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Miss X
  As Elizabeth Goldring notes, the names of various titled women have been proposed in an effort to identify the 'patriotic lady' whose eleventh-hour donation allowed Holbein's Christina of  Denmark to be 'saved' for the nation in 1909 (LRB, 23 April). But we should question our assumption that only a wealthy noblewoman could have had  means and motive. Back in 1909 the donor's name was sealed on slips of paper inside two envelopes marked 'To Be Opened by One without Scruple', one apiece retained by the director and the chairman  of the National Gallery and the Art Fund respectively.
  The name also appears, twice, on a typed letter that the Art Fund sent to the donor's bank, the Bank of England, a letter preserved in the fund's archive, held at Tate Britain. One of the names has  been cut out, the other blacked out in ink, leaving the title 'Miss' visible. I identified several letters under the ink by holding the paper up to the ceiling lights inside the reading room. When  I returned the next day, the letter had been replaced with a photocopy, with a note recording that the original had been placed in a safe. When I requested to see the original, I was told:  'Everything you need to know is on that photocopy.'
  Undeterred, I followed the money. Relatively few individuals (members of staff and their relations) are permitted personal bank accounts at the Bank of England. With the assistance of a more  helpful archivist at the Bank, I looked through a list of account holders from the period, and came across Miss Mary Mansfield Balston (1841-1921), whose wealth derived from a Maidstone paper  manufactory. The 1911 census records her living in a household with a butler, a footman, two cooks, three housemaids and a kitchen maid. Balston died unmarried and without issue, leaving an estate  valued at PS84,822 18s 3d. Seen in this context, her anonymous donation of PS40,000 to the Art Fund campaign is remarkably generous. This was a period of Suffragette activity, including an attack on  another painting 'saved' for the National Gallery (Velazquez's Rokeby Venus), and one wonders if Miss Balston's request for anonymity (assuming it was her) was motivated in part by  concerns about the public perception of women's agency.


Jonathan Conlin

				University of Southampton
			


Rogue Resurrected
  In his majestic panorama of E.W. Hornung, his creation of Raffles the gentleman thief and his sunlit cricketing times, Ferdinand Mount doesn't mention that a real Raffles followed the fictional one  (LRB, 2 April). The Hon. Victor Hervey, later 6th marquess of Bristol, was a leading member of the Mayfair Playboys, a group of public schoolboys who,  between the world wars, carried out a spectacular series of London jewellery and fur robberies. Hervey operated in fashionable Mayfair, sometimes raiding shops but often targeting the homes of his  own aristocratic contemporaries. He was finally arrested after an opulent jewellery theft in 1939, and given a three-year sentence.
  Hervey can't have known Hornung, who died in 1921. But like almost everyone around him, he must have read the wildly popular Raffles stories, and can only have seen himself as a conscious  successor. Did the marquess play cricket, like Hornung and his Raffles, on the lawns of his drum-shaped country mansion at Ickworth? My own brush with patriotic cricket came as a wartime child,  reading a comic about 'Rockfist Rogan of the RAF'. He spitfired about the Empire, braining enemy agents with his cricket bat, which was revered by the awed natives as 'Klicky-Ba'.


Neal Ascherson

				London N5
			

  I was surprised to read, in Ferdinand Mount's piece about Raffles, that Arthur Conan Doyle chastised Willie Hornung for making his hero a criminal. His own hero, Sherlock Holmes, certainly wasn't  above the occasional transgression - in the cause of justice, naturally. Holmes has a particular penchant for burglary and housebreaking: in 'A Scandal in Bohemia' (the first of the short stories),  he gains unlawful entry to Irene Adler's house in order to obtain compromising photographs; in 'The Adventure of the Bruce-Partington Plans' he burgles the premises of the spy Oberstein to obtain  vital information; and in 'The Adventure of Charles Augustus Milverton' he breaks into the villain's lair to steal documents Milverton is using to blackmail his victim. What's more, Holmes  witnesses Milverton's murder but doesn't come forward with the information. In 'A Case of Identity' he threatens the malefactor with physical violence though he has not committed any punishable  crime; in 'The Adventure of the Abbey Grange' he lets Crocker off the hook after he confesses; in 'The Adventure of the Devil's Foot' he turns a blind eye to Dr Sterndale's murder. And so on and so  on.
  Neither does Holmes make any bones about the criminal nature of his activities. 'You don't mind breaking the law?' he asks Dr Watson in 'A Scandal in Bohemia'. 'Not in the least,' Watson replies.  'Nor running a chance of arrest?' 'Not in a good cause.' 'Oh, the cause is excellent!' 'Then I am your man.' Thus Watson is a willing, even enthusiastic, accomplice. And the police are sometimes,  albeit reluctantly, in on the game. In 'The Adventure of the Bruce-Partington Plans' Inspector Lestrade is party to the burglary and laments: 'We can't do these things in the force, Mr Holmes.'


Neville Twitchell

				Harlow, Essex
			

  Ferdinand Mount notes 'the decline of cricket as a cultural influence' in England after the First World War. 'The game went on' he says, 'but innocence had departed.' He attributes this partly to  'the steady and remorseless professionalising of the game', reflected in England's 'bodyline' tactics on the tour of Australia in 1932-33. But a 'professional' attitude had always been present in  cricket, even in its most amateur and gentlemanly days. The career of W.G. Grace himself is testament to the pull of money and the bending of rules, and the amateur bowler Frank Foster flirted with  a form of 'bodyline' on England's tour of Australia in 1911-12. Such tendencies were always counterbalanced by an enduring commitment in the cricket establishment to the idea of the amateur: he who  played not for money but for the love of the game. Larwood, the bodyline fast bowler of 1932-33, a professional, was scapegoated and never played for England again. But even Douglas Jardine,  England's amateur captain (Winchester and New College, Oxford), was eased out after a subsequent tour of India as punishment for his bodyline tactics.
  As for 'innocence', if it were ever present in English cricket it showed up mostly in the game's literature. In the interwar years especially, cricket's 'aesthetic' - its southern rural origins,  its being led by an amateur social elite, the grace and beauty of its performance - is there in Edmund Blunden, in Hugh de Selincourt, in A.G. Macdonell (with a more jaundiced Scottish slant) and  in Bruce Hamilton's overlooked Pro: An English Tragedy (1946). The game came to represent a lost golden age, an era of normality shattered by the trauma of the Great War, perhaps best  captured by Siegfried Sassoon's 'The Flower Show Match' in Memoirs of a Foxhunting Man (1928), with its 'blazing hot day' of 'unclouded jollity'.


Jeffrey Hill

				Bishop's Castle, Shropshire
			


Russiagate
  Vadim Nikitin's review of Christopher Steele's book Unredacted repeats claims made about me in a story published in the Washington Post in 2021 and in Special Counsel John  Durham's report on the FBI's investigation into Russian interference in the 2016 presidential election, commissioned by Donald Trump's attorney general William Barr in 2019 and published in 2023  (LRB, 2 April).
  My work as a PR consultant in Moscow, and as a volunteer on the Clintons' presidential campaigns, led to my being targeted as a participant in a purported conspiracy to implicate the Trump campaign  in collusion with the Russian government. I had nothing to do with any plot and no knowledge that a dossier of such collusion was being assembled.
  Two criminal cases were brought to trial by Durham subsequent to his investigation, and both resulted in not guilty verdicts. Derivative civil lawsuits failed too. The outcome of Barr and Durham's  four-year, $6.5 million effort to uncover what Trump claimed was 'the crime of the century', confirmed that the Barr/Durham investigation was an entirely political exercise.
  Moreover, Durham's report did not refer to the US district judge Donald Middlebrooks's order that Trump's attorneys pay $50,000 in penalties to the court, as well as my legal fees, when he  dismissed Trump's civil suit against me. 'These were political grievances masquerading as legal claims,' Judge Middlebrooks ruled. 'It was a deliberate use of the judicial system to pursue a  political agenda.' Trump appealed the verdict, but the Appellate Court upheld the original ruling.
  Durham falsely pronounced that 'there appears to be a real likelihood that Dolan was the likely source of much of the Ritz Carlton ... information in the Steele reports.' That groundless supposition,  couched in conditional language, illustrates the way in which Durham, at least as far as my involvement in the case was concerned, was clutching at straws.


