. Obesity has moved in the other direction; recognised as a risk factor for a long time, it was classified as a disease by the Royal College of Physicians in 2019. In these examples the arguments are about medical questions, but sometimes cultural changes are involved: homosexuality was removed from the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders in 1973; pathological gambling was added in 1980.
Autism was first identified in 1943 in a paper by an American psychiatrist called Leo Kanner, which described eleven children he was treating who had a complete inability to relate to others. By 2021, an estimated 61.8 million people worldwide had a diagnosis of autism. However, the condition is no longer the one Kanner wrote about, which was understood to be a sub-type of childhood schizophrenia and limited to those with severe intellectual disability. The first changes came in the 1970s when psychiatrists identified patients with characteristics similar to those in Kanner's sample but displaying a much wider range of language skills. Given that autism was considered irreversible, it is surprising that for decades it was only recognised as occurring in children. When it was eventually noticed that autism was also found in adults the diagnostic criteria expanded again. Asperger's syndrome was included in DSM-4 in 1994 as a mild form of the condition. Since then, autism has been redefined as a spectrum disorder, and Asperger's was duly removed as a separate diagnosis when DSM-5 was published in 2013. The prevalence of autism has soared from 5 per 10,000 people in the 1980s to 1 per 100, or even higher, today. Some of the increase is a result of improvements in reporting, but it's striking that the incidence of severe autism hasn't changed much. What has altered is the diagnosis of mild autism, its detection in older children and adults, and most recently in girls (the atypical behaviours that are the early signs of autism are often misinterpreted in girls).
Uta Frith, one of the pioneers of autism research, believes that the increase is largely a consequence of the condition's being more widely known. In a piece for the LRB in 2006, Ian Hacking asked readers to assess two propositions:
A. There were no high-functioning autists in 1950; there were many in 2000.
B. In 1950 this was not a way to be a person, people did not experience themselves in this way, they did not interact with their friends, their families, their employers, their counsellors, in this way; but in 2000 this was a way to be a person, to experience oneself, to live in society.

He argued that A was false, but B was true. As high-functioning autism became what Hacking calls a 'way to be a person', the number of people who saw themselves as autistic increased, which in turn altered what the label meant, which made it seem even more the kind of thing people might feel they had.
O'Sullivan juxtaposes an interview with a man who perceives his autism as a difference rather than a disability with an account of a woman whose life is dominated by caring for her severely autistic son. The contrast is stark, and the reader is left feeling that the extraordinary challenges of living with the most extreme form of autism are somehow trivialised by the concerns of those with a much milder version. This isn't entirely fair: the benefit an autistic identity confers on relatively competent people seeking an explanation for specific difficulties in their lives is not achieved at the expense of those whose intellectual disability means they are unable to look after themselves. Once past the bottleneck of diagnosis (no small matter: the latest NHS figures record 227,813 patients with an open referral for suspected autism), the different ends of the spectrum are not competing for resources - their needs barely overlap. In practice, it is probably those in the middle who suffer most when services are overwhelmed, such as the children who are able to attend mainstream schools but need help if they are to thrive. O'Sullivan believes the current situation is damaging for those at both ends of the spectrum: 'Those with the greatest need are becoming invisible,' while those who do not need the diagnosis, in the sense that they don't require or want treatment, shouldn't be given it because it does them no good and may do them harm. This isn't what this set of patients themselves believe, and though there is little concrete evidence that the diagnosis is of benefit in cases where no intervention is required, there is also little evidence of harm, beyond the fact that the label can be stigmatising. The man O'Sullivan talks to doesn't see autism as a disorder, impairment or disability, 'preferring an approach that concentrates more on what makes an autistic person special'; he is irritated at her attempts to 'understand what was wrong with him', what made it a medical problem.
Frith argues that autism research is facing a crisis, and that its definition has been stretched to 'breaking point'. It might be that the era of autism as a single spectrum disorder will be short-lived. The term 'profound autism' was added to the diagnostic lexicon in 2022 to identify children and adults who are unable to take care of their own basic daily needs. The dismantling of the unitary conception is also being driven by new research. One hypothesis is that autism is a 'fractionated triad'. The three traits - absence of a theory of mind, an obsessive interest in detail, and difficulties with communication - whose co-occurrence was once thought to define a unified syndrome seem each to exist on a continuum and to be separately heritable, suggesting that there is no common cause. Building an evidence base for a revised classification, and identifying distinct new phenotypes, will be hugely problematic because, in the absence of a fuller understanding of the biological basis for autism, research depends on behavioural criteria whose assessment is subjective. Worse, as demand for assessment increases, more of the work is being carried out by less expert practitioners (one US study found an error rate in diagnosis of 47 per cent). Characterising autism is especially challenging because it frequently occurs along with other behavioural or psychiatric conditions as well as being itself inherently heterogeneous. That variety in presentation is now understood to include some people who display features of autism in childhood but do not meet diagnostic thresholds in later life.
Distinct subtypes of autism associated with specific causal mechanisms have recently been identified. One of them is MAR autism, where the hypothesis is that unusual levels of maternal antibodies affect the development of the foetal brain; other subtypes are defined by their co-occurrence with rare genetic syndromes such as 22q11.2 deletion or fragile X. The hope is that paying attention to these narrowly defined groups will reveal insights that might otherwise be obscured. A paradoxical feature of much recent work on autism is that researchers often, for practical reasons, exclude participants with poor communication skills from their experiments; today, the eleven children whose cases gave rise to the original definition of autism might well not be considered suitable subjects.
Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder or ADHD was, like autism, first recorded in children. It used to be assumed that the condition resolved in adolescence, and it was only in the 1970s that researchers began to identify symptoms that persisted into adulthood. Although symptoms generally diminish, the majority of adults diagnosed as children will continue to be affected to some degree. O'Sullivan suggests that young people are increasingly incorporating the diagnosis into their concept of themselves, which in turn prevents them from making changes that might diminish their symptoms. The UK National Institute for Health and Care Excellence first issued guidelines for the management of adult ADHD in 2008; since then diagnosis rates have climbed steeply (one UCL study found a twenty-fold increase among young men between 2000 and 2018). The resulting chaos has caused real harm to patients with severe symptoms and has been exploited by critics of the NHS; Nigel Farage, for example, has accused doctors of 'massively overdiagnosing' mental illness and behavioural problems.
ADHD is, like hypertension and obesity, defined by an arbitrary threshold on a continuum, though it is described as something that's present or not present rather than being indexed on a scale. At the current threshold, around 4 per cent of the population would be classified as having ADHD. There is no evidence that this is an optimal or even a sensible threshold; it is just where you end up when clinicians apply the current criteria. It would obviously suit those trying to sort out the NHS if there was a problem of overdiagnosis that could be solved by the use of a more conservative threshold, but there is no certainty this is the case. There is no evidence, O'Sullivan says, that existing treatments are effective in people with mild ADHD, which is true, but this is an absence of evidence, not evidence of absence.
Politicians  on the right claim that overdiagnosis is a sign of a broken welfare system that is creating what Farage calls a 'class of victims', but you could argue just as easily that it is a consequence of free-market ideology. Annemarie Mol, a Dutch philosopher, writes in The Logic of Care (2008) that patients are harmed when a 'logic of choice' supplants a 'logic of care', so that people become consumers of healthcare services which seek to maximise profit rather than health benefits. Something like this is described in the chapter of The Age of Diagnosis that deals with chronic Lyme disease, although here the issue isn't overdiagnosis exactly. Patients aren't being harmed by a diagnosis they didn't need: they are angry at getting a diagnosis that isn't the one they want. Caring for people, as Mol makes clear, is about giving people what they need, which isn't always what they would choose.
After Polly Murray moved to Lyme in Connecticut in the 1950s she noticed that her family had begun to suffer from unexplained illnesses. Unable to get help from her doctors, she started to collate information about similar complaints suffered by others who lived nearby. She gained an ally in the 1970s when Connecticut's health department put her in touch with Allen Steere, a young rheumatologist at Yale. He noticed that the mysterious illness was more common in summer and affected people who spent time in wooded areas. Many patients recalled having a distinctive bull's-eye rash before more serious symptoms appeared. He realised that the illness was being spread through bites from ticks which lived on deer in the woods. By 1982, Borrelia burgdorferi, the bacterium responsible for the disease, had been identified and patients were being successfully treated with antibiotics. A movie about Murray and Steere could stop there, but unfortunately the story goes on. Media coverage made the disease, which is relatively rare, seem more common than it is. Early uncertainty about its natural history meant that a wide range of symptoms could be attributed to it, and patients with medically unexplained symptoms began to see it as a possible diagnosis. Perhaps in part because of the pivotal role Murray had played in the discovery of the disease, patient advocacy groups sprang up to support those denied treatment by recalcitrant doctors.
The diagnosis of Lyme disease isn't always clear-cut: tick bites can go undetected, since they often occur in places like the armpit or the back of the knee; at least 20 per cent of patients have no rash, and many others have one without the bull's-eye pattern. There is a diagnostic blood test, but there are different strains of the bacterium and laboratories vary in which antibodies they look for and how sensitive their processes are. Patients who are unhappy with a negative test result can sometimes get a positive one in the private sector. Most patients respond to treatment, but some do not. One in ten patients diagnosed with Lyme disease will still have non-specific symptoms five years after treatment.
In 1993 Steere, by then the foremost authority on the disease, wrote a paper concluding that most patients with long-term symptoms did not actually have Lyme disease but were suffering from chronic fatigue syndrome or fibromyalgia, or from a rheumatic or neurological disease. The article spurred outrage among patients. Steere and Murray were on opposite sides in an early example of an internet-enabled culture war. Steere became a hate figure for Lyme patients, and by 2001 the New England Medical Centre, where he worked, had to hire private security when he made public appearances. Other doctors, by and large, agreed with Steere, and began using the term 'post-treatment Lyme disease syndrome' for patients who had persistent symptoms. The term was devised deliberately to avoid the implication of a continuing infection and thereby to undo any rationale for treatment with antibiotics. Patient advocacy groups prefer the term 'chronic Lyme disease', reflecting the conviction that their suffering is the result of a live infection that could be cured if only doctors would take them more seriously.
O'Sullivan is an expert in psychosomatic disorders and is convinced that many of these patients' symptoms have a psychological cause. She notes that long Covid has many similarities with chronic Lyme disease and that there is at least some evidence associating it with pre-existing psychological states (loneliness, stress, anxiety), which might indicate that it too is a psychosomatic disorder. Chronic Lyme disease and long Covid both emerged as diagnoses through patient advocacy and O'Sullivan argues that, especially in the latter case, experts have been reluctant to suggest a psychosomatic explanation because they know it would 'upset people'.
Psychosomatic disorders, she writes, 'are often confused with malingering when the two are completely unrelated'. Patients are genuinely ill and often in desperate need of help. But the suggestion that a person's illness has a psychosomatic origin will generally be met with anger and resentment because patients still feel it implies that they're imagining things. This, understandably, means that doctors and clinical academics tend to avoid carrying out research into such conditions. But if we're going to help patients with medically unexplained symptoms, we need to improve our understanding of what is really going on so that we can identify appropriate treatments, whether they are medications appropriate to a neurobiological pathway or, say, effective cognitive behavioural therapies. The alternative is to leave the field to mavericks and charlatans. The US health secretary, Robert F. Kennedy Jr, who has claimed that Lyme disease was created as a bioweapon by a military lab on Long Island, convened a roundtable on chronic Lyme disease last December and announced that 'the gaslighting of Lyme patients is over.' Speaking at the event, Dr Jay Bhattacharya, Trump's appointee as director of the National Institutes of Health, said that 'the idea that Lyme is an intractable condition, that patients are just making things up: those days are long gone.'
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At the National Gallery
Wright of Derby
Clare Bucknell

2004 wordsOne of  Joseph Wright of Derby's favourite subjects was Vesuvius erupting by night, which he painted more than thirty times. The drama and peril of the scene attracted him, but he was also drawn to extreme manifestations of light and dark: lava, fire, lightning, smoke. He found that lava in particular could be difficult to paint, because it needed to look fluid, not stiff and static. 'I have therefore illuminated the ground over which the lava is about to pass very strongly,' he explained to a friend in 1794 as he worked on a new Vesuvius picture,
set fire to the plants & raised a fresh smoak wch here & there passes across the Lava ... I have also increased the quantity & brilliancy of ye smoak wch arises from the upper surface of the lava, so that the centre of the picture is more lighted up & the general effect much improved - I have added the forked lightning wch ever attends the dark smoak.

At this late period, a few years before his death, Wright was still engrossed by lighting effects he had depicted for three decades. He trained as a portrait painter in the 1750s and continued to paint the nobility and gentry throughout his career, but he made his name with a series of 'candlelights', dramatic nocturnal pictures he exhibited in London between the mid-1760s and his departure to Italy in 1773. The National Gallery's small, focused exhibition presents eleven remarkable early candlelights alongside the mezzotint reproductions Wright commissioned (until 10 May). The charisma of the grandest pictures - natural philosophers demonstrating in the glow of a lamp or candle; a shaggy-haired alchemist lit up by a burst of phosphorus - helps to explain why he began painting night pieces. The 1760s was the first decade in which public exhibitions were held in London, establishing an artistic culture that rewarded painters of spectacle. Wright's pictures, which appeared to 'burn on the wall', in Matthew Craske's phrase, drew crowds. It was a matter of treatment as well as subject. Tenebrism, the 17th-century Caravaggist method of illuminating figures and details against a deeply shadowed background, was admired by connoisseurs, but little practised or understood by Wright's British contemporaries. Mastering nocturne painting, being able to replicate the way skin glowed in warm or cool light or colours changed in the dark, was a means for the young artist to distinguish himself.
Wright learned the method from pictures and reproductions, but he also conducted his own experiments with light and shadow. In Derby, his hometown, he worked in two adjoining rooms, one naturally lit, in which he painted, the other with its windows darkened so that he could model the scenes he depicted. As early as 1766, he discovered that he could layer highly reflective silver or gold leaf beneath pigment to intensify the way painted objects glowed. In A Blacksmith's Shop (1771), one of a series of pictures he produced of ironworkers labouring by night, the white-hot lump of iron that illuminates the smiths' faces conceals a thin strip of gold, the showier metal hidden beneath the plain.
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'Three Persons Viewing the Gladiator by Candlelight' (1765)
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'An Experiment on a Bird in the Air Pump' (1768)
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'A Philosopher Giving That Lecture on the Orrery in Which a Lamp Is Put in Place' (1764-6)
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'Earthstopper on the Banks of the Derwent' (1773)
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'The Blacksmiths Shop' (1771)
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'Two Boys Fighting Over a Bladder' (c.1767-70)
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'A Philosopher by Lamplight' (c.1769)
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He also experimented with the conventions of the candlelight tradition. In 17th-century tenebrist painting, the light source is often obscured by a shadowy figure or object, making its radiance spill out around the edges. Wright liked to do this where he could ('I always conceal the cause where I can do it naturally,' he wrote in 1783), but in his art it has the surprising effect that almost anything can appear to emit light. In Two Boys Fighting over a Bladder (c.1767-70), the translucent pig's bladder that one boy is trying to wrestle from the other glows like a paper lantern, seeming to be lit from within rather than behind. In An Experiment on a Bird in the Air Pump (1768), which shows spectators gathered to watch a bird being temporarily deprived of oxygen, the light appears to be coming from a murky, evil-looking vitrine of liquid containing an animal organ, in which you can just see the wobbly refraction of a candle flame. The wittiest effect may be in Three Persons Viewing the Gladiator by Candlelight (1765), the first picture that Wright exhibited. Three figures sit studying a model of the Borghese Gladiator. The third, silhouetted with his back to us and obscuring the candle flame, is a self-portrait: the artist shown blocking his own light source.
Wright's predecessor for candlelights in Britain was the 17th-century Dutch painter Godfried Schalcken, who had worked in London in the 1690s. Thanks to Horace Walpole's Anecdotes of Painting in England (1762), Schalcken was known in Wright's time for dimly lit, erotic scenes, which were considered both indelicate and artistically glib, reliant on obvious visual tricks. (Walpole reported that Schalcken had once burned William III's fingers with tallow during a portrait session.) Wright's early candlelights, as if to scotch the lingering association, are dazzlingly sharp and bright, with none of Schalcken's suggestive boudoir fuzziness. The illuminated boy's face in Two Boys Fighting is livid, flaming red, his nose and lips highlighted to make them look damp and teary; gripped in his fist, a clump of the other boy's hair is lit so precisely that individual strands glow like filaments. In A Girl Reading a Letter with an Old Man Reading over Her Shoulder (c.1767-70), a scene that could have a predatory erotic charge - the old man looming, adjusting his spectacles to get a better look - instead appears forensically unsexy. Wright's candlelight catches on unkempt fingernails and swollen, ruddy knuckles. A Philosopher Giving that Lecture on the Orrery in which a Lamp is Put in Place of the Sun (1766), a conversation piece centred on a mechanical model of the solar system, goes a step further and makes light its subject. The lamplit orrery was supposed to be operated in the dark, to allow spectators to observe miniature eclipses and planetary shadows: light, Wright seems to be saying, is information, not a trick.
Some kinds of light, though, as Burke had argued ten years before in A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of Our Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful (1757), didn't help people to see. Like darkness, light at its most powerful could disorientate, overpower, blind the senses. Wright's contemporary viewers associated his night pieces with a kind of sublime unclarity, a glare or glitter that obscured as much as it illuminated. In 1781, the poet William Hayley described what it was like to look at them:
Like Meteors darting through the gloom of Night,
His sparkles flash upon the dazzled sight;
Our eyes with momentary anguish smart,
And Nature trembles at the power of Art.

Confronted with one of the Vesuvius paintings, a critic for the General Advertiser admitted to being 'dazzled and confounded': 'The vision is so powerfully attached to the principal object that it cannot wander over the beauties of the whole.'
What is being described is a feeling of being out of control. In the late 18th century, fashionable picturesque landscapes allowed viewers to 'wander over' them at will, linger on congenial features and skip over others - effectively, to construct the scene as much as respond to it. The moonlit pictures Wright started exhibiting in the early 1770s, alive with what Judy Egerton has called a 'weird glitter', throw the eye off. In A Blacksmith's Shop, the molten glow of the iron bar pitches the arched space on the left into a darkness so heavy you can barely discern the horse in the shadows. White sparks float distractingly on the picture's surface. The moonlit chamber in The Alchymist in Search of the Philosopher's Stone (1771), in which an astonished old man kneels before a radiant alembic of phosphorus, is a riot of objects and signals. The centre of the composition is too bright; the corners are gloomy and unreadable; everything is messy and confused, from the jumbled glass and earthenware vessels and dog-eared manuscripts to the cracking plasterwork. The vivid white substance in the alembic dazzles the eye, but the light it gives out is in a sense the wrong light: it doesn't illuminate what it should. The alchemist has discovered phosphorus, but by accident, and instead of recognising its importance he is praying he may be close to the real prize, the secret of turning lead into gold. The painting is about blindness, superstition, irrational seeking - things 'opposite to the real interests of human society', as the literary critic Thomas Warton put it in 1774, but at the same time darkly interesting, 'the parents of imagination'.
Wright was a melancholic who suffered from protracted periods of depression. His 'malady', he wrote to Hayley in 1783, meant that every year he 'dragged over four months without feeling a wish to take up my pencil'. From the late 1760s, he was drawn to solitary, contemplative scenes and characters, subjects that reflected his growing distaste for polite society. Some of his most remarkable pictures are about the intrinsic loneliness of nocturnal activity, of thinking and working while others sleep. An Earthstopper on the Banks of the Derwent (1773) is about a communal pastime, the local foxhunt, which Wright imagines from an outsider's perspective: the earthstopper's job was to fill up foxholes overnight so the fox had nowhere to hide the following day. The picture's surface is uneven, the paint applied in thick little swirls and scrapes, producing a landscape that 'feels' the way it looks: rugged, off-putting. Every element in it - the earthstopper busy with his spade; the pensive-looking horse waiting in the shadows; the bare blasted tree - seems the saddest, loneliest version of itself. The effect is as much a study of a mood as of a human figure, or of the way a figure can be swallowed up by a mood. In A Philosopher by Lamplight (1769), an outdoor scene in which a reclusive old man inspects a human skeleton, the agoraphobic effect is almost worse. The sheer quantity of darkness in the picture - the philosopher's lamp irradiates the bottom half, but in the top section there's only a feeble moon, partially hidden by cloud - points to the fact that tenebrism wasn't merely a strategic way of using chiaroscuro to create three-dimensionality. The gloom is darkness as darkness, not darkness as a context for light and shape.
Late 18th-century writers often observed that the loneliest place to be was in a crowd. Even Wright's most sociable candlelight pictures contain male and female figures - usually male - who look as if they would rather be alone. In A Blacksmith's Shop, there is a seated man, lost in thought and staring at the ground, careless of the noise and sparks and the fearful-looking children. He is a version of a similar figure in the earlier Experiment on a Bird in the Air Pump, a painting that seems to depict polite society at its most clubbable. Ten people gather round the table on which the pump is mounted, interacting in pairs or small groups. Two distressed girls are being reassured by their father that the bird in the pump's receiver will survive; the demonstrator, pointing a finger, seems to be issuing instructions to the silhouetted man holding a stopwatch, orchestrating the right moment to open the valve; on the left, some sort of one-way flirtation is happening between a snappily dressed man and the stoic-looking woman next to him. Each interaction is in some way inflected or contextualised by every other; the bird, struggling to breathe, serves to remind us that nothing exists in a vacuum. The odd man out is the shadowy figure in the right foreground. Resting his chin on his hands, he seems transfixed by the vitrine and the floating animal organ it contains, but we know he is thinking rather than looking, because his spectacles are dangling in his hands. He is barely in the room: the sight of the dead flesh, a vanitas motif, has taken him somewhere else altogether.
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Do lobotomies have a smell?
Adam Mars-Jones