Charles Halliday Dolan Jr

				Oxford, Maryland
			


Men Looking at Men
  Tom Crewe writes about Gustave Caillebotte's enigmatic pictures of men looking down from their Paris balconies (LRB, 2 April). I was reminded of a  passage in the unpublished diaries of Andrew George Kurtz (1825-90). Kurtz became a Liverpool industrialist and noted art collector, but on 10 November 1841 he was a teenager staying with his aunt  in Paris. He was suffering from a cold, so spent the day indoors at his lodgings in the 6th arrondissement and passed the time by describing what he could see from his window. 'Whatever is that  clanking coming down the street?' he wondered.
    Ah one of the horse soldiers - certainly a handsome well-made fellow! How proud does he not look in his helmet of brass & his high military boots - he evidently is very well contented with    himself, he would not even look at the canaille of this street I'll be bound! Wouldn't he tho'? I was deceived - well I declare if he has not dismounted at the cabaret & is kissing all the    men round - two kisses a piece. How delightful that hare's foot of a moustache of his [must] feel [on] each of the men's faces.  

  At this point Kurtz's tone changes abruptly: 'They deserve to be kicked one and all - Disgusting proceedings - what would some of our English horse guards & workmen think of such? What does any  rational being think? I won't put my thoughts down here, they would be too dreadful.' The young Kurtz was clearly fascinated by the soldier's manly military glamour, down to the vividly imagined  feel of that moustache. His protestations of disgust, on the other hand, seem less credible. Was he mocking English chauvinism? Was the reference to 'horse guards' intentionally ironic? Guardsmen  from West End barracks were well-known pick-ups for wealthy gay men in 19th-century London. Indeed, the high-profile case of William John Bankes, caught with a soldier of the Foot Guards in Green  Park, had been widely reported in the newspapers only two months earlier. Later diary entries, written in adulthood, suggest that the bachelor Kurtz was himself attracted to men and that he formed  unusually intimate emotional relationships with male friends. Perhaps his 'disgust' was meant to pull the wool over the eyes of anyone sneaking a look at his teenage diary. Watching men from his  window, imaginatively engaged with them while physically distant, Kurtz seems to embody Crewe's 'cruising eye' forty years before Caillebotte's paintings.


Joseph Sharples

				Glasgow
			






This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.lrb.co.uk/the-paper/v48/n08/letters
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Easy to Join, Easy to Leave
William Davies