4784 wordsAs Adele Yon  tells it in Mon vrai nom est Elisabeth, when she was eighteen she went to a party, taking with her a bag of weed. A distant cousin who was also at the party made a beeline for her, or for her stash (the two young women hadn't spoken before). She shared it and left what remained when she went home. Somehow news of this encounter reached her grandparents, giving them the impression that she was a drug dealer. She reassured them as best she could - but when she visited them that summer, they spoke to her on the subject, warning her that there was a history of mental illness in the family, and that she was just at the time of life when taking drugs tended to bring such things on.
She already knew something of the family history, from a memory passed on by her own father. As a teenager, he had been woken in the middle of the night by his grandmother Betsy striking the wall that separated their rooms in the family holiday house with an iron, and shouting that he was - impossibly - spying on her naked. Elisabeth, known as Betsy, who was born in 1916 and died in 1990, features in the book as the object of an act of restitution, overriding a long familial amnesia. The title is a little rhetorical, since Elisabeth was known as Betsy almost from birth. Making her formal name the title of the book gives the phrase the character of a declaration, a setting straight of the record, but the original context is different. She writes in a letter to her fiance, Andre, after signing herself Betsy, 'Savez-vous que mon vrai nom est Elisabeth?' This isn't a protest but something closer to flirtation: she is savouring the paradoxical intimacy that comes with revealing a given name that nobody uses.
Adele Yon, born in 1994, is a professional researcher who is a graduate in film studies of the Ecole normale superieure and also works as a chef. It's pleasing that the French verb cuisiner, used when she questions her grandmother, has such a close equivalent in the English word 'grill'. She is both hindered and helped by her large and long-lived family (Betsy had ten siblings and six children), most of whom resist discussing painful episodes but provide powerful testimony when persuaded to talk. The only direct traces of Betsy in the book are the letters she wrote during her engagement to Andre, but her descendant has been able to reconstruct the way she was disowned and victimised by her kin.
The book is laid out in two formats, one standard and the other mimicking typescript and omitting page numbers. Different protocols come into play, with the more formal, recorded interviews being presented in the dossier with assigned speakers in the manner of a play, preceded by a date and sometimes a place. Yon refers to her interviewees not by name but by descriptive phrases in upper case such as 'OLDEST DAUGHTER' (denoting her grandmother), followed by a parenthesis, if one is needed, to establish the person's relationship with Elisabeth. So for instance Adele's father, simply 'my father' in the sections with a standard layout, becomes 'CELUI QUI LA REGARDE NUE A TRAVERS LES MURS (UN PETIT-FILS)' - THE ONE WHO WATCHES HER NAKED THROUGH THE WALLS (A GRANDSON). Such elaborate formulas precede every line of quoted dialogue. It's not clear what is gained by using these discordant typographical styles.
The large family functions as a chorus, offering a wide range of responses to Yon's investigations. One great-aunt dissociates herself from the project. That this is not indifference but traumatised recoil is suggested by her place (second) in the family order. It was after her birth that Betsy's behaviour became troubling, and perhaps she felt a misplaced guilt. Predictably, some family members want to let sleeping dogs lie. What's the benefit of excavating ancient pain? One relative decries Freudianism on the familiar basis that its inventor was a charlatan, another uses the more unusual rationale that it looks in the wrong place, since damage is registered by the body and not the mind. This is the point of view of BLANCHE-NEIGE or SNOW WHITE (A GREAT-GRANDDAUGHTER), by profession a psychotherapist specialising in trauma. Addressing physical symptoms can lead to recovery without the subject needing to remember anything at all, as Snow White found when she consulted a kinesiologist while pregnant with her second child. Yon's grandmother has a more ambiguous attitude, not explicitly encouraging her but dropping hints, while her husband volunteers helpful details. At one point she admits to using her granddaughter as a proxy, in a way that allows for possible retreat if the discoveries are too painful.
As a young woman Betsy was so popular that her younger sister Marie took to sniffing the hats of gentleman visitors in the hall to work out who was paying court that evening. Betsy chose Andre, and is described as putting her hooks into him ('mettre le grappin'). Andre's parents weren't keen, but she outmanoeuvred them, despite the difficulties of a wartime wedding. When Betsy's sister Agathe later wanted to marry Andre's brother Pierre her parents intervened to end the relationship, concerned by Agathe's dark moods, which were reminiscent of Betsy's. Both Andre and Pierre were quite rigid characters who served in the military. An inherent imbalance meant the match wouldn't prosper (in another version of the story, Andre warned Pierre off). Married to someone more accommodating, Agathe had a happy domestic life.
Andre seems to have regarded marriage as a step towards his ultimate goal of sainthood, whereas Betsy warned him that she would need a lot of freedom within their union. It's as if they read in each other's letters only what they wanted to see. In one of her courtship letters Betsy tells Andre that if he is attracted to other women once they are married he doesn't need to tell her. She goes on to reassure him that she won't be tempted by other men, though of course you never know. The only exception would be if she and Andre didn't have children and the maternal instinct (which, as she had told him, is less developed in her than in most young women) suddenly became strong - would he help her, in those circumstances? Not that there would be any danger, she would always be faithful. These are not only mixed messages but disordered thoughts, at some distance from the sweet nothings of lovers' correspondence.
The letters are from 1940, and the wedding took place that same year. Betsy forced the issue by making her way, unaccompanied and with her wedding dress under her arm, to the chateau owned by some people called Orsini where Andre's family was staying. The wedding went ahead, despite a fire caused by an electric iron being left on top of the dress. The couple's first child was born in 1941. Betsy's early married life was played out in wartime, and largely in shared accommodation. A lack of privacy can be an ordeal in itself, even to those who set no particular value on freedom of action - certainly Betsy did all she could to isolate herself towards the end of her second pregnancy. This was when the couple's incompatibility became glaring. They moved back in with Betsy's parents and her ten siblings in 1943. At different times it's suggested that she was overburdened with childcare and that she was prevented from looking after her own children. Yon's book doesn't really consider whether these alternations of extremes aggravated Betsy's breakdown - or her rebellion against patriarchal constraints, if that's what it was.
Of the four supposedly curative assaults on Betsy's personhood, the first, electric shock treatment, took place in 1943. It seems extraordinary that the mental balance of a bourgeois housewife in wartime should be felt to warrant ECT, however manifest her distress. Her condition didn't improve and in 1949 she was given the Sakel cure, a series of comas induced by administering high doses of insulin. In 1950 she was lobotomised. The first lobotomy - then known as leucotomy - had been performed in 1935 by the Portuguese neurologist Antonio Egas Moniz, the subject (to use a neutral word) being a depressed prostitute in her sixties who had been committed to an asylum. He made incisions on each side of her skull and then used an alcohol solution to dissolve the white fibres connecting the frontal lobe to the thalamus. Later he devised an instrument he called the leucotome, which enabled more precise severing of tissue (the procedure gained him a share in the 1949 Nobel Prize for medicine). A psychiatrist called Walter Freeman popularised the procedure in America. Not a surgeon, he had to work with someone more qualified, until he realised that the leucotome could be replaced with a small ice pick, while a series of electric shocks could take the place of sedation. Transorbital lobotomy didn't require a medical team. Freeman gained access to the brain through the top of the eye socket. The obscenity of the procedure, so evident to us now, was that it spared the integrity of the skull by scrambling the brain that the skull was there to protect. Freeman took the show on the road in his 'lobotomobile' camper van, offering cheap rates ($25 a pop) and apparently competing with himself to rack up the numbers, performing 25 lobotomies in Cherokee, Iowa on 8 August 1946.
The twenty pages or so that Yon devotes to Freeman's career have no direct connection to the family story. Transorbital lobotomy was an American phenomenon, never legal in France. Perhaps the subject is irresistible from an archivist's point of view because so floridly documented: this was an essentially public atrocity, somehow both craze and crusade. The caption of one of Freeman's post-operative photographs makes Yon's point for her: 'Fig. 24. Case 18. Patient one year after operation. She was indolent and euphoric, and subject to convulsive seizures, but she made no complaints.' What was being shut down was not (predominantly female) misery but the voicing of it. Yon is unable to determine where the lobotomy on Betsy was carried out but identifies the doctor responsible as Marcel David. This authorises her, with an exaggeration most will forgive, to link his name with Freeman's as two mobile men immobilising women who made the mistake of not knowing their place.
In the book's most startling passage Yon breaks off her researches and goes back to kitchen work, revelling in her expertise in dismembering a pig carcass. Something that used to take her two hours can now be done in twenty minutes. All her concentration is in her hands - they go on moving at night under the bedclothes. She doesn't need to use her eyes to guide the boning knife between layers of tissue. She finds herself reluctantly identifying with the surgeons who performed the lobotomy on Betsy, asking herself what they heard while they worked, what resistance their blade encountered. Did they sweat, as she does in a restaurant kitchen in Marseille? Does a lobotomy have a smell? This is a highly contrived literary effect, but that doesn't take away from its power.
In the event Betsy wasn't sufficiently pacified by the blade, and Andre persuaded her to enter an asylum in 1951, at first on a voluntary basis and then not. She was diagnosed as schizophrenic and stayed there for almost seventeen years. She was presumably released on the basis of some sort of recovery, but little or nothing had been done to bring such a thing about. There's a vague reference to medication, but a new and more enlightened doctor, coupled with a shift in public policy, seems at least partly responsible for her discharge. From 1967 Betsy lived with her parents except for two or three weeks spent in the family's holiday home every summer, when she would in her own bewildered way try to claim her husband. His response - 'Fous-moi la paix' (leave me alone) - was unambiguous. The family weren't heartless enough to give her a mean nickname, though they did refer to the robot pool cleaner as 'la Grand-Mere', on account of Betsy's wild arm movements when she swam. Her nickname as a young woman had been 'Tanagra', in tribute to her grace and elegance.
Betsy died before Yon was born, but it's not hard to see her academic thesis about women haunted by ghostly doubles - Jane Eyre by the animalistic first Mrs Rochester, the second Mrs de Winter shown up from beyond the grave by the first - as being prompted by the family wraith, whose presence, by virtue of never having been acknowledged, could never be dispelled. Her argument is that the phantom of an uncontrollable woman, conjured up by men's insecurity and designed to frighten women into conformist roles, becomes an ambiguous object of fascination in its own right, seductive as well as alarming.
So far  I've been discussing the book chosen by the readers of Elle to receive its prize for non-fiction, but Mon vrai nom est Elisabeth is described on its back cover as a novel. (It has been acquired by Fitzcarraldo for publication in the UK, where it will appear as non-fiction.) The blurb proposes a 'narratrice' distinct from the author, a distinction the text does all it can to erase. If there were a single respect in which the narratrice differed from the writer with her identical CV the experience of reading the book would be different. These days the designation 'roman' seems applicable in France to almost any piece of writing. Are fiction and non-fiction really only flags of convenience? Each category is weakened by the desire to have it both ways. There's no hint given about how much of Yon's book is made up but the moment an element of invention is acknowledged it looks rather different. Can we at least say that non-fiction can be falsified, proven wrong on a point of fact, while fiction is immune? The realism of Lord of the Flies suffers from the implausibility of Piggy's spectacles being used to start a fire, but its imaginative force is intact. A real-life story of survival would be a laughing stock after the discovery of such a mistake.
If this is a novel then readers are allowed to think that certain elements, particularly literary references, seem pat. In 1942 Andre, in one of a series of diary entries, mentions reading Rebecca in translation, admiring the artistry with which it is written. It's odd for such an earnest character, if he's going to take a break from Bible study, to favour Daphne du Maurier. Then there's the relative who has never read The Hound of the Baskervilles but somehow intuits its relevance to family history: the made-up fear (phosphorescent dog, gene for mental illness) working to mask a banal crime, the murder plot against a family (in the book) or the callous putting away of an inconvenient wife.
The foregrounding of research protocols and the grid of factuality laid over the material could almost be designed to discourage the reader from asking basic questions. The book circles, helplessly it seems, round the house fire before Betsy and Andre's wedding, which in novelistic terms should be highly dramatic. Just such a conflagration, after all, provides the climax of both Jane Eyre and Rebecca. A woman who arrives unexpectedly carrying a wedding dress is clearly keen on getting married. A woman who sets fire to that wedding dress and burns down the house where the ceremony is due to take place is significantly more conflicted. As first presented in the book, in the form of a newspaper item, the culprit was a maid, but Betsy is later revealed to have been responsible. She insisted on ironing her wedding dress herself, rather than trust a servant with the job, and then wandered off, leaving it under the iron. Unless faulty wiring is involved (no suggestion of that), I struggle with the idea of a neglected iron causing a catastrophic house fire in a chateau in the Dordogne in 1940.
If this is a novel, it's the reader's prerogative to find the episode botched in terms of drama. If it's non-fiction, then the author has shied away from the fierce collision of impulses here, the determination to get married and the destruction of the wedding dress (and the house itself). The conflagration may not be testimony, but it's evidence of a kind, signalling extremes of eagerness and refusal. Yon's book doesn't succeed in either passing it off as accidental or accepting what it would mean for it to be deliberate.
She doesn't scrutinise the discrepancy between accounts, leaving the reader to guess that Andre's family was influential enough to cover up Betsy's responsibility for the fire in the local paper. The only surviving eyewitness is a sister of Andre's, who was fourteen at the time, but her account chimes with the newspaper item in regard to the time the fire broke out (7 p.m.) and the extensive damage done. When the water supply ran out the firemen could do nothing and the chateau was reduced to a pile of rubble ('un monceau de decombres'). Yon adds the detail that the fire started high up in the building. She remembers that Andre had arrived unexpectedly only a few days before Betsy (he had been wounded a month or two earlier) and assumes that they had arranged this between them. If you don't want to get married, why turn up without your family to make it happen in a sort of semi-elopement? If you do, why act out so disastrously towards a symbolic garment? It's hard to claim these actions as wholly sane. Considering the feats of documentary retrieval that Yon manages elsewhere, it's odd that she makes no mention of a marriage licence, which might make clear that there was some romantic collusion. Perhaps French paperwork was more flexible than its English equivalent, so that lives could be legally joined without much notice or fuss.
There's no speculation about the strangeness of this powerful family's decision to let the ceremony go on after the bride-to-be had ignited the venue, accidentally or otherwise. Betsy's family wasn't there to take her part. And for all Andre's piety, it's the Orsinis who could make a claim to sainthood. They didn't let a little thing like being burned out of their house (having to move to 'les dependances') interfere with their responsibility as hosts to the young couple.
If this is a novel I'm reading, then the passage where a narrator who studied film refers to the pink cheeks ('les joues roses d'excitation') of the second Mrs de Winter, played by Joan Fontaine, when she hopes to delight her husband with her outfit for a costume ball, may be hinting at a general unreliability, or at an excessive identification with this particular scene, based on her own romantic history of trying to please negative men. If this is non-fiction, then I can only assume the author has been watching the film in a colourised version.
Yon says that she enjoys it when the archives lose their footing ('perdent les pedales'), revealing their 'polyphonie' and 'artifice'. Sometimes, though, when the evidence reveals its polyphony and artifice that's your cue to ask a follow-up question. At times Yon seems keen to neutralise clashes of testimony by separating them widely in the text. Early in the book her grandmother defends her father, saying she will always be grateful to him for not divorcing Betsy and making his children motherless or, worse, giving them another mother. He was faithful to her in his fashion. Having his wife lobotomised and committed seems quite a good way of depriving his children of a mother; Yon's grandmother, the oldest of the six, was about ten when Betsy was put away. Never mind - Andre's fidelity has to count for something. At the other end of the book, three hundred pages later, while Yon and her grandfather are companionably preparing onions, he mentions that when she left the asylum at last Betsy expected to resume family life with Andre, but her place had been taken by a new woman - well, not so new, since she'd been around for more than fifteen years. So in fact he had embarked on a new relationship within a year or so of Betsy's committal. Yon's grandfather had been part of the earlier conversation, but had said nothing to correct his wife's account. Disconcertingly, her grandmother is revealed, later in the onion-chopping scene, to have heard their conversation from the next room, but she doesn't elaborate on her definition of fidelity.
Yon's grandfather praises his wife's extraordinary ability to forget anything painful, but his temperament is unlike hers. Somehow the past won't let him alone. He stays at the margins of the book yet gradually establishes himself as the person with the richest relationship with Betsy. It's remarkable that he should have visited her to tell her he was marrying her daughter, and although it was convenient that the restaurant just outside the asylum gates - Chez Benoit - served an outstanding steak-frites, it wasn't a comfortable encounter. During the meal Betsy asked no questions except about Andre. Yon's grandfather secured permission for her to attend the wedding, although most bridegrooms would rather not invite a mother-in-law who had the indentations left by her lobotomy - as if a fingertip had been inserted - starkly visible on each side of her head. (There's no mention of how Andre reacted to her presence.) He treated Betsy as if she was still part of the family that had discarded her.
Early in the book Yon's grandfather prompted his wife's memory, supplying the location of the asylum (Fleury-les-Aubrais) where Betsy was detained and suggesting 'Tubiana' as the name of the doctor who arranged for her to attend the wedding. It was actually Torrubia, but that's not too shabby an act of recall after half a century. Near the end of the book (again this arbitrary separation of elements) it's revealed that Yon's grandfather worked all his life in the pharmaceutical industry, and so when he talks about the difference made to Betsy's behaviour by haloperidol - routinely prescribed from the 1960s to manage the symptoms of schizophrenia - he knows what he's talking about. It's an odd choice to withhold this information until page 325.
In his conversations with Betsy after she was released he behaved as if she had insight into her own behaviour, asking her why she said certain things. He felt that to some extent she was playing a part, more court jester than crazy lady. She was always trying to embrace Andre and didn't understand his resistance, but then no one had told her that she had been replaced in his life. During one meal by the pool, with Andre absent, she said that she knew what was the matter with him - he had a touch of Aids ('un petit sida'). Everyone found this very funny. She had devised a cover story to account for her husband's running away from her, a recoil so intense that when she sneaked into his bed one night he rushed out of the house, slamming the door behind him. Yon's grandfather says he shouldn't have treated these exchanges light-heartedly - he would do things differently today. As can happen in families, the one who finds it easiest to express regret is the one with the least to apologise for.
Yon  ends her book with a narrative sketch of Elisabeth's life in the form of a single paragraph fourteen pages long, seeking to enter her thoughts though remaining in the first person. This section includes new material, proposing for instance that from earliest childhood Betsy associated sex with fear and violence. Whenever her father came back from the war she would start to cry, knowing that her mother would disappear into the bedroom for hours, not opening the door however much she bawled, disturbed by the groaning and creaking. Obviously there's no evidence for this dogmatically Freudian scene. Since Betsy was born in August 1916 this would be a very early formulation of traumatic awareness, and it was an unusual bourgeois family of the time that lacked domestic help to distract an infant.
The disaster before the wedding is disposed of in a single offhand phrase ('The chateau burns down') with no reference to ironing, though a possible new motive appears: the wedding dress didn't symbolise union with Andre but represented her mother, who had worn it at her own wedding and was now the focus of Betsy's hostility. Does this help to make the case for her soundness of mind?
There are touches of gothic fantasy in this plenary paragraph, including a dream of Betsy's in which she is surrounded by her whole family wearing white coats, holding syringes and electric shock generators. There's also anachronistic language: people in the mid-20th century didn't talk about genes, nor did they find it reassuring to refer to something being cut out 'like a cancer' as if that guaranteed a cure. Admittedly Betsy herself is only part of the subject of Mon vrai nom est Elisabeth, which concerns itself at least as much with the distortions visited on her female bloodline by the fear of breakdown. There are plenty of conflicted attitudes on show about sex, family history and motherhood. Yon herself somehow acquired a searing mental image (this was how she first imagined the mechanics of making a baby) of her great-grandparents joylessly coupling in a hospital once a year, with Betsy barely present in her body and Andre grimly following medical advice - he had been told that bearing children would fortify his wife's health and help resolve her symptoms. Despite her desire to exorcise inherited psychic damage from her body, Snow White seems not to know her own mind. Her husband ideally wants five children, but she's not so sure. Still, she makes babies as fast as she can, afraid that if she takes a break from childbearing she may not find the courage to start again. There's also a cousin who makes ceramic sculptures, which she sees as (again) a physical way of processing something internal. She works the clay obsessively while giving Yon her interpretation of family history, but the word she uses for clay is not 'argile' but 'terre', so that when she says she puts all the darkness that is in her into the clay it's understood that she means a sort of interment. Only creation can help us survive, even if her chosen form of creativity is also a burial above ground.
Yon resists schizophrenia as a diagnosis for her great-grandmother but accepts it (as well as multiple personality disorder) as an analogy for her own mental state when she reaches the end of her researches, her mind resounding with the family's conflicting voices. She will put everything down in writing before, as she puts it, the tide of her anger can ebb from her internal beach, receding from the rocks and seaweed until nothing is left on the churned damp sand of her consciousness except a few translucent crabs picked clean by seagulls.
The whole book is a formidable rhetorical performance, however its readers decide to assign its genre, powered by surges of rage in its personal sections, darkly dazzling rather than enlightening in its overall effect. If the testimony of Yon's grandfather were presented as a whole, rather than being dispersed through the text, it would amount to a coherent portrait of a mentally ill woman who was hideously mistreated. That this interpretation is retrievable with a little effort might be a subtle intention of the author's, though on these pages subtlety comes second to intensity. A book that acknowledged the authority that her grandfather's testimony earned over the course of the book would express a less dogmatic anger, recognising that the family fears had more reality than a giant phosphorescent dog prowling the moor.
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Poem
From 'Daybook'
Maureen N. McLane