4051 wordsOne  morning in the summer of 2016, a few weeks into the disorientating aftermath of Britain's vote to leave the European Union, my wife and I sat in a community centre in Poplar, East London with our baby son. Our three-year-old daughter must have been at nursery. The occasion was a 'consultation' hosted by Tower Hamlets Council on the 'future of Children's Centres' in the borough. Children's Centres are a legacy of New Labour's Sure Start scheme, which aimed to support the healthy development of pre-school children by providing local, freely available spaces for play, learning and socialising, as well as professional support and advice for their carers. The funding came from central government, but responsibility for the centres lay with local authorities. I have fond memories of the centres, which among other things were a welcome relief from the isolation you can feel when caring for small children at home. Parents would chat among themselves while the children got to charge around on tricycles and thrash musical instruments. The staff expertly disguised their expertise, gently offering suggestions to those parents who seemed a bit lost. There were plates of chopped fruit for the children before home time.
The austerity measures of the coalition government fell hardest on local government. In 2010, George Osborne announced that the grant to councils would fall by 27 per cent over the course of the Parliament. When the Tories won the 2015 general election outright, they leaned harder than ever into a neoliberal logic of private sector graft versus bloated public sector debt. Osborne announced even fiercer cuts to Treasury spending on local government, this time of 56 per cent. In the early days of the coalition, when 'compassionate conservatism' and the 'Big Society' were still part of the Tory lexicon, Osborne promised that Sure Start would be protected from the fiscal axe. But as demands on local government rose - councils are responsible for such areas of expenditure as adult social care, housing and children with special educational needs and disabilities (SEND) - his fine words were forgotten. By 2018, a thousand Children's Centres, 30 per cent of the total, were thought to have closed.
As the consultation began, it soon became clear that whatever the 'future of Children's Centres' in Tower Hamlets, the council had already made up its mind that there would be substantially fewer of them - nearly 50 per cent fewer. The aim of this pseudo-democratic exercise, beyond ticking a box to confirm that 'users' had been consulted, was at best to help determine which centres survived and which did not. I slunk into my chair with a feeling of futility, irritated we'd bothered to attend, though I tried to retain a modicum of sympathy for the local government officials caught between central government barbarism and ever escalating social need. Others in the room, perplexed at the idea that parents would consent to any of the centres being closed, asked what it would take to protect them. The officials could only reiterate that the council had decided to reduce spending on children's services by PS4.5 million, and the cuts had to be made somewhere.
The atmosphere in the meeting changed when a man sitting towards the back spoke up. He had a slight Australian accent. 'This is all a scam,' he protested. 'We've been brought here simply to rubber-stamp something for the council, which it's not in our interests to do. I don't accept any of the options being offered. How about we use this meeting as the beginning of a campaign to save Tower Hamlets Children's Centres from cuts?' You could feel the mood in the room lift. As the meeting came to a close, he went around the room with pen and paper, collecting email addresses, promising to be in touch soon with news about the campaign.
That evening, it came to me: the man was Trenton Oldfield, who had made national headlines in 2012 when he swam out into the Thames to disrupt the Oxford and Cambridge Boat Race. Oldfield had justified his action as a political statement against austerity and inequality, arguing that the race was 'a symbol of a lot of issues in Britain around class. Seventy per cent of the government pushing through very significant cuts are Oxford or Cambridge graduates.' He was charged with causing a public nuisance and given a six-month prison sentence (he was released on a tag after two months in Wormwood Scrubs). The Home Office subsequently refused to extend his visa on the grounds that his residency in the UK was not 'conducive to the public good', but the decision was overturned on appeal, with Oldfield protesting that he and his British wife were expecting a baby.
Oldfield called his campaign Expand Not Extinguish. The emails began to flow, meetings were held, social and cultural capital was pooled. In the volatile political milieu of Tower Hamlets, it wasn't difficult to track down councillors (some of them Labour councillors) who were unhappy with the decisions that had been made on the budget - the mayor, John Biggs, was seen by the left as a Blairite stooge. Sympathetic insiders passed on intel. People from the campaign turned up at Biggs's weekly surgery, introducing Expand Not Extinguish and demanding that the council consult with them. Biggs agreed, on condition that any future meetings exclude the Australian man whose opening statement had been: 'We are here to demand the resignation of John Biggs!'
The council eventually set a date for the campaign (minus Oldfield) to present its arguments formally, but the meeting was rescheduled, then rescheduled again, then apparently forgotten. The last message in my inbox from Expand Not Extinguish is dated 6 December 2016. A couple of years later, I passed what had been the Victoria Park One O'Clock Club, now with padlocked gates, moss engulfing a climbing frame and a few abandoned tricycles. I thought about George Osborne. Longitudinal evaluations of Sure Start published in the 2020s have been unequivocal: children who had access to the centres went on to do better at school, were less likely to be hospitalised, and less likely to be classified with special educational needs or disabilities. This last finding is bitterly ironic, given that the costs of escalating SEND obligations are now threatening to tip the majority of British local authorities into insolvency.
Oldfield's collision with the immovable object that is a local government budget in an age of cuts, sluggish economic growth and social decay was a community-level manifestation of what Anton Jager in his new book calls 'hyperpolitics': emotive, spectacular, brief and ineffective. A macroeconomic analogue would be the short political career of Yanis Varoufakis, whose style, energy and intellectual erudition made him an icon to anti-austerity activists after he was elevated to power by Greece's left-populist Syriza government in 2015. Within six months, Eurozone finance ministers had agreed to carry on renegotiating Greece's debt repayment schedule on the condition that Varoufakis (whom they considered untrustworthy and self-interested) wasn't in the room. He resigned, and Syriza and its leader, Alexis Tsipras, clung on to power by cleaving ever more closely to macroeconomic orthodoxy, expunging any element of populism along the way.
Politics in the late 2010s was fertile ground for heretics, political entrepreneurs and narcissists, but these characters lacked the aptitude, the patience and ultimately the power to get involved in the long, tedious work of policy innovation. Hyperpolitics, as Jager writes, is 'the product of a hard but hollow environment, an attempt to break the iron grip of neoliberalism without the requisite tools to do so'. His book concludes with the words of the Belgian photographer Tom Peeters, articulating what Jager sees as the manic-depressive condition of politics today: 'My generation constantly oscillates between the realisation that we need to get moving, preferably very quickly, and the feeling that all is in vain. The true challenge - to change things - appears nigh impossible.' For Jager, and for many who are involved in left-wing politics and activism, this sense that anything can be politicised, yet nothing can be changed, is a matter of deep disappointment and bewilderment.
The hyperpolitical condition is often explained as an effect of social media. Historically it does coincide with the rise of the giant social platforms over the past twenty years. The speed with which issues, demands and slogans can gain mass circulation, then just as quickly die away, wasn't imaginable before the inception of platform capitalism in the early 2000s. But it took until the mid-2010s for the political impact of social media to become clear. In the few days after Varoufakis resigned, #thisisacoup was trending on Twitter - an expression of global outrage at the terms being imposed on Greece by German financiers. Later that summer, Jeremy Corbyn was elected leader of the Labour Party following a viral initiative to take advantage of new leadership election rules, which gave non-members the right to vote as 'supporters' for a PS3 fee. Facebook is understood to have had a significant influence on the votes for Brexit and Donald Trump the following year.
TikTok and other platforms were instrumental both in spreading outrage at the killing of George Floyd in May 2020 and in mobilising the vast Black Lives Matter protests that assembled in response that summer. But as Paul Gilroy observed a few months later, 'I don't know if the technologies that get people in the streets are so good at keeping them there.' The recognition that the viral surges of anger and hope between 2015 and 2020 have left little in the way of a political legacy has already given rise to some thoughtful historical and theoretical accounts, including Vincent Bevins's If We Burn, Hannah Proctor's Burnout and Jager and Arthur Borriello's The Populist Moment. The movements and ideologies that seem to prosper under these conditions are fluid, ambiguous and fleeting by design. The political and media theorist Paolo Gerbaudo has pointed to the rise of 'digital parties' led by 'hyper-leaders', which gain popularity by surfing waves of mass alienation. Nigel Farage's succession of political pop-ups and rebrands - Ukip, Leave.EU, the Brexit Party, Reform - is a signal example.
What Jager seeks to understand in Hyperpolitics is the way politics appears to have returned with a vengeance, yet at the same time turned on itself as a form of anti-political rage and hopelessness. He explains this in terms of two key dimensions of democratic health and power: 'politicisation' and 'institutionalisation'. Politicisation is difficult to track empirically, but Jager gives a broadly convincing history of a downward trend in the West from the First World War through to the 1990s, with countervailing spikes of political energy and mobilisation around 1929 and 1968. In moments like those, politics leaves nothing and nobody alone, neutrality isn't an option, and the street becomes the primary theatre of democracy.
Institutionalisation is easier to track, and here Jager draws on the work of the political scientists Peter Mair and Robert Putnam on civic participation, party membership and formal organising (as in trade unions). Institutionalisation rose steadily over the first half of the 20th century, peaking in the immediate postwar years before a gradual and then more rapid decline, prompting both Mair and Putnam to take the view that by the 1990s democracy had become a lonely, transactional affair, conducted from a distance (especially via television) and without mutual commitments that reached beyond the private sphere.
Institutionalisation gives form to politics, while politicisation provides the content. Institutionalisation is a matter of the way we pursue shared interests: voting, attending meetings, paying subs, delivering leaflets. Politicisation is what leads us to care about shared issues in the first place: feelings of camaraderie and loyalty, identification with a cause, a sense that the status quo is unjust, a fear of unrest or a desire for more of it. The politics of 'mass society' that emerged after the First World War was built on high (and rising) levels of institutionalisation and high levels of politicisation. In the 1920s and 1930s, people not only joined political parties in large numbers but were sometimes ready to fight and die for them. By the 1950s, politicisation was waning, but membership of clubs, churches, political parties, unions and civic associations remained a crucial source of identity, a way of interpreting the world held in common with others, not to mention a means of sharing useful information or meeting a potential spouse.