328 wordsa dead queen a red king
an orange polis crash
where is the high style
o poet the republic requires
& where the Polish heroes
& can the heroic be general
communal asks the engorged
populace we we we we
we don't need another hero
discharge justice charge the world
a place making
                     *
disenthrone the reigning X
suffer the little children
to vote me emperor
of nothing | ice cream
liking Ike was something
in another century saluting
the queen, that Gloriana hight
a call a courtier made
an old trumpet trampled
recalcitrant natives
who shall defy what
Gloriana's desire decrees
who shall descry her mercies
                     *
the plane trees' green assault
or splendour, everything not
destroyed, not destruction,
diss, doxx, was it for this,
for whom, experimental
versus avant-garde, musicians
sound it out, a string quartet
with no violins, no violence despite
attack, decay, pizzicato
grandiflora, between peonies
and ranunculus she said
peonies, between a red
and a blue adjusting is obscene
in wartime sd the painter
going to his studio to adjust
a red to a blue
                     *
cataloguing stupidity
stupid, perennial, this
year a what year, heavy
rains, get used to it, new skies,
old clouds, project your feeling
on the sky, watch it
move, shifter, morphology
eluding a bounding
line, where is justice
suddenly you understand
revenge a sweet sweet taste
                     *
plunge a tongue
into the heart | knife
kiss | perspectival this
o can you not feel
what another feels   |   no
said the hard philosopher
+ do not even try
to think yourself
a bat much less a plant
hello hello old fern
hello you fucking idiot
                     *
spondee afternoon a double
heavy tread when mornings
bring an aversion to morning
or to returning to 'thought'
or is it 'affect' where's the brio
of Catullus the serenity
of Horace the ferocity
of Baraka the electricity
of Plath O O O find
your poemhole plug it
keep it open as you can
a broad beach laved by tides
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Little and Large
David Trotter

4341 wordsThe  'Why I Write' talk or essay has always seemed the most peculiar of literary subgenres, flying as it does in the face of the time-honoured and pretty much unimpeachable injunction to trust the tale not the teller. Lecturing at Berkeley in the spring of 1975, Joan Didion confessed that she had stolen the title of George Orwell's celebrated attempt at an explanation because she liked the idea of 'three short unambiguous words' that 'share a sound'. 'In many ways,' Didion declared, 'writing is the act of saying I, of imposing oneself upon other people, of saying listen to me, see it my way, change your mind. It's an aggressive, even a hostile act.' The point Orwell made in his essay, first published in 1946, was that he had felt it necessary during the previous ten years to subordinate the pleasures of 'prose style' to a dogged defence of democratic socialism. None of this sounds at all like Lydia Davis. It's no surprise, then, that the invitation to deliver the Windham-Campbell Lecture on the topic of 'Why I Write' at Yale in the autumn of 2024 should have resulted in a short book with a frankly diversionary title. Or that the book itself should prove so hard to describe, let alone characterise.
The first few pages of Into the Weeds give the impression of someone starting to regret that she ever agreed to conduct a behind-the-scenes tour of what amounts in the four volumes of the uniform edition to an imposing body of work. The Collected Stories came out in 2009, to be followed, after the award of the Man Booker International Prize in 2013, by Can't and Won't (2014) and two volumes of Essays (2019 and 2021). In 2023, Davis produced a further collection of stories, Our Strangers, which you won't find on Amazon because it's only available from independent booksellers. Then there's a novel, The End of the Story (1995), and an array of much praised translations of Flaubert, Proust, Blanchot and others. Davis, it turns out, is more than happy to talk about how she writes; as to why, not so much. But she does spend a lot of time reading. So there's something to be said for investigating the work of some of the writers who have found it as hard as she does to distinguish motive from method.
This approach yields an immediate result. John Ashbery once remarked that he had been sufficiently 'grabbed and bothered' by his first sight of Parmigianino's enigmatic Self-Portrait in a Convex Mirror to feel that he ought to 'do something' about it. Sensing a kindred spirit, Davis squares up at once to her original brief. 'Here is a very concise and truthful answer: the reason I write a particular story may be because something - which I call "material", as in "raw material" - bothers me until I "do something" about it. In these cases, "bother" is wholly positive.' A writer as capable as Davis of conjuring a found object from the merest shred of overheard conversation is not likely to lack raw material. By this reckoning, the vagaries of the material served up by daily life provide the motive for the method. 'It is in some sense found in a field. And the first pleasure is this encounter with something coming in, or wanting to come in.' There's quite a lot of Davis herself, we might guess, in the view held by the comically disgruntled narrator of 'Not Interested': 'These days, I prefer books that contain something real, or something the author at least believed to be real. I don't want to be bored by someone else's imagination.'
Concise and truthful Davis's formula may be. But it scarcely seems conclusive. Since when did things agree to bother us in a positive way only? The formula is less an answer than a sort of rhetorical found object. A stickler for etymologies, Davis is no doubt aware that 'bother' is a word of uncertain origin, singularly lacking in semantic pedigree. It may be a variant of 'pother', which means a commotion of some kind, or even, according to Merriam-Webster, a 'choking cloud of dust or smoke'. What follows over the next fifty pages or so of Into the Weeds is often little more than a pother of fleeting references to other people's books. It's all a bit chaotic. One particularly turbulent paragraph cites, in no particular order, George Sturt, J.A. Baker, James Agee, Herman Melville, Richard Henry Dana Jr, Knut Hamsun and Elizabeth Smart. But I'm not being entirely fair. For one of these writers has already been singled out for extensive analysis.
It's an odd choice. Sturt's The Wheelwright's Shop (1923) is a book Davis would have been unlikely to come across, she says, let alone dwell on, had it not happened to arrive as a Christmas present at the very moment when she was starting to address the topic of her lecture. Chance, she may have felt, is where the weeds grow most vigorously. On his father's death in 1884, Sturt gave up a career in school-teaching to run the family's long-established business in Farnham, Surrey. He gradually learned the wheelwright's trade from the skilled craftsmen in his employment. By the time he sold up in 1920, he had come to believe that the skills required to design and build a horse-drawn wooden wagon amounted to a culture or way of life; and that he himself was in the best possible position to record this way of life, already overtaken by widespread mechanisation, before it disappeared altogether.
In Culture and Environment (1933), F.R. Leavis and Denys Thompson use The Wheelwright's Shop and Sturt's other accounts of village life to illustrate their ideal of an 'organic community'. According to Leavis and Thompson, the things these Surrey villagers made (cottages, barns, ricks, wagons) 'constituted a human environment, and a subtlety of adjustment and adaptation, as right and inevitable'. More recent commentators have been less charitable, dismissing Sturt as a disciple of John Ruskin whose nostalgia for an ancient England could not altogether mask a deep condescension towards its few remaining survivors. It's also possible to argue, however, that the spirit of Sturt's early contributions to the Commonweal, the newspaper of William Morris's Socialist League, continued to animate both the published work and the extensive private journal he kept. A reluctant entrepreneur, Sturt remained fully alive to the anomalies of his situation. He it was, he admits, who - 'say in 1889' - introduced modern machinery into the wheelwright's shop: 'a gas-engine, with saws, lathe, drill and grindstone'. The painful consequence of his innovations was that the workmen he still thought of as friends had been reduced to 'machine "hands"'.
The Wheelwright's Shop is not an easy read. During the mid-1890s, Sturt corresponded extensively with Arnold Bennett, at a time when each was drafting his first (and in Sturt's case only) novel. They read a lot of avant-garde French fiction. 'You find fault with Maupassant for his wealth of irrelevant (a vous entendre) detail,' Bennett complained. 'Frankly, I think you would do well to follow him some way in this. I don't think his detail is irrelevant.' Sturt seems to have taken this advice to heart. The account he offers of the manufacturing process of wagons of every conceivable shape and size is painstaking to a punitive degree, as Davis admits. But she can't help warming to what we might want to call its exactitude: a quality or habit of being exact in which an impulse at once moral and aesthetic contrives to exceed mere accuracy of observation without ever intending to disown it.
As an outsider confronting the intricacies of an esoteric craft, Sturt remains acutely aware throughout The Wheelwright's Shop of two of the primary meanings of the word 'tell': to narrate and to ascertain. The men he employs are able to tell exactly what needs to be done at each step in the construction of a wagon wheel with a sureness he cannot match. But the story of the way of life they have helped to create through their expertise will never be told unless he undertakes the task. Nowhere is the tension between narration and ascertainment more evident than in an extraordinary description of the cleaving of timber:
Fascinating work this was, by the way. With the wedges cleaving down between the clinging fibres - as he let out the wood-scent, listened to the tearing splitting sounds - the workman found his way into a part of our environment - felt the laws of woodland vitality - not otherwise visited or suspected. No professional person ever dreamed of that strange world; no sawyer even got there. Intellect might hear of it; but the senses alone can know, and none may tell, what the world is like down there in the grain of the oak butt, the fir-tree stamm.

What makes this apparently casual aside begin to feel like a story by Lydia Davis is the abrupt introduction into it - by means of a parenthesis - of a specific point of view, a 'character' even, nameless but vividly present as he inhales the wood-scent. Sturt's aim, evidently, is to emphasise the limitations of abstract knowledge. His parenthesis is a flagrant narrative act, a writer's flourish. But the story it tells about the workman who has found his way into a part of our environment nonetheless constitutes an invitation to ascertain. Practical, embodied knowledge alone can tell what the world is like down there in the grain of the oak butt.
Davis doesn't comment on Sturt's preoccupation with telling. But there's evidence of something not entirely dissimilar in a passage in her translation of Madame Bovary describing the day of the agricultural fair at Yonville-l'Abbaye. She uses the word 'tell' to indicate both the pride which the apothecary Monsieur Homais takes in his ability to distinguish between plants ('discerner les plantes') and the desire of the innkeeper Madame Lefrancois to detain him further with some choice local gossip ('pour lui en conter plus long'). Flaubert undoubtedly felt 'some modicum of respect', as Davis puts it in her introduction, for the intellectual curiosity nurtured by the boisterously self-important Homais, however offensive its exercise. Homais is, after all, a journalist as well as an apothecary. It's hard, Davis adds, 'not to think that he must represent a comment on the role or the practice of the writer, or one aspect of it.' There are many examples in her own work of the use of the word 'tell' to indicate an act of discernment. 'Helen and Vi: A Study in Health and Vitality' even includes a latter-day Homais. 'Her grandfather taught the children to recognise certain healthful wild plants, and in particular to tell the male from the female of certain flowers, since each had different properties; then they would be sent to gather the plants themselves.'
It's  not hard to spot compatibilities of method between Davis and Sturt which when taken together hint at a shared motive. In that light, the subsequent helter-skelter invocation of big novels by Melville, Stein and the rest begins to make sense. Genre is not the issue. Of equal interest, we learn, is the fact that Walter Benjamin's unfinished Arcades Project, having grown over thirteen years to 'epic proportions', was 'evidently on its way to being interminable'. Or that the Catalan writer Josep Pla 'took the slim record he had begun on his 21st birthday, covering just twenty months of his life, and spent the next fifty years annotating and elaborating it'. Davis had first discussed Pla's The Grey Notebook in a 'masterclass' given at NYU in 2012. There she noted that the edition she was using 'numbers 638 pages'. She does like to keep score. Among the several voluminous writers she has translated is the almost literally interminable ethnographer and card-carrying Surrealist Michel Leiris, whose death in 1990 was merely the prelude, by her account, to the posthumous publication of a journal of 'more than eight hundred pages'. Davis has by this juncture in Into the Weeds identified a kindred spirit among writers like Sturt and herself, whose exactitude or compulsion to tell the truth (in both senses) results in an epic compilation of journal and notebook entries.
Epic compilation is not what we've been led to expect from Davis. Discussions of her work tend to focus on the yield from pithiness and extreme brevity, from a vocabulary stripped down to the bare bones. What she most admired in Joyce and Beckett, she once said, was a 'pattern of development through different forms over a lifetime of writing'. The example she herself chose to follow was that of 'writers within the traditional form but abbreviated': Isaac Babel, Grace Paley. She's on record as an admirer of the fragmentary and the unfinished. In her twenties, she spent a lot of time with Kafka's Diaries. 'In just a few words, he offers a different way of seeing a commonplace thing. I wondered if I could write a piece that short - a title and a line or two - that would still have the power to move, or at least startle, or distract, in a way that was not entirely frivolous.' But brevity wasn't ever her sole ambition. After all, Kafka composed the diaries entry by entry over a period of thirteen years. Whatever form they came to possess as a whole was achieved, Davis notes, by 'accumulation': the two volumes 'run to more than 660 pages'. There's just a suggestion here of dialectical process. At the end of the 1990s, she has remarked, days spent translating the 'long, complex sentences' of Proust's Du cote de chez Swann made her want conversely to see how brief she could make a piece of writing and 'still have it mean something'. 'The Other', her first one-sentence micro-story, appeared in Almost No Memory (1997).
By Into the Weeds, any remaining reluctance to discuss the virtues of what we might call inadvertently long-form writing has long since disappeared. Witness the illuminating account Davis offers of the composition of 'The Cows', published as a pamphlet in 2011, and then in Can't and Won't. In this case, the raw material really was 'found in a field': the one just across the road from her house. Davis had no 'overall plan' for her 'observations', which she entered in a notebook among other jottings. Days might go by, or weeks, or months, before she felt moved to add a further entry. 'And so the set of 83 observations was written by accumulation over several years.' She has spoken in a recent interview of the 'many, many, many, many pages' of her journals which 'never were used in stories and never will be'. About halfway through Into the Weeds, she comes clean. Asked to write about why she writes, she eventually settled, she says, on a form that bears 'some resemblance' to a diary. This text, too, has been allowed to accumulate. Its method is the enactment rather than the exposition of a motive.
We finally catch up with the book's title on page 113 out of 139. Still at a loss as to why she writes, Davis offers a detailed account of the 'obsessive project' she has undertaken in a park four minutes by car from the village in upstate New York where she lives. Here she plants native trees, shrubs, perennials and grasses with the encouragement of her friend Hank. Hank, who is 'old, but not too old to ride a bicycle, though slowly, as slowly as you can ride without falling over', comes 'wavering along' suitably 'helmeted and goggled' to see what she is up to. He lives in the next hamlet to the north. In his youth, he tells her, a blacksmith still worked at the smithy just up the road from where they stand talking. But the hamlet is no longer the 'centre of industry' it once was. Nearby, the ruins of what had once been a schoolhouse 'are barely visible, as they subside further and further into the weeds each year, in a grove of scrubby evergreens backing on the creek.' There's to be no escape for the metaphor which informs the book's title from a basis in literal fact.
We've been here before, or somewhere quite like it. There's a bit of Beckett in Hank, but he wouldn't have been wholly out of place, either, in the ample account Henry Thoreau provides in Walden of the former inhabitants of the by then largely abandoned woodland area a mile or so from Concord where he set up camp for a couple of years during the mid-1840s. 'But this small village,' Thoreau asks, 'germ of something more, why did it fail while Concord keeps its ground?' Among the villagers was Hugh Quoil, an Irishman said to have fought in the French army at Waterloo, who comes alive most vividly in the journal entry from which Thoreau drew in writing Walden:
He was here, the likes of him, for a season, standing light in his shoes like a faded gentleman, with gesture almost learned in drawing-rooms; wore clothes, hat, shoes, cut ditches, felled wood, did farm work for various people, kindled fires, worked enough, ate enough, drank too much. He was one of those unnamed, countless sects of philosophers who founded no school.