The fall of the Berlin Wall and the rise of globalisation ushered in a 'post-political' era of low politicisation and low institutionalisation. Political parties became more like businesses, expertly targeting their 'offer' to a customer base of potential voters, whose loyalty was fleeting. Politics became a niche interest rather than something that shaped identities and everyday activity. Consultants were hired to hone messaging to a public which, it was assumed, judged governments not for their ideological credentials but their capacity to deliver services. Civil society became dominated by large, professionally run NGOs, while volunteering and the membership of campaigns continued to decline. 'A chasm opened between two dimensions of the political: politics and policy,' Jager writes. 'Policy became the purview of unelected actors - central banks and bodies such as the European Commission - morphing into what would soon be termed technocracy. Politics was relegated to a media sphere addicted to novelty.' Those who defend this era believe that it finally delivered on the promise of liberalism, allowing individuals to pursue their own preferences and values, unencumbered by the burden of collective decision-making and unthreatened by the potentially murderous ideological conflicts of the past.
The financial crisis of 2008 shattered this complacency, giving rise to a new strain of 'antipolitics' in the form of populist and start-up parties. These enjoyed some immediate success on the right: in the UK with Nigel Farage's Ukip, in the US with the Tea Party movement, which mobilised during Barack Obama's first term as president, and in Italy with the politically ambiguous Five Star Movement. Political authority could now be acquired by those with a public status outside mainstream politics, as Hillary Clinton was shocked to discover in 2016. In the 2010s career politicians lost out to a series of entrepreneurs, comedians, TV stars and previously peripheral political figures such as Corbyn. In the background, Jager argues, was an increasing politicisation, and it has continued to increase ever since, with the anger of antipolitics eventually tipping over into the mania of hyperpolitics. Since 2016, politics has broken free of specific issues, leaders and demands, and now flows back and forth between public and private realms in a way that was unimaginable in the 'postpolitical' era of the 1990s. Hyperpolitics, Jager writes, 'represents a redoubling of antipolitics, a mode of viral panic typical of the internet age with its short cycles of hype and outrage'.
Crucially, however, while politicisation has continued to escalate, institutionalisation is at a low ebb. This is what distinguishes hyperpolitics from the mass democracy of the mid-20th century. Symbolic political gestures are now commonplace, but paid membership of organisations and parties has plummeted. The left has failed to find a replacement for trade unions as a basis for collective action in civil society. Political movements are easy to join, and just as easy to leave. The chasm between politics and policy widens, as the former becomes a fruitless stream of outrage with little or no practical consequence. Jager is almost wistful for the antipolitics of the early 2010s, which at least had specific demands, targeted particular elites and 'made the first steps towards reinstitutionalisation' via new political parties with concrete policy demands, such as Podemos, founded in 2014. He is suspicious of nostalgia for mid-20th-century social democracy, recognising that decades of deinstitutionalisation can't simply be reversed, and that the sociological conditions for mass participation and mass membership simply don't exist in the way they once did. The left, which once drew so much of its sustenance from organised labour, suffers more from the fragmentation of civil society than the right, which Jager believes has done a better job of clinging on to its organising capacity.
Jager has little to say about the most significant international left-wing mobilisation of the 2020s, the Gaza solidarity movement. Its long-term legacy is yet to be determined, but it has already resulted in a fresh wave of antipolitics on the left, the further delegitimisation of mainstream parties, and a scepticism towards domestic and international laws, especially in the eyes of the young. He also fails to consider the ways in which the second Trump term has broken with the chaotic pattern of the first, showing far greater policy ambition and impact. If we were to assess that the Trump administration belongs to the far right, not to the radical right of the Tea Party moment, that would cast Jager's thesis in a quite different light, making it clear that politics and policy can be brought back together, just not in a manner befitting a democracy. That is after all what the reactionary oligarchs of Silicon Valley, with Peter Thiel in the vanguard, have been demanding for some years: not technocracy in the sense of depoliticisation, but de-democratisation. The way these dynamics play out in the US and in Europe will determine how the era of antipolitics and hyperpolitics is viewed historically: either as a 'new normal' that we will have to learn to muddle through, or as a transition to something darker.
Afew weeks  before Hyperpolitics was published, a not dissimilar thesis appeared in the pages of the Financial Times, but delivered in a jauntier tone. The columnist and liberal provocateur Janan Ganesh reflected on the fact that 'a decade of political upheaval, almost none of which has been to my taste, has had essentially zero practical effect on my life.' Nationalism, 'deglobalisation' and a more vocal racism seemed to have made very little difference: 'If not a practical change, a cultural or atmospheric one then? A new unpleasantness in the air? Offline at least, no. The persistence of interpersonal civility out there is eerie.' Ganesh's happy conclusion is that 'we just overrate the importance of politics ... the central lesson of all the chaos since 2016 is society's resilience.'
One obvious retort to this is 'Check your privilege.' Ganesh's argument is unapologetically self-serving: so long as London's transport infrastructure keeps improving, new restaurants keep opening and Brexiters stay in the provinces, the liberal elite can continue to reap the benefits of the socioeconomic arrangements that were established in the heyday of postpolitics. As politics becomes an increasingly online phenomenon, subject to the same bubbles, crashes and manias that used to be the preserve of financial markets, Ganesh reminds us that we retain the postpolitical freedom simply to log off and opt out. But how much longer will the insulation of politics from what Ganesh calls 'society' last? He wouldn't have to travel very far from his comfort zone to discover a 'new unpleasantness in the air'. Take a ten-minute drive along any of the main roads out of London and you will see the Union Jacks and St George's crosses of the 'Raise the Colours' campaign hanging from any number of lampposts. Last summer's protests against the housing of asylum seekers in hotels, followed by the Unite the Kingdom march through the centre of London in September, demonstrated a new refusal of the far right to remain corralled online. Britain can expect further surges in such activity in the years ahead, not least as a result of funding from sources in the US as well as Russia - the US State Department has pledged to support MAGA-adjacent movements across Europe.
There is another way in which Britain has changed since 2016, which has nothing directly to do with illiberal politics or the government chaos of the last ten years. By various measures, the UK's social problems, and its capacity to address them, have continued to worsen. In the 2020s, which began with global lockdowns and some harsh lessons on the social determinants of health outcomes, there has been a growing pessimism about youth mental health, the future of social care, SEND provision, the problem of loneliness and the state of the local public realm. National and online politics is characterised by panics and manias, but it is the slow deterioration of local economies - including the continuing fiscal squeeze on councils - that accounts for more of the country's depression than anything else. What Ganesh refers to as 'society's resilience' may not be as near to imploding as right-wing fearmongers on X would have us believe, with their fantasies of a London besieged by knife-wielding asylum seekers, but it isn't impervious to the effects of year after year of economic stagnation, budget cuts and rises in the cost of living. Jager's insistence that the left should learn from Robert Putnam (often viewed as a post-ideological communitarian) is a useful reminder that nothing good can happen democratically if people have nothing to leave their homes for, and no places to meet when they do. Covid and its aftermath have dramatically worsened this problem.
It is widely understood that Reform is benefiting electorally from a mood of socioeconomic hopelessness (which is not to say that it only courts the votes of the socioeconomically disadvantaged, still less that it has realistic plans to help them). Numerous international studies have shown a correlation between local austerity measures - which result in the closure of public spaces, the loss of jobs and the shuttering of high streets - and increased support for radical and far-right parties. That Tower Hamlets 'consultation' on children's centres gives a hint as to the reason: by being invited to debate which centres deserved to survive, and which to be closed, the council was effectively prompting users to decide whose needs came first, and who could be thrown under the bus. As recent research on 'zero-sum thinking' attests, an absence of economic growth produces a sense that for one party to win, another must lose, exacerbating grievances that nationalists are adept at exploiting. One intriguing feature of contemporary British hyperpolitics is that Reform has ended up on both sides of the chasm between politics and policy, thanks to its success in taking over several local authorities and the likelihood it will take over significantly more after the May elections. Its self-styled political insurgents tend to arrive promising to restore local pride, put more money into local services such as libraries and cut taxes - all of this by eliminating 'waste' and cutting spending on equality, diversity and inclusion initiatives. This always proves impossible, though the resulting reality check may do little to change the fantastical alternative 'reality' retailed by the ideological entrepreneurs of YouTube and TikTok.
The politics that is currently encouraged and exploited by the contemporary radical and far right is born of the confluence of an imagined community (both good and bad), represented and disseminated on video-sharing platforms, and the reality of a depleted community that is visible to many people in their day-to-day lives. It isn't just the separation between politics and policy that matters here, but the gulf between, on the one hand, fascistic images of past and future, and on the other, the disappointment of actually existing socioeconomic relations. There has been much debate in recent months about the political threat of such platforms as X, which under the mantle of 'free speech' have helped to unleash far-right voices and imagery around the world. But what of the politics of the local and the everyday? Jager cites evidence suggesting that MAGA has benefited from a degree of local institutionalisation not matched on the left, which becomes potent when it coincides with economic decline. When people become sufficiently angry that they feel the need to make something happen, and are not yet so isolated and hopeless that they lack the resources to act, they are at the start of a road that can end in a 6 January. How and when Britain breaks out of its own hyperpolitical loop may depend on whether institutional resources can be rebuilt at a local level - and, no less important, by whom.
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Little Mags
Susannah Clapp