After Quoil's death, Thoreau went to inspect the house in which he had lived, still strewn with his possessions, and a garden 'now overrun with weeds, with burrs and cockles which stick to your clothes'. Quoil, in turn, might have settled happily enough among Davis's 'Old Men around Town', in Our Strangers.
The dismal conclusion of a long war waged against the weeds infesting his bean field led Thoreau to acknowledge that the field existed as much for the woodchuck's benefit as for his own. 'How, then, can our harvest fail?' he adds in a not entirely convincing fit of Emersonian brio. 'Shall I not rejoice also at the abundance of the weeds whose seeds are the granary of the birds?' Writing in the TLS in October 2019, Davis described the way an increasing preoccupation with what her own garden's 'small parcel of earth' could be made to yield had drawn her to Thoreau's Wildflowers, a selection of extracts from his journals. She imagines him at work in his native Concord landscape - '150 miles east of where I am, on more or less the same latitude' - in the decade or so before his death in 1862, steadily amassing the knowledge that secured his status as the 'town botanist'. What moves her most, she says, is the evident pleasure Thoreau took in the fact that a weed such as the common ragwort 'should have withheld itself so long, biding its appointed time, and now without fail be coming up all over the land'. Here's someone else happy to have been lured off the beaten track into the surrounding vegetation, literal and metaphoric.
Davis makes no mention of Thoreau in Into the Weeds, but she, too, born in Northampton, Massachusetts, is a New Englander, albeit of a more prodigal variety than the man who tended to confine his roaming to the area around Concord. There is, of course, a world of difference between the Provincetown we encounter in Thoreau's posthumously published account of the four expeditions he undertook to Cape Cod and the Provincetown described by the narrator of Davis's 'Cape Cod Diary', who has settled there for the summer in order to complete an essay about an unnamed 19th-century French historian. But at least one incident in the story confirms Thoreau's view of the seashore as a 'wild, rank place' with 'no flattery in it', a 'vast morgue' strewn with flotsam and jetsam. Davis is the author of a poem adapted from Our Village, a memoir by Thoreau's exact contemporary Sidney Brooks, her great-great-grandmother's younger brother, who lived in Harwich, at the other end of the Cape from Provincetown. There's some shared local history here, as well as affinity.
Davis has identified the moment at which she understood that it is possible to derive the material of a story 'almost entirely from your own life' as a turning point in her development as a writer. Thoreau wouldn't have disagreed. 'Is not the poet bound to write his own biography?' he once observed. 'Is there any other work for him but a good journal?' In his case, the 'good journal' amounted to some two million words. There was philosophy, too, in his accumulations. 'Do not tread on the heels of your experience,' he once warned. Don't make an instant song and dance of it. 'Poetry puts an interval between the impression and the expression - waits till the seed germinates naturally.' The writer's exactitude, like the common ragwort's, is in the waiting.
The book uppermost in her mind as she wrote about Hank and his blacksmith, Davis remarks, was naturally The Wheelwright's Shop. What she doesn't tell us is that Sturt's arrival at 6 a.m. each day to unlock the shop provided an unexpected impetus to his literary ambitions. 'I thoroughly enjoyed getting afterwards into my gas-lit office and flattering myself that I was writing like Thoreau.' No wonder, really. Like Sturt, Thoreau had devoted a great deal of time and effort to the improvement of the family business (pencils, in this case, rather than wagons). That Into the Weeds should if not exactly encourage then at least leave room for such tracing of affinities is itself evidence of the increasing emphasis on locality in Davis's recent fiction. Can't and Won't includes 'Local Obits'; Our Strangers has 'Here in the Country' and the slyly Thoreauesque 'A Person Asked Me about Lichens', as well as 'Pardon the Intrusion', which would appear to have been downloaded from a WhatsApp neighbourhood group chat.
Thoreau remains the most explicit of the three in his conviction that the exactitude so painstakingly nourished in the development of local knowledge is an activity with (paradoxically) far-reaching moral, social and even political implications. Walden aside, he is now best known for leveraging a relatively trivial event - a night spent in jail for refusing to pay a state tax - into the manifesto-like 'Civil Disobedience', a no-holds-barred denunciation of slavery and warmongering. Fire-eating is not Davis's style. But there's a steeliness to her diffidence. The account she gives in Into the Weeds of how and why she came to write 'The Cows' includes a revealing aside about the strengths and limitations of the fellow feeling nurtured by exact observation:
I could see what these particular cows, my neighbour cows, preferred when given the almost complete freedom they had - to go in and out of the open door of their barn, to drink from a bathtub by the fence, to walk to a particular spot in their large field, in winter to stand still in the snow, broadside to the warm sun.

Almost complete: the ultimate constraint on the occupants of the field just across the road is a one-way trip to the abattoir. Thoreau proposed a more extravagant notion of freedom. He would like nothing better, he once declared, than to see his neighbour's cow break out of her pasture early in the spring and swim 'boldly' across the nearby river, a 'cold, grey tide' swollen by melted snow. Davis opts instead for a determination to do justice to the dignity attained by the least ostentatious lifeforms - weeds and the occasional bug - as they go about their daily business.
The  most ostentatious lifeform of them all has of course had a great deal to say over the centuries about what it feels like to find yourself walking, day after day, to a particular spot in a rather more elaborate version of a field. We train ourselves so laboriously to the fulfilment of our daily routines that they never quite settle into automatism. In Davis's more expansive (and to my mind most compelling) stories, feeling does not so much erupt within routine as amplify its curvature. People witter on at considerable length about all the stuff that bothers them, a good deal of it in a wholly negative way. Their accounts are unhurried, business-like and deceptively toneless. The details they provide cluster until, under the sheer weight of accumulation, one or other of them pops open to telling effect. A weed has flowered, as Thoreau might have put it, in the interval between impression and expression.
Davis's skill is to notice the way feeling snags on the various contingencies which by their indifference to its clamour make it visible to itself: a cane, a rug, a furnace, a caterpillar, an old shirt, a plate of chilli, the Mary Tyler Moore Show, a sock draped absent-mindedly from a back pocket, a man spelling out his name for the benefit of the clerk at a hotel reception desk. In 'The Seals', a woman broods during a long train journey on the death of a sister she had always loved but never, she feels, got to know. Her recollections settle at the story's end on a particular present from the sister: a pair of 'little white seals with perforated backs' meant to absorb the odours in a refrigerator. Any refrigerator? Or just one like hers, testimony to a life lived alone? 'If I bend down and move things around,' she observes, 'I can see them lying back there under the light that shines through some dried spilled things on the shelf above.' The story dares to imagine that this not especially likeable person may yet discover an almost complete freedom in the shared exactitude of a gift made precious by the note of reproof in its playfulness. Reason enough, surely, to want to write.
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We need a better plan
Alexander Bevilacqua