871 wordsLittle magazines 
: big guns. It is hard to overestimate the high hopes and strong feelings swirling around papers which are small in funds and circulation but large in aspiration. For a time the London Review of Books might have been considered a little magazine: uncertain of its future but clear it wanted to put a spoke in the Falklands War. The Little Review, thought to have originated the category in 1914, simply wanted to reform the literary landscape of the 20th century - and did give it a push. In A Danger to the Minds of Young Girls (Atria, PS20), Adam Morgan does a terrific job telling its history and that of its founder, Margaret C. Anderson. The book is heady with Anderson's velocity of expression; with the dash that fetched her male admirers, including Hemingway, and female lovers, including (perhaps) Emma Goldman; with the zeal that serialised Ulysses and got her taken to court.
Born in 1886 in Indianapolis, she took off in her twenties, handing out carbon copies of her reasons for leaving what she called the 'criminality' of wealthy family life. In Chicago she picked up a reviewing job at a religious weekly, hoovering up fifty books a week. The Little Review was born from loneliness, confidence about contacting writers (Scott Fitzgerald refused to write in the first issue), sky-high hopes for the 'sun and moon' of criticism. Early issues included discussions of Nietzsche and Emma Goldman's lectures, alongside windy statements about poetry and an acerbic letter from the editor's sister. Practical arrangements were ramshackle. Pieces were not proofread. The paper was beige and smelled like cardboard. Anderson didn't pay contributors, and claimed that no one ever asked why not. It sounds improbable, Morgan says, yet when the LRB started, in 1979, with what was considered measly payment (PS100 for 2000 words), I remember only two people turning down work on financial grounds. Amy Lowell offered to pay to be poetry editor of the Little Review.
It's frustrating that Morgan's book contains only one adult photograph of Anderson, at 65, in a hat like a pot-holder. Her early startling beauty helped her slice her way in and out of difficulties, melting pockets and hearts: her first backer was the Breeders' Gazette. She was, she said, 'extravagantly pretty ... like a composite of all the most offensive magazine covers'. She walked to the rhythm of a Kreisler waltz.
Her fluency caught contributors off-guard. For all her gaspings, she could see authors clearly and hit them off: Pound made her feel she was watching an experiment in a behaviourist lab; noting the droop of Joyce's wrist, she thought him incapable of escaping pain. She could also bat the blokes back. Upton Sinclair pleaded that she stop sending the Little Review: 'I no longer understand anything in it, so it no longer interests me.' Anderson replied: 'Please cease sending me your socialist paper. I understand everything in it, therefore it no longer interests me.'
The event which made the Little Review famous, the serialisation of Ulysses, pivots around the figure of John Quinn, antisemite and inspired collector, who sponsored Pound as the paper's foreign editor and paid for contributions by Eliot, Joyce and Wyndham Lewis. Pound recognised the dangers of publishing Joyce: 'It might be well to leave gaps,' he advised Anderson, who, thinking this 'the most beautiful thing we'll ever have', forged on regardless. Quinn not only foresaw difficulties but regarded some of Joyce's episodes as 'toilet-room literature'. Nevertheless, when the magazine was charged with obscenity - 'a danger to the minds of young girls' - he acted as defence lawyer, nimbly suggesting that the prosecutor's apoplectic reaction proved that Ulysses was actually an anaphrodisiac. He made the case while revolted by learning that Anderson, despite being 'a damn attractive young woman', was one of those 'damn female rabbits': 'The bugger and the Lesbian constantly think in terms of suits and defences.' He didn't win, but Anderson got off with a fine. Quinn had instructed her to dress quietly: when she left the court the judge looked at her 'with tenderness and suffering'.
Quinn, further proof that literary judgment doesn't necessarily expand the heart, is sharply etched by Morgan, whose book is quick with vignettes. There are enough lovers for a clit-lit series. Here is Anderson's long-time companion, the bleak and fascinating Jane Heap, who dressed like a chap, was often flat out with depression, occasionally broke into damning print - 'another man who hasn't written the great American novel' - and who, though sceptical about literary essays, did much donkey work on the mag. Anderson said she had her 'hand on the exact octave that is me'. Here is Gurdjieff, who heaves maddeningly in with gooey eyes, reducing independent women to puddles and slapping them down: he told Anderson her 'inner animal' was a tapeworm.
It's odd that Morgan doesn't mention Ian Hamilton's trenchant Little Magazines (1976), in which Anderson comes in for some caustic treatment - 'shallow and inflamed'. Hamilton proved the incendiary nature of literary periodicals when in 1987 he described his experience of lecturing about them in Australia. Furious letters to the LRB. One in verse. No other subject has evoked such panzer stanzas.
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Miasma of Glitz
Andrew O'Hagan