4403 wordsIn Williamstown, Kentucky 
, no small distance from the 'mountains of Ararat', the biblical resting place of Noah's Ark, a 510-foot-long wooden structure rises from a ridge. The Ark Encounter - less than an hour's drive from Cincinnati International Airport and within a day's drive of much of the Bible Belt - is an attempt to recreate Noah's ark from the account in Genesis. A shuttle bus takes visitors from the car park through a verdant landscape to a neo-Assyrian building called the Answers Centre, where creationist-friendly science textbooks are on sale next to Noah's Coffee. Outdoor speakers play music reminiscent of a fantasy video game. The Answers Centre looks out across a lake to the main attraction. The ark is massive (roughly the length of St Paul's Cathedral), handsome and very strange.
Entertainments are on offer: a petting zoo; camel rides; zip lines; virtual reality 'time travel'. There are flashes of humour: visitors can pose as a biblical patriarch in a cut-out panel; the refreshment stands promise 'a flood of refills'. Yet the attraction serves a serious purpose. Built by an evangelical Christian group called Answers in Genesis (AiG) and completed in 2016, the Ark Encounter makes the case that the story of Noah occurred exactly as told in Genesis: that humanity was saved by the eight people who built the vessel and boarded it together with seven pairs 'of every sort' of animal, then stayed on it during a deluge that lasted forty days and for a further 150 days when the floodwaters prevailed, plus the better part of a year as the waters receded. In Williamstown, the argument unfolds across the ark's three levels, which are filled not with live animals but with elaborate sets, dioramas, videos, illustrated panels and animatronics.
To build an ark, AiG had to resolve many practical questions that the Bible fails to address. God tells Noah in Genesis 6:15 that the ark is to be 300 cubits long. But what is a cubit? The unit denoted different measurements in antiquity and biblical exegetes have differed on the length meant in Genesis. The Ark Encounter settles on the longer royal cubit (20.4 inches) over the shorter common one. This yields a volume of 1.88 million cubic feet, or 'enough to contain nearly 450 semi-truck trailers'. In Genesis 6:14, God says to Noah: 'Make thee an ark of gopher wood.' But nobody knows what gopher wood is. The Ark Encounter is made of North American timber - Engelmann spruce, Douglas fir - and radiata pine from New Zealand. More important, is a wooden vessel of this scale viable? The largest wooden ship ever built, the schooner Wyoming, was 450 feet long on completion in 1909. When its planks came under stress in heavy seas it took on water, and in 1924 it sank, drowning the entire crew. The designers of the Ark Encounter claim that, with multiple layers of 'structural planking', including two additional layers below the waterline, their design could withstand similar pressure.
When Ken Ham, an Australian evangelical entrepreneur and the founder of AiG, was asked whether the ark was seaworthy, he replied: 'We didn't build it to float, because there is never going to be another global flood.' His confidence is grounded in the 'rainbow covenant', God's promise at the end of Noah's ordeal that 'neither shall all flesh be cut off any more by the waters of a flood; neither shall there any more be a flood to destroy the earth.' God offers a sign in the form of a rainbow, a reminder of this new covenant with 'every living creature of all flesh'. It was in reference to this that the German peasant leader Thomas Muntzer carried a rainbow banner into the battle of Frankenhausen in 1525.
As the visitor enters the hold of the ark, sound effects evoke frightened animals in captivity. Soon enough, viewers are presented with animatronic creatures in cages - on closer inspection, dinosaurs. Genesis gives no reason to believe that dinosaurs were not created on the sixth day along with the other wild animals and reptiles, and God did tell Noah to take 'every sort' of animal. If dinosaurs no longer roam the earth, the Flood can't be held responsible.
For all its ambition, the Ark Encounter does employ some workarounds. The most obvious concerns the injunction to bring 'two of every sort' on the ark (according to Genesis 6:19-20), or 'by sevens, the male and his female' of 'every clean beast' and every sort of bird and two each 'of beasts that are not clean' (according to Genesis 7:1-3). Scientists today estimate that there may be as many as 8.7 million extant animal species. In AiG's 'worst-case scenario', however, 'Noah was responsible for fewer than 6744 individual animals.' AiG argues that the Hebrew word min ('sort' or 'kind') does not correspond to the modern concept of species; it has developed its own classification system, which reduces all animals to a limited number of kinds (for example, felids encompass all cats great and small, canids all dogs and wolves). It estimates that there are 'fewer than 1400 known living and extinct kinds' among vertebrates on land. As for how dinosaurs could have fitted into the ark, the reasonable explanation is that they were juveniles - nowhere in Genesis does it say that Noah had to take adult animals on board.
Getting all the animals onto the ark was only the first step. How were they housed, fed and provided with enough water, light and air to survive? And how did eight people look after all of them? AiG suggests that Noah and his family devised solutions worthy of Archimedes or Leonardo: refillable feeders; a bamboo piping system for conveying rainwater from cisterns to the animal enclosures; angled trays to dispose of waste; separate solid and liquid waste collection with valves to prevent backflow. Moths could have been grown in baskets to feed reptiles, amphibians kept damp in special pots with cloth lids. Best of all, an elephant-powered treadmill could have activated a bucket system to 'scoop and dump' waste.
There is something a little too on the nose about biblical literalists building an ark. Yet as Philip Almond recounts in his new book, the same questions that preoccupy the evangelicals who visit the Ark Encounter have troubled Jews, Christians and Muslims for millennia. Almond argues that we underestimate the importance of Noah's story. To Christians, it offered a theological bridge between the Old and New Testaments: Noah was both a second Adam and, as the saviour of mankind, a proto-Christ. Yet many aspects of the story have seemed to require explanation. In addition to the practical questions, there are moral puzzles: God's remorse over having created humanity is hard to square with his perfection; he punishes human wickedness by taking innocent animal lives; Noah's righteousness is undermined by his inebriation after the Flood. In his wise and witty The Legend of Noah (1949), Don Cameron Allen interpreted the struggle with Noah's story as one between reason and faith. Almond's book is a learned complement to Allen's, with a broader chronological span, from antiquity to the present.
The story is full of inconsistencies. Did Noah have to bring two of every sort or seven (or even seven pairs) of every clean sort and one pair of every unclean sort, for example? According to the 'documentary hypothesis' formulated by the German scholar Julius Wellhausen in the 19th century, the Pentateuch is a composite of four earlier sources, with resulting duplications and discrepancies. Genesis 6-9 combines the 'Jahwist source' and the 'priestly source' so paradigmatically that the biblical scholar Richard Elliott Friedman uses it to explain the documentary hypothesis in his book Who Wrote the Bible? (1987). Other interpretative problems include dating the Flood and measuring its extent. Where did the waters come from, and where did they go? As the English theologian Thomas Burnet observed in the 17th century, 'the excessive quantity of water is the great difficulty, and the removal of it afterwards.'
The version of Noah's story that appears in the Hebrew Bible (which dates from around 500 BCE) is a reworking of Mesopotamian flood myths. In the earlier accounts, the motivation for the Flood is not mankind's wickedness, but overpopulation and the bother that humans cause the gods. In the Atrahasis epic, from the 18th century BCE, the god Ellil says: 'The noise of mankind has become too much./I am losing sleep over their racket.' (One way of understanding the story is that the first urban society inspired an unneighbourly fantasy of mass murder.) The ancient epics offer vivid details absent in the Bible's compressed account. In Gilgamesh, the deluge is so violent that 'even the gods took fright ... lying like dogs curled up in the open.' The Judean compilers interpreted these stories through the lens of Israelite theology. Recorded after the Judean return from the Babylonian exile, Noah's story seemed to mirror the predicament of a people beginning anew.
Many of the early responses to Noah expanded on the story, with a particular focus on the antediluvian Nephilim, the mysterious creatures mentioned in Genesis 6:4. Jewish apocalyptic writings such as the First Book of Enoch interpreted them as the offspring of angels and men, and blamed them for the corruption of the world before the Flood. The Book of Jubilees added such details as the name of Noah's wife, Emzara. As the rabbinic tradition developed, commentators continued this imaginative project, often with the purpose of resolving the contradictions of the biblical account. Rabbi Azariah, writing in the first century CE, thought that God punished the animals because 'all acted corruptly in the generation of the Flood: the dog with the wolf, the fowl with the peacock.' Rabbis debated the layout of the ark, taking a particular interest in the way it was lit. Pearls or gems were preferred solutions for refracting light to the lower levels. Jewish writers disagreed, however, about where the waste was kept: on the lowest deck, at the greatest distance from the human passengers, or on the upper level so that Noah could easily shovel it out?
That was the least of his problems. According to the Midrash Tanhuma, a biblical exegesis that dates from the early Middle Ages, during his twelve months on the ark Noah - who was then six hundred - 'had no opportunity to sleep, neither in the daytime nor at night, as he was busy feeding the souls that were with him'. The Sanhedrin, a book of the Talmud, imagines a witness report by Noah's son Shem: 'We had much trouble in the ark. The animals which are usually fed by day we fed by day; and those normally fed by night we fed by night. But my father did not know what was the food of the chameleon.' (The answer turned out to be worms.) The animals howled and cried in fear, and Noah compared the ark to a prison. Not only did he and his wife refrain from intercourse, the medieval rabbi Rashi writes, but sex between animals was proscribed too: 'Cattle and fowls also were separated, male and female, in the ark.' In a Dantean rhyming of punishment with sin, the Talmud holds that the flood waters were boiling. As Rabbi Hisda put it, 'with hot semen they sinned, and with hot water they were punished.' Though they were not included on the ark, some fish must have found a way to survive. Muslim scholars had equally colourful responses to the story. The historian al-Kisa'i imagined the ark as having a bird-shaped prow and jewelled wings. The anthologist al-Tha'alabi had Noah honour the parrot, who was allowed 'on the upper level out of solicitude, lest anything evil kill it'. Also on the upper deck, according to al-Tha'alabi, was the (presumably mummified) corpse of Adam, dividing the women and men.
Others interpreted the ark as allegory. For the Hellenistic Jewish writer Philo of Alexandria, the Flood represented the passions, the ark the human body. The analogy is pursued to breaking point: the ark's decks represent the stages of digestion, its window the anus. Allegorical readings flourished among the Church Fathers. According to Origen, he who receives the word of God is 'building an ark of salvation within his own heart'. Augustine, who associated the wood of the ark with the wood of Christ's cross, compared the window to the wound in the side of Christ from which flowed the sacraments of the Church. The variety of animals on board indicated that the Church contained all nations. Christian writers also treated the Hebrew Bible as a prefiguration of the Gospels or the Church - what's known as the typological reading. The Flood prefigured immersion baptism: both washed away sin. The dove represents the Holy Spirit, and the ark the Church itself. Tertullian sums it up: 'To our flesh, as it emerges from the [baptismal] font, after its old sins, flies the dove of the Holy Spirit, bringing us the peace of God, sent out from the heavens, where is the Church, the typified ark.'
In the 12th century, the theologian Hugh of Saint-Victor grappled with the literal aspects of the story, devoting individual chapters to the size and shape of the ark. Genesis is rather elliptical about the ark's form: the word used to describe it (tevah in Hebrew) appears only once more in the Hebrew Bible, to describe Moses's rush basket (translated in the King James Version as the 'ark of bulrushes'). Origen had imagined a square pyramid floating on a raft, but Hugh understood that such a structure would capsize immediately. He gave the ark a hull, then placed a sloped roof on the top and a door and window at the side. As Almond writes, Hugh's ark soon became 'the standard depiction'.
The Christian effort to make Noah's story intelligible grew more vigorous in the centuries between the late Middle Ages and the Enlightenment. In his Opera Geometrica (1554), the French mathematician Johannes Buteo treated the ark as a geometry problem. Rejecting both the pyramid and house designs, Buteo settled on a prism structure with three decks. While Origen had cheated by interpreting the cubit as the 'geometrical cubit' (nine feet), which made the ark 2700 feet long, Buteo's cubit was eighteen inches and his ark 450 feet long. He counted all the different animals, then reduced 'all these species of animals ... by comparing them to three well-known species: the cow, the sheep and the wolf'. The elephant, for example, was equivalent to four cows. The literary scholar Laurie Shannon has written that Buteo's methods 'elide animal properties and peculiarities ... to create a biomass of flesh measurable - and divisible'. As a result, he was able to calculate the available space on the ark and found there was even room for a fish tank.
This approach was handy when estimating the food supply. Buteo wasn't convinced by Augustine's notion that the inhabitants of the ark kept a vegetarian diet; he saw no scriptural reason why additional animals couldn't have been brought along as dinner. In his estimation, the herbivores amounted to the equivalent of four hundred cows, each eating one cubic cubit of hay a day, so 146,000 bales would have been required to cover the year. The carnivores, equivalent to forty pairs of wolves, needed ten sheep a day, meaning 3650 additional sheep. Buteo's approach became the standard interpretation in an era that increasingly sought to reconcile biblical history with the laws of nature. As Allen puts it, science 'had finally entered the story of Noah'.
Following in Buteo's footsteps, Athanasius Kircher offered the 'most elaborate' 17th-century account of the ark. Kircher had inventive solutions to the holes in the original story: the humans on board refrained from intercourse because they were too sad; animal overpopulation was avoided by feeding excess offspring to the carnivores; contractors built the ark but refused Noah's message of salvation (this at once explained how the ark was built and absolved Noah of exploitation). Kircher also considered the various fantastical animals that appear on the ark in certain accounts, denying passage to most of them on grounds of non-existence. He thought that the unicorn, for example, was a misidentified rhinoceros. Buteo and Kircher's estimates for the total number of animals are strikingly low. Buteo reduced the animal kingdom to four hundred cow equivalents and eighty wolf equivalents; Kircher counted 130 kinds of land-based animal, 150 kinds of bird and thirty kinds of snake. Reports of new species may have been arriving from the Americas, Africa and Asia, but the European world was still very small.
Noah's story had to be reconciled not only with the world's fauna but also with the diversity of peoples. Noah's three sons (Shem, Ham and Japheth) had long been associated with Asia, Africa and Europe, but this has no textual grounding. Similarly, the 'curse of Ham' - the notion that the descendants of Ham's son Canaan were punished for Ham's seeing his father naked - is a creative reading of a puzzling episode. Nevertheless, the idea that the curse explained why some people had dark skin proved popular. (The curse of Ham isn't mentioned at the Ark Encounter, though Ham's wife is depicted as Black.)
In the 17th century, marine fossils began to be recognised for what they were - traces of prehistoric life - and to inform discussions of the early history of the world, including the Flood. They weren't received as proof of the universal deluge, in part because they were too widely dispersed to record a single climatic event. Moreover, the fossilised shells of ammonites bore witness to organisms that no longer lived, an apparent contradiction of the instruction to bring 'two of every kind' aboard the ark. (Premodern thought encompassed the notion of degeneration but not extinction.) Some naturalists, such as John Ray, simply admitted they didn't have all the answers. John Woodward of Gresham College reconciled the Flood with the emergence of fossils by imagining a slurry of water and soil that deposited different objects according to their weight. Over time, he argued, the ground shifted, elevating some strata and burying others.
The new knowledge of nature didn't necessarily alienate its students from the Bible. Between 1731 and 1735, the Swiss doctor Johann Jakob Scheuchzer produced Physica Sacra, known colloquially as the Kupfer-Bibel or copperplate Bible. Its lavish illustrations included depictions of ammonites, fossils and geological formations, as well as mastodon bones, all of which Scheuchzer thought supported the Genesis account. He also described a fossil, recently found near Lake Constance, which he took to be a remainder of 'man, witness of the Flood'. (Eighty years later, Georges Cuvier demonstrated that it was in fact an extinct giant salamander.)
By the late 18th century, it was possible to write a history of the earth without mentioning Noah at all. Les Epoques de la nature (1778) by Georges-Louis Leclerc, comte de Buffon, offered a planetary history from the beginning of time. It discussed early deluges but made no mention of a universal flood, much less an ark. Was Noah becoming obsolete? Not quite: Buffon still sought to reconcile the geological age of the planet with biblical time. In private, he estimated that the earth was between three and ten million years old, but in print he put it at around 75,000 years: still shocking to pious Christians but not, he must have thought, beyond their imaginative capacity. He elegantly reconciled this with biblical chronology by suggesting that the days of creation were not 24-hour periods but eras of variable length.
Not everyone was so delicate. Thomas Jefferson, who cut up the Bible with a razor and kept only the parts he found credible (not many), examined theories of the deluge in his Notes on the State of Virginia (1785). Jefferson saw little evidence for a universal flood. What troubled him was that no adequate explanation had been found for the presence of fossils (which he called 'petrified shells') in mountainous areas. After reviewing several hypotheses, he concluded that 'ignorance is preferable to error; and he is less remote from the truth who believes nothing, than he who believes what is wrong.'
Buteo and Kircher  would have admired the ingenuity of the Ark Encounter's solutions, but its underlying worldview is distinctly modern. AiG promotes a school of thought known as 'Young Earth creationism', which was popularised by John Whitcomb and Henry Morris in The Genesis Flood (1961). Unlike 'Old Earth creationists' or 'intelligent design' theorists, who diverge from the biblical account of Creation in six days but nevertheless interpret the natural world as evidence of divine creation, Young Earth creationists insist that the Bible be read literally. In their view, to reject biblical chronology or suggest that Noah didn't actually bring two of every kind on the ark is to doubt the whole Bible, and thereby to undermine the doctrine of Adam's fall and man's salvation. Old Earth creationism is for them 'the worst of both worlds'. As one of the wall texts at the Ark Encounter puts it, 'if we cannot believe God concerning how He made the universe, then why should we believe Him about the salvation offered through Jesus Christ?'
In a final sequence, narrated across large comic-book panels, we meet a college student called Gabriela, a lapsed Christian who is told in a lecture that the Bible has 'gone through countless revisions and translations. There's no way to know what was originally written.' Moved by the deathbed injunction of her father, and unsettled by a (somewhat) debauched college party and her own close call with death, she is eventually born again. The Ark Encounter has revealed its enemy: the modern university, which imparts not just science but secular ideology. These cultural politics are made even more explicit at another AiG initiative, the Creation Museum, which opened in 2007 in Petersburg, Kentucky. By moving creationism from the church to the museum, AiG has pursued a form of 'plausibility politics', as the sociologist Kathleen Oberlin puts it. Its approach is summarised by the slogan 'one world, two views': believers don't need to choose between religion and science; creationism merely offers a different interpretation of the same physical reality. Yet where the Ark Encounter is imaginative, almost playful, the Creation Museum is a cruder venture. A diorama of Adam and Eve committing original sin leads to a room filled with black and white images of the Holocaust, atomic warfare and heroin addicts.
We are used to thinking of the battle line between natural science and creationism as the one drawn at the Scopes Trial of 1925, which concerned the teaching of evolution in Tennessee public schools. But starting in the 1930s, creationists such as Dudley Joseph Whitney began to adopt elements of the theory of natural selection. 'If we insist upon the fixity of species,' Whitney wrote, 'we make the Ark more crowded than a sardine can.' Asserting that all present-day species had derived from a smaller number on the ark helped 'simplify the Ark problem greatly'. Some of his peers thought that he had 'given up half the battle' to Darwinism; yet his approach is the same one taken by AiG. Young Earth creationists accept many aspects of evolution, while maintaining that speciation only happens within 'kinds' and on a dramatically compressed timescale. (They also exclude humans from any evolutionary processes.)
Both the Creation Museum and the Ark Encounter argue that modern geoscience - the true enemy of Young Earth creationism - is less certain than it seems and doesn't account for everything. Geological formations emerged quickly, the theory goes, and most organisms which became fossils were buried swiftly as the flood waters rose. Had the Grand Canyon been formed over millions of years, AiG's director of research, Andrew Snelling, claims, it would show more evidence of erosion between layers.
Only a thirty-minute drive from the Ark Encounter is Big Bone Lick Park, an important site in the development of palaeontology. On a visit in 1807, the explorer William Clark dug up bones belonging to prehistoric mastodons. Some of the bones were sent to Paris, where they helped Cuvier to formulate the modern theory of extinction. The cast of a mastodon skeleton is mounted in the atrium of the Creation Museum. When I visited, a guard asked: 'Want me to take your picture with the dinosaur?'
Dinosaurs are everywhere at the Creation Museum. The prize artefact is the skeleton of a thirty-foot allosaurus nicknamed Ebenezer, from the Morrison Formation in Colorado - one of the most complete allosaurus skeletons ever found. We are told that Ebenezer is one of the unlucky dinosaurs that died in the Flood. Perhaps the curators didn't wish to make children choose between loving dinosaurs and respecting God's word, but Young Earth creationists also need to fit these creatures into their compressed history of the planet. They argue that dinosaurs survived the Flood, thanks to Noah, then later became extinct. Dragons, the Creation Museum suggests, derive from a cultural memory of human-dinosaur co-existence.
The intellectual effort required to develop multiple pseudosciences would be a quirky postmodern coda to the intellectual endeavours of the Middle Ages and Renaissance, if only it were politically innocent. In his book Climate Change for Kids (2024), Ken Ham denies the reality of anthropogenic climate change, if not climate change as such. A passage from Noah's story remains the guiding star: 'While the earth remaineth, seedtime and harvest, and cold and heat, and summer and winter, and day and night shall not cease.' If the deluge was an anthropogenic climate event (in the sense that humans had it coming), God promised it would be the last.
AiG doesn't have a monopoly on contemporary interpretations of the ark. A Dutch carpenter and creationist called Johan Huibers built his 'half-size' ark - 230 feet long - after a dream in which he saw his country 'disappearing under an enormous mass of water' (fifty years earlier, in 1953, the North Sea Flood killed almost two thousand people in the Netherlands). In 2010, he sold it to the impresario Aad Peters, who turned it into a travelling gallery of Bible stories. When Peters brought the ark to the UK in 2019, Extinction Rebellion activists boarded the vessel. On one side they hung a giant banner bearing the words: 'We need a better plan than this.'
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Poem
Phoenix
Don Paterson