2259 wordsOn  12 December 1884, Henry James took a break from writing the novel that would be published as The Princess Casamassima and went on a research trip to Millbank Prison on the north bank of the Thames. The prison was swampy, labyrinthine and dark. In the novel, Hyacinth Robinson, an impressionable young bookbinder, goes there to visit his dying mother, whose criminal past, we soon learn, has a central role in her son's mentality and is a cause of his undoing, as he becomes lost in a London filled with social venom and anarchist plots. Unusually for James, there was a good amount of research involved in the preparation of the book, a lot of pavement-pounding and Naturalist-style spectatorship, and he was determined to marry the particularity of London's new political instabilities to a story of one family's tragic tussle with ambition and the secrets of a changing city. 'The country is gloomy, anxious,' he wrote in a letter to Grace Norton early in 1885, 'and London reflects its gloom. Westminster Hall and the Tower were half blown up two days ago by Irish Dynamiters.'
Today, the site of the old prison is marked by a bollard that once stood at the head of a flight of steps leading to the river. If you look across the water you can see the headquarters of MI6. A hundred yards upstream from the bollard is a curved, modern apartment block called Riverwalk. On 29 November 2019, a young man called Zac Brettler went out onto a fifth-floor balcony at 2.23 a.m., looked down into the dark water and jumped. The event was captured on a CCTV camera set up on the MI6 building. Zac died, and the question of who the young man was and why he jumped, as well as the mystery of what was happening in the flat behind him, would become central to a story that remains both legible and oddly unfathomable. By asking the right questions, Patrick Radden Keefe establishes a series of links that not only open up this heartbreaking case but sound a klaxon on the cosplay of a whole generation.
Zac Brettler was in many ways a typical 21st-century boy. He wanted everything but was fearful that he might never get it, so he invented himself. That's not an exclusively London thing, but it is rife in the city. His elder brother, Joe, went to University College School (UCS), but Zac failed to get in, so ended up at Mill Hill School. 'Education mattered a great deal to the Brettlers,' Keefe writes, 'as it did in their wider social milieu, in which families were often quietly judged by other families over where their children went to school. Zac was old enough, and socially perceptive enough, to grasp this, and it must have stung.' The 'top schools' of Britain are stuffed with the beneficiaries of economic selection and intellectual streaming. To be at Mill Hill, Zac seems to have felt, was to be rejected in social terms, banished from UCS, Westminster or Highgate (to say nothing of Eton or Harrow), which might have been survivable but for the existence of the internet, a disinformation superhighway leading all too quickly from personal disappointment to fantasy.
The independent schools of London are weirdly inefficient when it comes to refusing the well-heeled scions of the Russian mafia. Mill Hill was apparently full of them, swanking around in designer togs, and Zac was massively impressed by them. One day he hired a chauffeur to take him home from school. At seventeen, he was always suggesting that his parents buy a better car. 'He was into the whole money aspect of life in general,' his schoolfriend Dimitris said. Zac decided he might feel altogether happier if he were a pupil at Harrow. He was rejected. 'Harrow "did not think that he was quite good enough",' Keefe reports, 'adding that the competition was fierce and "coming from all over the world".' A private shrink he visited at the suggestion of his parents (he didn't trust the NHS) said he was 'focused on being very wealthy', displayed 'a strong asocial narcissistic flavour' and 'a potentially dangerous lack of insight and skewed norms of behaviour'. In no time at all, Zac had launched a fully pretend life and begun to hang out with mysterious people who appeared to big him up.
Akbar Shamji was a rich businessman in his forties who lived in Mayfair. His son attended St Paul's, another extremely desirable school for the competitive middle classes, and his daughter went to Ashbourne College, where Zac spent his last year as a pupil. Weaned on Instagram, Zac knew a lot about places he'd never visited and people he'd never met. He seemed to be intimately familiar with all the fancy restaurants in Mayfair. His new friend Shamji soon took him to Annabel's, a nightclub in Berkeley Square frequented by oligarchs and their wannabes. Sporting a Moncler gilet and at one point commandeering a Maserati for a friend to drive, Zac talked of big deals and investments, presenting himself at meetings as a 'credible' businessman. Shamji introduced him to someone named Verinder Sharma, a 'rubber tycoon'. At one point, Zac showed his father, Matthew, a bank statement on his iPad: the balance was PS850,000. Zac said it had come from some oil and gas investments, property deals and profits from a car importing scheme he was running with Shamji. It wasn't clear whether this was real or not. His parents grew more worried about him. A few months after he showed his father the bank statement, he texted his mum to say he'd just used her credit card to pay a small fee for an app.
From this point, as Keefe reports, Zac Brettler dives unknowingly into a world of trouble. Strangely enough, the dangers seem more like fantasies of danger than real ones, like pitfalls in a gamers' universe - this is the way things always seem in domains where reality is uncertain. His London was a weird place of false identities, fake money, empty properties and dodgy accounts. It slowly became obvious that he had been posing as someone he was not. You might just about get away with this at your average private school, but it becomes hazardous when you're dealing with the kind of men who are in the habit of enforcing their own fantasies. At some point, Zac lost control of whatever story he had wished to tell about himself, and Keefe's book traces those pathways out of normality into terror, revealing as much about the way we live now as about the trajectory of this poor boy. We recognise the halls of mirrors that fringe the Thames, the crazily rich Russians having a field day turning the capital into a huge laundromat for the washing of dirty money, and just as familiar is the generation of young people, privileged yet stranded, trying to work out who to be in this miasma of glitz.
Zac was last seen driving around London with Shamji in the latter's Mercedes. When questioned by his parents, the businessman told them Zac had been using a different surname, Ismailov, and claiming to be the son and heir of a Russian oligarch. He told his friend Andrei that his dad was an arms dealer. He claimed to be close to the Russian model Daria Radionova. He said he lived in style at One Hyde Park, 'a superluxury development'. He claimed to have a personal chef. He showed off his tattoos (they were fake) and told people he was a heroin addict. He claimed his father was dead, his mother lived in Dubai and he had inherited a fortune. The book reminds us of something we should never forget: liars really enjoy other liars, until they don't. Verinder Sharma wasn't a rubber tycoon but a hustler, bouncer and drug dealer. He was, Keefe writes, an expert at 'finding ways to insinuate himself into the lives of people who had money, cultivating a queasy friendship, before turning on them, ferociously, with demands'. After the drive around Mayfair on the evening of 28 November 2019, Shamji and Zac went to Sharma's apartment at Riverwalk. Shamji left at 1.25 a.m., returning to the building an hour or so later, just as Zac jumped. He went up to the apartment for twenty minutes, then went outside to the walkway beside the Thames, where he was caught by the camera peering over the river wall into the water. Afterwards, the men claimed that the boy had stayed the night, and it wasn't until the next morning that they discovered he had disappeared. Text messages show that Shamji and Sharma thought Zac had a fortune of at least PS205 million, and believed they were entitled to half of that sum. In fact, he had PS4 in his account.
The MI6 camera seems to prove that Zac was alone on the balcony. No one pushed him. Keefe and Zac's parents think he was trying to jump into the river to get away from his so-called friends, rather than to kill himself. He nearly made it, but his hip clipped the embankment wall. A year later, Sharma died of an overdose in the apartment and the Met, saying 'they couldn't prove any crime had been committed in the first place,' gave up on what had been a particularly inept investigation.
London Falling is a book about a city, but it's also a book about families and shows that even good parents can lose sight of their children. I was often reminded of Oliver Twist, another book about London and parenting, in which exploiters and fantasists turn out to be waiting in the shadows. But neither Dickens nor James was faced with the omnipresent truth-denial that characterises our era. I wonder, if only for a moment, whether those of us who write fiction are playing into the hands of the era's escapist bias. In this period of lies, a well-sourced piece of non-fiction can sometimes feel like a way of drawing us back from the self-propounding multiplicity of possible realities.
As a form, literary non-fiction has a powerful tradition, yet it has tended to feel the need to define itself against the virtues of good fiction. John Hersey, for example, tied himself in fancy knots trying to describe his journalistic masterpiece, Hiroshima. 'Things we remember for longer periods,' he wrote, 'are emotions and impressions and illusions and images and characters: the elements of fiction.' Hersey wasn't keen on other people's efforts to define his genre. He deemed Truman Capote's phrase 'the non-fiction novel' to be 'appallingly harmful', and when considering the writing of Tom Wolfe castigated 'the would-be journalist who cannot resist the itch to improve on the material he digs up'. These writers, he argued, shared a fundamental defect: 'the notion that mere facts don't matter'. He admired Norman Mailer, but had no time for his arguments on behalf of 'the True-Life Novel'. What offended Hersey was not so much the naming of forms but that question of trust:
In fiction, the writer's voice matters; in reporting, the writer's authority matters. We read fiction to fortify our psyches, and in the pleasure that that fortification may give us, temperament holds sway. We read journalism ... to try to learn about the external world in which our psyches have to struggle along, and the quality we most need in our informant is some measure of trustworthiness. The Executioner's Song [Mailer's Pulitzer Prize-winning book about the murderer Gary Gilmore] may satisfy us as fiction - it does me - precisely because the author's voice is so pungent, so acute, so eloquent, so very alive. But there is deep trouble when we come to the journalistic pretensions of this novel.