Once, they caught me in a snare
and plucked me to the pink
and left my feather-shafts to cure
in salt and flowers of zinc
they rolled them up in mutton fat
and set them by their cots
then dealt my flesh by quartering
my perfect skin by lots
but my flayed head waited till first light
to die up to my name
and then on every nightstand stood
a house-high spout of flame
At dawn, my feathers bright with blood
my head a fiery crown
I rose, and with a shriek took wing
above the blazing town




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.lrb.co.uk/the-paper/v48/n04/don-paterson/phoenix



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Kin-Slaying
Barbara Newman

1803 wordsEarly  modernists have long bragged, to the annoyance of medievalists, that their period invented such concepts as 'the individual' and 'scientific rationality'. More recently, medievalists have laid claim to evils such as racism and xenophobia, less to vindicate their period than to place themselves where the academic action is. Entering the vigorous debate over the origins of nationalism, Lindy Brady maintains that it was not in fact a medieval construct. As she argues in The Origin Legends of Early Medieval Britain and Ireland, when medieval historians traced the genesis of the islands' four peoples, they rarely claimed ethnic superiority for their own nation. Early modern authors, however, did so with zeal.
Like all historians, medieval writers had biases, but they privileged the social markers of class, religion and language over 'nation' or gens. Brady asserts that of the four peoples in question - the Britons (Welsh), Irish, Anglo-Saxons and Picts (proto-Scots) - it's significant that each group's origin myth was first recorded by a writer of a different nationality. Through a careful study of manuscript transmission, she shows that the legends did not develop independently but in dialogue, as later writers read and elaborated on older versions. These recorded legends have nothing to do with actual history ('needless to say'), so she excludes potential sources of corroborating evidence such as archaeology. Fair enough, for a literary study, but the reader cannot help but wonder what oral traditions lay behind the texts and whether they preserved a trace of historical memory. For example, Bede tells us that the elusive Picts sailed to Ireland and Britain from 'Scythia', an ill-defined region on the Eurasian steppe. That seems unlikely, but then where did they come from? If the Picts were not a cohesive ethnic group but a heterogeneous coalition of Iron Age tribes, as some scholars now think, what gave rise to the Scythian story? Given the absence of Pictish texts, we may never know.
In addition to Bede's Ecclesiastical History of the English People, Brady's sources include two other Latin texts and two in Middle Irish. Gildas, a sixth-century Briton, wrote On the Ruin and Conquest of Britain less as a historian than as a prophet, presenting the Britons' defeat at the hands of Anglo-Saxon invaders as divine punishment for their sins, like Israel's lost battles in the Old Testament. A ninth-century Latin text called The History of the Britons, sometimes ascribed to 'Nennius', introduces the Saxon brothers Hengist and Horsa. Supposedly exiles from Germany, they were hired by the British king Vortigern as mercenaries to fight his Irish and Pictish enemies, only to overthrow Vortigern himself. Hengist ('stallion') and Horsa ('horse') are probably mythic figures, but they feature prominently in the histories. Hengist appears in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, Beowulf, the Icelandic Prose Edda and Geoffrey of Monmouth, who as usual invents a lively tale about him. While there is no reason these brothers could not have existed, it's probably not a coincidence that ancient Germanic peoples worshipped a pair of divine twins in the form of horses. This myth has survived in some unlikely places. John Aubrey ascribed the Uffington White Horse to the brothers, though more recent archaeologists have dated it even earlier, to the Bronze Age. In Lower Saxony, the horse-head gables featured on many farmhouses were still referred to as 'Hengst und Hors' as late as 1875.
The History of the Britons was translated into Irish Gaelic as the Lebor Bretnach. A later Irish work, the Lebor Gabala Erenn, combines this translation with a variety of biblical, classical, late antique and earlier Irish sources that no longer survive on their own. Although many ancestral founders are named in the texts, settlement of the islands is seen as proceeding by fits and starts. A ship may dock and its crew increase and multiply, only to be wiped out by battle or plague. A new landing party then has to start from scratch. One clear sign of the legends' literary origin is the number of ancestors who are said to have come from Egypt (via the biblical book of Exodus), Troy (via the Aeneid) or Rome (via Brutus, a descendant of Aeneas). It is hardly possible to unravel this tangled web, let alone find consistency among the tales, but one thing is clear: all the insular peoples knew their ancestors were refugees. The origin myths of indigenous peoples, such as those of North America or Australia, are strikingly different. They involve creator gods and goddesses, a dependence on nature, and animals as teachers and guardian spirits, suggesting a rootedness in the landscape. The insular legends, on the other hand, require migration and more or less violent struggle.
Three themes occur again and again: exile, kin-slaying and a choice between incest or intermarriage with the locals. Early medieval historians had no access to the myth of Oedipus, yet that archetype hangs over their tales. Kin-slaying, a crime whose punishment was often exile, could explain why the founding figures arrived in a new land. The most famous fratricides of antiquity, Cain and Romulus, both went on to found cities and dynasties. Although regarded with abhorrence, kin-slaying was not uncommon in dynastic struggles. Legends sometimes mitigated the notoriety of the crime by declaring it accidental. In Beowulf, Prince Haethcyn unintentionally slays his brother, Herebeald, in a hunting accident, leaving their father doubly burdened by grief and an inability to avenge his eldest son's death. In despair, King Hrethel abandons life's joys and chooses 'God's light', i.e. he either dies of grief or enters a monastery. In the Historia Brittonum Arthur slays his own son, there called Amr, without recognising him. Amr is buried in a miraculous tomb whose measurements are never the same twice, a marvel later transferred to Merlin. Partholon is said, in the Lebor Gabala Erenn, to have settled Ireland with a thousand men and women after slaying his own parents and fleeing his homeland. The population thrived until retribution for Partholon's crime came in the form of a plague that wiped out the population in a single week.
Surprisingly, incest seems less problematic than intermarriage as a means of populating new lands. One explanation lies in the Hebrew Bible, which is full of examples - from the vexed question of where Cain got his wife to the stories of Abraham's marriage to his half-sister, Sarah, and Lot's incest with his daughters. The incest is excused by the daughters' belief that their father was the only male to survive the fall of Sodom and Gomorrah. Their sons go on to found the nations of Moab and Ammon, placing those peoples under a lasting cloud of infamy. Even so, biblical writers expressed a strong preference for endogamy, explicitly prohibiting intermarriage with the Canaanite tribes. Ethnic mingling, they feared, would lead to cultic mingling and so to apostasy. Some patriarchs did take foreign wives - Joseph and Asenath, Moses and Zipporah - but they were the exceptions. The author of Ruth boldly violated Deuteronomic law by depicting Boaz and his Moabite wife as the great-grandparents of King David.
Although the incest taboo is not strongly rooted in the Bible, medieval canon law enforced it by greatly broadening the prohibited degrees of marriage. This left the Torah as a thorny problem for exegetes. St Augustine explained that even if 'men took their sisters as wives' out of necessity in a sparsely populated world, this once respectable custom became reprehensible as populations grew. But on desolate islands awaiting settlement, the prospect of incest re-emerged. Father-daughter incest figures in both the Anglo-Saxon and Irish origin narratives. Gerald of Wales condemns the Welsh for frequent marriages to kin, which they defended as a necessity to preserve their noble blood. Marriage to outsiders, such as Vortigern's union with the daughter of Hengist, could be tricky because they gave foreigners (or indeed, the native peoples) the upper hand in political negotiations. Quasi-incestuous marriages between the scions of Europe's kings remained troublesome as long as monarchs held power, leading to hereditary mental illness, haemophilia and other genetic ills.
In her final chapter, Brady turns to early modern historians, who were driven more by nationalism and a desire to prove the honour of their respective nations (not just their antiquity). Anti-Celtic racism rears its head in many of the chronicles. Raphael Holinshed, one of Shakespeare's principal sources, is not alone in denouncing the Scots as 'an unprofitable, brutish, & untameable nation', which 'neither the sugred courtesie, nor sharpe swords of the Romans could mollifie'. John of Fordun makes a distinction between lowland Scots ('of domestic and civilised habits, trusty, patient and urbane'), and the highlanders and islanders, who remain 'savage and untamed', hostile to the English and to others of their own nation. But early modern writers also wanted to establish a more critical historiography, less reliant on fabulous tales such as that of the giants who once inhabited Britain. Geoffrey Keating, writing in Irish to defend his nation's history in 1634, took older 'foreign' historians to task for failing to use reliable sources. On the one hand, the Romans and Saxons had destroyed many historical records; on the other, writers who were 'blindly ignorant in the language of the country' couldn't read the records that survived. Hence, among their many errors, medieval historians had asserted that Ireland owed tribute to King Arthur. But this could not have been the case because 'King Gillamar', who allegedly paid it, had never been king of Ireland. Similarly, William Camden debunks numerous fictional ancestors, including 'Scota the Aegyptian Pharaoes daughter' and a slew of 'counterfet Demi-gods and Worthies' - retroactive inventions based on the names of peoples or places.
The origin legend was a widespread medieval genre used to account not only for peoples and nations, but also for the rise of cities, dynasties, monasteries and even landscape features. To know who we are, we need to know who we have been, and to that end either myth or history will suffice. The British descendants of 'Brutus' were hardly more fanciful than the Lusignans, a French crusading dynasty that traced its origins to the fairy Melusine, half woman, half serpent. But if, as Brady argues, 'unease about the historicity of origin legends marked the beginning of their end,' it was a very slow demise. Myth-laden as they were, the medieval legends were in one sense more modern than those of the 16th and 17th centuries because they still conceived of insular history as an interdependent whole. More critical, yet also more nationalistic, early modern writers introduced a competitive streak that made the defence of one's own national history dependent on the discrediting of others, splintering the four polities just as English colonialism was striving to unite them under a single crown.
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Diary
Divorce, Beijing Style
Long Ling