Keefe's work is so alive that one may say, in the way of the New Journalists, that his reporting has the texture of fiction. But actually it's the worlds he writes about that have the texture of fiction - built of lies, secrets, silences, denials, dissolving identities - and his factual precision makes him a social realist in the era of fabulation. In these postmodern times, where everything and nothing might be claimed for truth, Keefe's writing draws on the same fundamental idea of the journalist as Hersey's, not as juddering style-machine but as trusted witness who seeks above all to prove and to show what is verifiably true.
A person employed today to handle the press - Karoline Leavitt, let's say, at the White House - can be almost messianic in their defence of lies, ridiculing journalists who ask 'inappropriate' questions in pursuit of the truth. In the smaller world of London's criminal underworld and its spheres of influence, the case of a young man such as Zac Brettler can become lost among the competing denials, but this reckless habit of reality-smearing now seems to be truly international. Keefe quotes the BuzzFeed reporter Heidi Blake: citizens in Putin's Russia, she writes, 'became acculturated to a certain "dissonance" in day-to-day life. They could no longer trust that a suicide or an overdose or a heart attack or a fall was really what it appeared to be ... This erosion of accountability and erasure of the clean line separating fact from conspiracy created a "fog of ambiguity".' And this, as London Falling beautifully invokes, is the pea-souper of today, a place where victims fall and bad people vanish.
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Poem
Yiewsley
Daljit Nagra

716 wordsclose your eyes and feel the smog clear
as you descend shrinking into your boyhood shorts
and slow as cruising wings to your town

where a kola kube in a scoop for a paper bag
at the sweet shop is on your tongue

now throw a hand to the right - watch a road bend
for the runways - throw a hand to the left
and your road straightens towards Uxbridge,
the Venice of West London with its water docks

no one's heard of your town
with its fragrance of apple hellos that pass through
each passer-by like a well-palmed handshake

the greengrocer has harvest rows of marrows, turnips
and squash gaudy as the Golden Temple
and sprouts all year round

a Wimpy with burgers
pushed down by a spatula on the hot sticky griddle,
knickerbocker glory the gloriest words you'd ever supped

then walk past Hollands whose art deco interior
has chrome and silver mirrors
reflecting this year's fashions - modest fashions

here's a haberdasher's, angler's, strong-named stores
such as Smith & Haynes, Armstrong Grigson
reliable as the red-top dailies
whose ink dabs the fingers black

black as the tricorn hat worn by the town crier
whose breath's as menthol as a Fisherman's Friend
while swinging a brass bell and shouting oyez!
to update the crowd on local news

meanwhile the sandwich-board that stares
ahead with THE END IS NIGH
is worn by a man with gargoyle eyes
whose head's scary as Medusa
but you don't cross the road - it's just a straw-haired
pensioner in the doldrums of a scarecrow

the pet shop with the tortoise who shuffles
on sawdust to crouched-kiddie cooing
while an iguana looks on from a shelf

always the fear of a loose toothy-dog round the bend
come from abroad with rabies

the smell of a newly laid road hovers in the hairnet
from an old woman's Lambert & Butler
which she holds with tanned fingertips
her backdrop's a billboard with a smoking cowboy

as a Leyland car the colour of fudge is behind
a three-wheeler Reliant Robin -
wasn't there always a motorbike with a sidecar
for a seated sweetheart

talking of bikes - that bringer of bad news,
the telegram man parking up outside
makes you lose the lingering sugars of your kola kube

you and your friends were born in 1966 -
your mums and dads seem really old
in their mid-twenties - you walk past their houses
and though it's the year of Ziggy Stardust

they're keeping stylus to vinyl for Bill Haley, Buddy Holly,
Gene Vincent, the Killer, the King
all strung and sprung like whippets
good golly, Miss Molly, roll over Beethoven

and your own house - its facade is quite unique
with bricks that are wedding red
and mortar white as fondant,
a house that has the look of a bride all year round

peeking down the roads off the Grand Union Canal
you spy factories - so many of them
the colour of uncut cobs on silver trays in the bakery

workers clocking on to the clopping metronome
made by a horse and cart, a horse whose eyes
are plated with leather saucers

your gran runs out to bag the dung
as a fuss of steam rises behind the large flat call
from behind a cap - raaag'n'bone!

the library with microfiche for extracting information,
a plastic sheet over which is lit a big green eye,
your loan record stamped on a small card
in a box - the librarian riffles through for your surname
as you inhale the fragrance of vanilla

your primary school in cool September
by St Matthew's Church - what's that left out
past the gates, a box of kittens curled into sleep

as you carry a satchel with its new bronze
pencil case whose lifted lid is clean as a mirror
in which your face shines like a tinsel Jesus

your town, reimagined after the wars,
has three-channelled tellies under strict hours
like the shops that shut by half five
and close all Saturday afternoon for footie and pools
and close all Sunday roast for family gatherings

your town of Teddy Boys and Tammy
feels a rainbow away from the birth of
the cappuccino, the national curriculum

Pac-Man and Amstrad
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Plan A
Jamie Martin