3586 wordsWhat colour  is a divorce certificate? I'd heard it was green - a neat visual counterpoint to the bright red marriage certificate. Red in Chinese culture is the colour of happiness, of joy and also of officialdom. Marriages are announced on red banners; gifts are enclosed in red envelopes. Brides wear red dresses and use red bedsheets, and there are red scraps of firecrackers in the dust at the end of the wedding day. It seemed fitting to me that the divorce certificate should be green, just as the opposition of marriage and divorce is reflected in the location of the two registration offices: their doors are opposite each other at the end of a long corridor in the Civil Affairs Bureau.
Last month, my friend Xiwang told me that her marriage of 25 years was ending. She and her husband had entered the thirty-day 'cooling-off period' instituted in 2021 as one of several measures intended to slow down the divorce rate. I first met Xiwang and her boyfriend in the 1990s, when we were all studying economics at a Beijing university. We were poor students, but China's GDP growth rate had been in double digits for three consecutive years. The Shanghai Stock Exchange had recently opened, stories of 'stock market millionaires' were widespread and the most prominent spot on the bookstalls next to the university was occupied by the bestseller China Can Say No, which argued that China should find its own identity as a global superpower. With no mobile phones, no computers and no televisions in the university dormitories, we spent our weekends at the China Workers' Movement College watching pirated American blockbusters. At the end of term, Xiwang and her boyfriend would cycle to the National Library - an hour's journey each way - to look up reference materials for their assignments. In Beijing, it gets dark early in winter, and riding home their faces would turn bright red from the cold. We all believed that the future of the student couple was full of hope, just like China's politics and economy.
I obtained my red marriage certificate in a different way. A couple of months after I began working for a Communist Party newspaper, my name was added to a list held by matchmakers, who, together with the Communist Youth League and the All-China Women's Federation, aimed to find partners for the unmarried. One day after work, I sat down in a hotpot restaurant near the newspaper offices across from an educated man who worked for a prestigious government department. Before we met, I knew his rank and salary, his housing situation, his educational achievements and his family background. He also knew mine. I had nothing against him, but I decided to marry the second man I met, this time on a blind date at a Peking roast duck restaurant. We registered our marriage six months later.
I asked him to meet me at the Civil Affairs Bureau in the hutong next to my office, an hour before my morning editorial meeting. I knew that would give us enough time to complete the registration and I wouldn't be late for work. He arrived by bus wearing a short-sleeved white shirt tucked into a pair of loose grey trousers, with his belt fastened above the waistline - typical civil servant attire. His appearance and manner weren't like that of my university classmates or friends. But he wasn't my classmate or friend - he was my fiance.
He looked happy. We didn't shake or hold hands. We waited with a few other couples for the registration office to open. I couldn't tell from looking at them whether the couples we followed to the end of the corridor were there to register their marriage or their divorce. One couple turned to the right; the rest turned to the left. It took me twenty years to go through both doors.
One thing that gnawed away at Xiwang's marriage - and also at mine - was the treatment of women in Chinese society. Even in 2026, equality in marriage is difficult to achieve. Married women work full time while acting as single parents. ('Widow-style parenting', as we call it, is common in China.) The other parent is not entirely absent; he decides on major issues, such as which university the children should attend, which course they should take, which industry they should enter and where the family should spend Chinese New Year, in his or his wife's hometown.
Confucian concepts, deeply ingrained in Chinese society, emphasise male superiority: 'There are three unfilial acts, and the greatest is to have no male heir.' Because Xiwang gave birth to a girl, her mother-in-law refused to see her granddaughter, let alone help care for the child. In 2016, after the government lifted the one-child policy, Xiwang succumbed to her husband and in-laws' pressure to have a second child. She had another daughter. Only a boy is considered a 'descendant' in the Confucian sense.
The success of a marriage depends not only on the way a couple arranges domestic duties or whether they are faithful to each other. For CCP members, it also depends on the extent to which a couple can meet the party's demands without destroying their marriage. Party members who reach the level of deputy division head must report their personal affairs each year to the party organisation and inspection department, a policy strengthened after Xi Jinping became general secretary. The scope - and corresponding penalties - of party requirements regarding personal affairs has increased progressively, becoming a tool for party control over officials. Every year, tens of thousands of party members are disciplined for incomplete reports or concealing information. An error in reporting an investment insurance product purchased ten years ago or the value of your stocks and funds can mean that not only you but your spouse will be warned, disciplined or refused promotion. Without promotion, your career in the civil service reaches a dead end. Every January, when party members must report, tempers run high in families and home life becomes strained.
The pressures increase with career advancement. A 50-year-old male cadre at the division level, like Xiwang's husband, will probably retire between the ages of 60 and 62. Before retirement, he still has a chance of being promoted to deputy director; lucky individuals might even reach the level of director. In Xiwang's husband's hometown, a city in Hebei province with a population of seven million, there are only fifty cadres at the deputy director or director level. Officials at this rank enjoy substantial benefits: subsidised housing, a higher pension, free medical services with a special 'blue book' (issued only to high-level officials) that grants lifelong access to top-tier hospitals, eliminating the need to compete for appointments with the rest of the population.
While there is no guaranteed route to progression, we all know the red lines that, once crossed, will prevent advancement. Disciplinary action (warnings, demerits, demotions or dismissals), investigation by the party or government for possible violations, disloyalty to the party, 'two-faced' behaviour, falsifying personal records, failing to report personal information or indulging in 'ambiguous' relationships with foreign countries can all result in a promotion veto, or much worse. Engaging in personal business ventures or having a spouse with 'complex' social roles or economic relationships, or a spouse or child who has emigrated, all damage one's chances of promotion.
Divorce is no longer a disqualifying factor for promotion. Many of the party's top leaders (including Xi Jinping) have acknowledged their own marital troubles. The party's attitude to extramarital affairs is also tolerant. As long as neither person involves their workplace or causes a public scandal, an affair needn't result in a negative evaluation. However, if one of the couple 'makes a fuss', the consequences can jeopardise career and party advancement. In general, a stable marriage still gives the party organisation confidence in a member and is viewed positively. It's better to arrange a quick and decisive divorce, ideally followed by remarriage, than to let things drag on.
My husband and I agreed to divorce on the Minor New Year, the day that marks the beginning of preparations for the Chinese New Year. According to tradition, the Kitchen God is worshipped that day. From his position beside the stove, the Kitchen God learns every family secret. At the end of the year, he returns to heaven to give his report on the family to a committee of gods, who decide on the amount of good or bad luck that will accrue to the family in the following year. Unsurprisingly, a family's first task in preparing for the New Year is to sweeten the Kitchen God. In my childhood home, a print from a woodcut of the Kitchen God hung on the kitchen wall. By the year's end the print was brown from exposure to heat and smoke. My grandmother would make malt sugar from wheat, dip a chopstick into a teacup half-filled with the creamy liquid and spread it on the Kitchen God's mouth. He smiled at me, the malt sugar dripping from the corners of his lips. 'Now he can only say sweet things about us to heaven's committee,' grandma would say. I was more interested in the malt sugar left in the teacup.
We didn't choose the Minor New Year because we were superstitious. It was just the last day that year when my husband could excuse himself from his office for several hours and when the registration office was still open to deal with couples who couldn't wait until after the holiday.
I had the necessary documents with me: my ID card, marriage certificate, a two-inch standard photo. The only thing missing was the divorce agreement, which my husband had drafted. It consisted of just two pages; there wasn't much to fight over. Our apartment was 'affordable housing' allocated by the government, which we weren't allowed to sell. We had one old car and not much money in the bank. In terms of material possessions, we were poor. Our only financial commitment was our child's education expenses: a clause in the agreement stated that we would each pay half.
I added a clause stating that if either party lost their income before retirement, the other party would, on a voluntary basis, pay their ex-spouse half of their former salary. My husband's job is stable, unless he violates party rules, a possibility that places the civil servant among the high-risk professions in Chinese society. My salary was on a contract. My husband thought 'half his salary' was too little to live on and suggested replacing it with 'each party should try his or her best to support the other party in times of hardship.' 'Does that have any legal force?' I asked. 'This provision concerns the eventuality that, by bad luck, you are deprived of everything. Half your monthly salary will be enough to keep you alive.' He fell silent and agreed to retain the clause. His salary hadn't contributed much to our family finances, but his social connections had provided a good school for our child, as well as more trivial benefits, such as free fruit or boxes of tea. Those things wouldn't appear on the divorce agreement.
He made a revision, too. The law requires that the contract should include the sentence: 'The affection between both parties has indeed broken down irretrievably.' This is the legal basis for divorce, in theory and practice. He wanted to remove 'indeed'. He offered to print copies of the agreement in his office and bring them to the registration. I reminded him not to use a shared printer.
The office opened at 1 p.m. I arrived on time. He was late. I walked into the office alone. Behind a long high counter stood four clerks. For a few seconds, I wasn't sure what to do, then I realised that marriage and divorce registration services were now provided by the same office. I didn't need to turn right at the end of the corridor. The clerks were all middle-aged women, unsmiling, devoid of expression, just like the clerks who had dealt with my marriage registration twenty years earlier. There was a waiting area with a dozen round plastic tables, each surrounded by four plastic chairs.
The hall was so big that the light from the windows couldn't illuminate it all, leaving half the tables in shadow. Its size reflected a social shift. Since 2003, China's divorce rate has been rising. It peaked in 2019 with 4.7 million registered divorces. In 2024, the divorce-to-marriage registration ratio reached a record high: for every 100 registered marriages there were about 58 registered divorces. Last year around 2.74 million divorces were registered. The millions of couples who end their marriage follow one of two paths: the combative route of litigation or the quieter path of mutual agreement. Most - more than 70 per cent - choose the quiet route and register at Civil Affairs Bureaus. The alternative, going to the People's Court, is a gruelling experience. In around 80 per cent of cases, judges rule against divorce at the first hearing, arguing that the relationship has not yet completely broken down, even in cases of assault. The couple must then wait six months to try again.
All the tables in the registration hall were empty. Several people passed by and gave me an inquiring look. A single woman here wasn't a good sign. The scene reminded me of something. Was it the wedding venue in his village where I put on heavy make-up, a hairdo with too much spray, and waited for almost a hundred guests, most of whom I didn't know and would never meet again? Was it the room with rows of empty chairs in the Children's Hospital, where one night I held the pale body of my child, who had vomited profusely because an antibiotic drip had upset his stomach? Was it a restaurant on a business trip where I accompanied party bosses to a never-ending banquet and sat through a long night of drinking and card games?
I was browsing a leaflet when my husband arrived. He looked grim and carried a thin folder in one hand. I stood up and waved to him even though I was the only one in the empty hall. It would be the last day, the last hour, perhaps, that we were married. Before I could say anything, he asked: 'Why didn't you take a registration number?' I understood what he meant. It wasn't easy for both of us to arrange to be here on the last business day of the year. I should have taken a registration number while waiting for him so that we could make efficient use of his time.
A woman behind the counter looked at us and asked: 'What is your business?' 'Divorce.' 'Your documents? Sit there and wait for your number to be called.' She checked our documents and gave us a paper slip. None of the other clerks looked up or smiled. I forgave them their coldness, as it would surely be wrong to welcome a divorcing couple with a warm smile. 'Nice to see you here! How can I help you divorce today?' Better an expressionless face.
There were ten registration rooms facing the waiting area. Above each door, a red LED board showed the number being served. When the LED light turned off, a couple would walk out of the office and a new number would flash up. When our turn came, we entered one of the simply furnished, functional rooms. Along the back wall stood a row of grey metal filing cabinets, familiar to anyone who has worked in a government office. A woman in her late thirties sat behind a grey desk, so big that according to the ministerial office regulations it could only belong to a director-level official. There was enough space for three people to sign papers at the same time without mixing up documents. In the opposite corner was an all-in-one copier and printer machine next to a water dispenser. There was nothing personal or interesting in this space.
'Come, sit down please.' She wore no make-up, not even lipstick, and her hair was tied in a ponytail. I forgot her clothing almost at once. It was clear that she wanted only to express her professionalism: she had removed any feminine aspects of her appearance on purpose. After checking our IDs and certificates, she asked the routine questions: 'Have both parties agreed to divorce?' 'Do you both agree with the text of the agreement?' Yes, and yes. She then started to read the agreement line by line. I could feel my husband becoming a little uneasy, as if his work was being checked by a junior colleague.
She found no significant errors, but there were some points she asked us to improve. 'You should sign three copies, not four. What is the use of the fourth copy?' My husband started to explain but stopped. He couldn't give a reason. 'Our regulations require three copies, not four. Change four to three here.' I picked up a pen and marked what she said on the paper. My experienced editing marks reassured her. 'Revise the agreement please, print out three new copies and bring them back to me.'
I felt a twitch of frustration, but we were almost there; we just needed version 2.0 of the agreement. To my surprise, the registration hall didn't provide print or photocopy services. 'Is there a print shop nearby?' A woman behind the counter answered in a stony voice: 'Go out of the door, turn right.' It was a windy winter afternoon. The area looked deserted: many people had returned home for the holiday. The map on my phone made us walk round the block for fifteen minutes before we found a Kodak, with a narrow door and no windows.
The owner was working by a photocopying machine while chatting to a female client. He told me to use the computer to print out my document. The Lenovo desktop's large but fuzzy screen displayed both pages of the agreement simultaneously. The female client, leaning on the desk, stiffened slightly. She must have looked at the screen and read the title. I finished the revision quickly, sent three copies to print, saved and closed the document, emailed it to myself, deleted it and erased it from the computer's trash bin. 'One yuan per page, six yuan in total,' the man said. I thanked him and scanned the QR code to pay. My husband had no way of paying. Like other senior government officials, he carried no cash, had no credit cards or any payment app on his phone. He didn't deal with money in daily life. 'Did you delete it from the computer?' he asked. 'Yes,' I replied. 'Permanently.'
The clerk at the registration office was satisfied with our efficiency. 'I need to remind you both: once the agreements are signed, your divorce will be officially affirmed. You cannot take it back. Do you understand?' We did. If only the marriage registration clerk had offered me a similar warning before I signed those documents twenty years ago.
'Now please sign here, here and here. You sign first; he signs later.' She passed me a red inkpad: 'Put your fingerprint here too.' In his last five minutes as my husband, he had written the wrong year on the agreement. The woman didn't blame him. She offered the use of her photocopier to make two blank copies. My final-two-minute husband nervously finished filling in the date.
'Wait now.' The woman opened a drawer of her desk and took out two small notebooks. She pasted our photographs in them, wrote something and then put the notebooks into a machine. She pressed a button, and a steel stamp punched the corner of each photo. She handed us a notebook each. 'It is over,' she said.
I put my notebook in my handbag and carried it carefully under my arm. My ex-husband offered me a lift on the way back to his office. He had only asked for two hours' leave and he was a little late. He said he would need to report his change of marital status to his unit's political department, the body responsible for personnel management and ideological work - everything from staffing quotas to 'force construction' for ensuring cadres remain morally disciplined. He would also include it in the upcoming annual report of personal affairs. But he would no longer be required to report on the political, financial and social affairs of his ex-wife and her immediate family. That was a relief for us both.
We said goodbye at the subway station. I wasn't ready to go back to my normal life, so I walked into a shopping mall and found a Costa cafe. I ordered a latte and a piece of New York sea-salt cheesecake. Before I drank my coffee, I opened my handbag and took out the notebook that the clerk had given me. It was brand new and neat. Two lines of characters spelled 'The People's Republic of China' above a silvery national emblem. Below that were three more characters: Li Hun Zheng , 'Certificate of Divorce'. What colour is a divorce certificate? It's not green after all. Like a bruised plum or clotted blood, it is dark red.
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