4264 wordsIn the 1990s,  high-quality counterfeit $100 bills began to appear around the world. The United States Secret Service, the agency responsible for investigating fraudulent currency, claimed that these 'supernotes' were printed in North Korea, though it wasn't clear how the intaglio printer, cotton-linen paper and colour-shifting ink had ended up there. Even so, numerous clues pointed in that direction. In 1996, Yoshimi Tanaka, a former member of the Japanese Red Army Faction, was arrested in Cambodia for distributing supernotes in Thailand. Twenty-six years earlier, he had helped hijack Japan Airlines Flight 351, diverting it to North Korea, where he and his co-conspirators - including Moriaki Wakabayashi, bassist with the cult psychedelic rock band Les Rallizes Denudes - defected; several of them lived for decades in a compound outside Pyongyang. In 2005, the leader of the Irish Workers' Party, Sean Garland, who had long cultivated ties to the Korean Workers' Party, was arrested for allegedly purchasing supernotes from North Korean nationals (he was never extradited and so never stood trial). Around the same time, smugglers in California were indicted on charges of importing millions of dollars' worth of these notes, as well as more than a billion counterfeit Marlboro and Newport cigarettes and quantities of phony Viagra. The fake dollars had apparently been purchased from North Korean officials by a Macanese judoka called Jimmy Horng and a Taiwanese national called Wilson Liu, who laundered them in slot machines at Caesars Palace casino in Las Vegas.
 Weeks after one of the smuggling rings was broken up - its leaders were lured by undercover FBI agents to a fake mafia wedding in New Jersey - the US Treasury tried out a new type of economic warfare against North Korea. It targeted Banco Delta Asia, a relatively small bank in Macau that was accused of facilitating North Korea's trade in counterfeit money, cigarettes and narcotics, which the regime was thought to rely on to pay for its ballistic missile and nuclear programmes. By labelling Banco Delta Asia a money launderer, the US Treasury could prevent American banks from dealing with it. Also, any foreign bank that transacted with it would be cut off from the US financial system, blocking easy access to the US dollar and making it difficult to execute payments across national borders. Most banks in Asia ditched Banco Delta Asia and the Macau government froze $25 million of North Korean holdings. Kim Jong-Il's regime duly withdrew from nuclear talks and the following year North Korea tested its first nuclear device. Sanctions did little to prevent this; they may have had the opposite effect. But by exploiting foreign dependence on the dollar, the US government had shown that it too had a powerful new weapon.
 Economic blockades are not new. The Peloponnesian War was triggered by one in the fifth century BCE; the Ottomans took Constantinople in 1453 after closing the Bosphorus. But targeted sanctions as a tool of peacetime foreign policy are a more recent innovation. In the aftermath of the First World War, liberal internationalists such as President Woodrow Wilson promoted them as a 'peaceful, silent, deadly' means of bending a rival's will. Their first major test came with Italy's invasion of Ethiopia in 1935. The failure of the League of Nations' sanctions to prevent Mussolini's occupation of Addis Ababa ruined the League's reputation as an instrument of collective security. In 1941, Japan attempted to break free of a tightening US embargo by attacking Pearl Harbor. During the Cold War, embargoes became Washington's favoured method of confronting communist countries while avoiding nuclear war; the embargoes implemented against North Korea in 1950 and Cuba in 1960 are still in force. From the 1970s, sanctions were used, frequently with the authorisation of the United Nations, to punish human rights violators and arms traffickers, to compel democratisation and to end apartheid in South Africa. They were generally more successful at impoverishing and weakening their targets than in forcing major changes to their behaviour or bringing about regime change. This was certainly true of the sanctions imposed on Iraq after the Gulf War of 1990-91, which did little to dislodge Saddam Hussein but caused a humanitarian crisis that sparked a global backlash (the first protests I joined were roadside anti-sanctions rallies in a New England town in the late 1990s). There was a growing sense in Washington that the success rate of sanctions did not justify their cost. In the case of Iraq, as it turned out, Plan B was invasion.
 The disastrous wars in Iraq and Afghanistan made sanctions again seem a better alternative and their use rose dramatically. They have also grown more powerful, focusing on what Edward Fishman in his new study describes as one of the key 'chokepoints' in the world economy: control of the US dollar. Maritime trade has always had to negotiate geographic bottlenecks: the Suez Canal, for example, or the Malacca Strait or the Strait of Hormuz. Controlling these narrow passages, through which large volumes of trade pass, confers significant strategic advantages. Yet by the early 2000s, access to the dollar - used in around 90 per cent of foreign exchange transactions and accounting for roughly 70 per cent of foreign exchange reserves worldwide - seemed to offer even greater leverage.
 As Fishman explains, US officials came to this view after 11 September 2001. The US Treasury lost most of its national security functions to the Department of Homeland Security, established late in 2002, but it had unexpectedly been given new powers by the Patriot Act, a law rushed through Congress weeks after 9/11 which dramatically increased the state's capacities to carry out surveillance and policing, as well as expanding the definition of terrorism. The Act's anti-laundering measures, originally aimed at terrorists' bank accounts, were soon applied to unfriendly states as well.
 After North Korea, the US's next target was Iran, which had been under sanctions since the 1979 hostage crisis, though they had done little to curb the growth of the country's oil industry or its regional ambitions. In 1996, near the end of Bill Clinton's first term, Congress passed a law threatening the imposition of heavy penalties on foreign companies that did business in Iran, such as European oil producers like France's Total, soon to be a major investor in the development of the South Pars gas field in the Persian Gulf. These 'secondary sanctions' meant that third parties transacting legally with Iranian entities now faced being penalised by the US. The sanctions extended the reach of the US state far beyond its legal jurisdiction, and sparked a huge backlash in Europe; the EU prohibited European firms from complying with them. Clinton backed down.
 In 2005, under George W. Bush, US efforts to isolate Iran from the world economy were renewed after the election of Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, the conservative former mayor of Tehran, who alarmed Western observers with his messianic speeches and efforts to accelerate Iranian nuclear enrichment. In 2006, a Treasury lawyer called Stuart Levey, drawing on the personal connections of his boss, Henry Paulson (the former CEO of Goldman Sachs), met with the heads of the world's largest banks to warn them to cut ties with Iran. This again proved very unpopular: 'You fucking Americans,' one senior executive at the British bank Standard Chartered apparently responded. 'Who are you to tell us, the rest of the world, that we're not going to deal with Iranians?' But ultimately what mattered was the bottom line: for almost everyone, the risk of huge fines or of losing access to US banking services outweighed the benefits of trading with Iran. Nearly every major bank complied.
 Despite all this, Iran continued to make huge profits on energy exports. After Barack Obama came to office in 2009, Congress agreed, in a rare bipartisan moment, that the US should enforce secondary sanctions. The mere threat led European companies such as Eni, Shell, Statoil and Total to quit Iran, ceding ground to Chinese rivals which ensured that the oil kept flowing. The fact that the global oil trade has long been invoiced almost exclusively in US dollars meant that no European companies were willing to risk being cut off from the US correspondent banking system, a crucial intermediary in facilitating international dollar transactions. But blocking Iranian oil exports was politically fraught. One likely consequence was soaring oil prices - some predicted they could rise to more than $200 a barrel. And prices were already high: after bottoming out in the wake of the financial crisis, they had been driven up by demand from China and other emerging market economies, and accelerated by the Libyan uprising and civil war early in 2011. Facing a re-election campaign in 2012, Obama opposed any further disruption to global oil supplies, even as members of the Treasury plotted how to blacklist the last Iranian financial institution with access to the US dollar: the central bank. Doing this would make it very difficult for Iranian exporters to be paid, but it also risked pushing energy prices so high that they would spark what one Treasury official called a 'nuclear winter recession'. Despite opposition from the White House, two senators - Mark Kirk, a Republican, and Robert Menendez, a Democrat (currently serving a federal prison sentence on corruption charges) - demanded sanctions on Iran's central bank, winning unanimous Senate approval. A few months later, Congress also authorised sanctioning Swift, the Brussels-based financial messaging platform used by nearly every bank in the world to communicate international money transfers, if it didn't stop all business with Iranian entities. It did so, further imperilling the ability of Iranian banks to make international transactions. By early 2012, Iran had been all but cut off from the dollar.
 The effects were immediate. During 2012, the Iranian rial collapsed as oil revenues plummeted by nearly 30 per cent. The prices of staple foodstuffs soared, in some cases doubling in one year. This economic crisis developed just before the presidential elections of June 2013, when Hassan Rouhani, running for the technocratic Moderation and Development Party, was elected on a promise to bargain Iran's nuclear programme for sanctions relief. Iran's presidents are not mere figureheads, though their freedom of action is constrained by the supreme leader, and only a limited number of candidates, approved by the Guardian Council, are allowed on the ballot. Even so, the choice of Rouhani was a departure. One of his first acts in office was to tap the well-connected diplomat Mohammad Javad Zarif - who studied for a PhD in international law and policy in the US - to lead talks on sanctions relief.
 Fishman claims the hardships imposed on Iran by the stiffening of US sanctions caused a 'psychological shift' among Iranian elites which in turn brought about this diplomatic transformation. But he doesn't do enough to explain exactly how the economic crisis shifted the balance of power among domestic factions or changed the strategic calculus of Ayatollah Khamenei and his inner circle. As is often the case with sanctions, it's hard to know for sure whether they, or other factors such as the threat of military intervention, impelled the regime to change course. Still, this might be the most plausible example of the effectiveness of sanctions in forcing a major diplomatic turnaround: in 2015, the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action - the 'Iran deal' - was signed, trading sanctions relief for checks on Iran's progress to nuclear capability.
 What happened next showed the flimsiness of US strategy. The first problem was that the promised sanctions relief was disappointing. While European firms, unlike their US counterparts, were technically allowed to return to Iran, many were too risk-averse to do so, scarred by the steep fines they had incurred when secondary sanctions were enforced. In 2014, for example, the French bank BNP Paribas had paid $8.9 billion to settle a case brought by the US government. It would take more than personal reassurances from the US secretary of state, John Kerry, to get them back. In addition, Levey, the former Treasury lawyer, played spoiler to these efforts. After leaving government, he worked on sanctions compliance as chief legal officer for HSBC, ensuring that the bank avoided another huge fine; in 2012, it had paid the US government more than $1.9 billion for violations. (Among the protagonists of Fishman's book - several of whom left government to make money advising clients how to avoid the Treasury's ire - Levey has had the most success parlaying his experience into riches: after leaving HSBC, he oversaw Facebook's botched efforts to create a cryptocurrency before joining Oracle, where in 2025 he was paid more than $14 million.) At HSBC, Levey publicly opposed the return of foreign banks to Iran, claiming that, even if it was legal, it was both illogical and bad business for Washington to encourage European firms to do what remained illegal for American ones. The architect of arguably the best demonstration of the efficacy of sanctions undermined his own strategy by showing that making a deal to remove sanctions didn't actually get you the relief you were hoping for.
 Bank executives also knew that the prospect of a Trump presidency made returning to Iran a dangerous proposition. Sure enough, Trump killed the 2015 deal. In 2018, the US reimposed 'maximum pressure' sanctions on Iranian oil exporters and banks as well as secondary sanctions on European companies. Those that had had the temerity to go back to Iran left again. In their fury, Germany, France and Britain attempted to create an alternative, non-dollar-based transaction system, but it came to nothing: Instex, set up in 2019, was dismantled in 2023 after facilitating just a single transaction. The Iranian economy collapsed again. But this time the regime dug in, accelerating the enrichment of uranium and removing IAEA nuclear inspectors. Relations with the US deteriorated even further after the assassination in 2020 of Qasem Soleimani, commander of the Quds force, who had been second only to Khamenei in the Iranian state apparatus. Rouhani was sidelined before his term ended in 2021 and succeeded by the more conservative Ebrahim Raisi, who died in a helicopter crash in 2024. In 2025, the US bombed several of Iran's enrichment sites, before embarking on a larger military campaign this year. The sanctions on Iran were, in the end, more of a prelude to war than an alternative to it.
The outbreak  of the Russo-Ukrainian War in early 2014 provided another opportunity for the US to test sanctions. Russia was a more dangerous target, particularly for America's allies in Europe, which were closely tied to the Russian economy and risked financial damage if Russian banks lost access to the dollar. Russian oil and gas made up a third of the EU's energy imports; there was little enthusiasm for cutting off supplies. Although the US had less direct exposure to the Russian economy, there was major opposition to sanctions from businesses eager to profit from the development of drilling in the Russian Arctic and Far East. Weeks before Russia seized Crimea in February 2014, the Wall Street bank Morgan Stanley agreed to transfer most of its oil business to Rosneft, which it had a few years earlier helped take public and whose top financial ranks were filled with people who had worked at the bank, including its former CEO John Mack. Exxon also had billions at stake in the Russian Arctic and Far East, where in 2012 it had drilled the deepest well in history, at 12,376 metres. Exxon's CEO, Rex Tillerson, who had become close to Putin, joined Wall Street in publicly lobbying against sanctions. In 2017, he became Trump's first secretary of state.
 The compromise reached in early 2014 was to target businessmen and officials close to Putin, in the hope that squeezing their profits would push them to discourage Putin from undertaking further aggression in Ukraine. But the strategy was unsuccessful: the head of Russian railways, Vladimir Yakunin, captured the reaction of Russia's oligarchs when he said that he was flattered to be included on the sanctions list, since it was a sign of his service to the state. More punitive measures were brought in after the start of the Donbas separatist insurgency in April 2014 and the shooting down of Malaysia Airlines Flight 17 that July, focused on preventing Russian state banks like Sberbank and VTB from raising money and refinancing debt on Western capital markets - though without cutting them off entirely from the dollar - and blocking Russian oil companies from using Western technology for offshore, deepwater or shale production. They came at a perilous moment for the Russian economy. That summer, oil prices began a steep decline, driven by the expansion of shale operations in Texas and North Dakota. Between June to December 2014, the price of Brent crude oil (which sets the price for 80 per cent of the global petroleum trade) fell from $111 to $62. The speed and scale of the price-drop was second in recent years only to the collapse caused by the financial crisis in 2008. As export revenues crashed, the value of the ruble plummeted and domestic inflation spiked.
 But Moscow developed an effective response. The governor of the Central Bank of the Russian Federation, Elvira Nabiullina, a savvy economist who was Putin's economic adviser before being appointed to the bank in 2013, increased interest rates dramatically, causing a steep but short-lived contraction of the economy. Inflation dropped sharply and the economy rebounded. In addition to this orthodox monetary response, the state cushioned the twin blows of sanctions and the commodity price crash by forcing companies paid in other currencies to convert them into rubles; by moving reserve assets out of dollars into gold, renminbi and other currencies; and by subsidising domestic food production. To insulate the Russian economy further, a new payments system, the Mir card, was introduced as an alternative to Mastercard and Visa. The threat of being cut off from Swift was mitigated by the creation of a Russian financial messaging system.
 Nabiullina was much praised by the Western technocratic elite and given invitations to Jackson Hole, Basel and the IMF. There, she was feted for her efforts to defend liberal economic orthodoxy in Russia's challenging environment as an emerging economy; Christine Lagarde, then managing director of the IMF, said she made 'central banking sing'. Above all, though, Nabiullina had prepared Russia to weather the Western response to its invasion of Ukraine in 2022. Days after the war began, the US and its European allies froze around $300 billion of reserve assets held abroad by the Russian central bank to prevent them from being used to defend the ruble as sanctions bit. The rainy day fund that the Russian state had been accumulating for years was gone. This was the Iran playbook, but on a much larger scale; one former Russian central banker described the attack as a 'financial nuclear bomb'. There were predictions that the Russian economy was on the verge of collapse, but Nabiullina parried, raising interest rates to 20 per cent and implementing capital controls. Despite the seizure of the currency reserves, the wartime spike in oil prices ensured that the government was bringing in huge amounts of foreign currency. Rosneft and Gazprom earned more than a billion dollars daily. Russian growth rebounded to 4.3 per cent in 2024 (in Britain, growth was just over 1 per cent).
 Concerns about post-pandemic inflation in the US were the chief constraint on far-reaching measures against foreign energy producers. A middle ground was reached at the end of 2022, when US officials convinced their G7 counterparts to implement a price cap on Russia's oil sales, which would reduce the country's export earnings without depleting global supplies too much. Insurers and brokers were required to prove they only dealt with Russian oil sold below the set price of $60 per barrel - low enough to hurt Moscow but not so low that it would cause sales to stop, thereby pushing prices to destabilising heights.
 The price cap has had mixed results. Moscow's oil revenues have taken a hit, but it hasn't been enough to alter Putin's policies. It has also been relatively easy to evade. Russia has acquired a 'shadow fleet' of tankers of uncertain ownership, insured in countries outside the G7, which are used to ferry oil to major consumers like China, India and Turkey. These ships avoid detection by broadcasting a false location or turning off tracking devices, transferring their cargo at sea to other ships, and concealing their identities through false flags, forged documents and shell companies. The US has threatened the Indian government with secondary sanctions in the form of massive tariffs, but it remains unclear whether a recent agreement to halt imports from Russia will stick. Meanwhile, independent 'teapot' refineries in China, most of them in Shandong province, buy up huge quantities of Russian and Iranian oil, benefiting from the discounted price of sanctioned goods and unworried by the US response since, unlike China's major state-owned oil companies, they operate outside the dollar system. They have saved China billions on energy imports.
Some  Western observers take heart from the prospect that, even if sanctions have not been decisive for the outcome of the war, they may be accelerating Russia's long-term economic decline. This turns on how and when the war ends and what its aftermath brings. Trump himself has emphasised the 'tremendous opportunity' offered by Russia's economic rehabilitation, and businesses are watching to see whether profits can already be made. One Texas investor, Gentry Beach, a college friend of Donald Trump Jr, is attempting to exploit a sanctions loophole to work with the Russian company Novatek on developing gas facilities in Alaska's North Slope. Meanwhile, America's other wars are helping Russia: the spike in oil prices caused by the US-Israeli attack on Iran has significantly increased the value of Russian energy exports. In March, the US Treasury waived some sanctions on Russian oil shipments in a desperate attempt to bring prices back down.
 That this happened without Russia having to make any concessions, mere months after facing punitive new sanctions, is just one example of the chaos of the second Trump administration's approach to economic warfare. Tariffs, the centrepiece of his economic agenda, were raised and lowered and often raised again with little explanation of their purpose. Were they supposed to bring back manufacturing? Increase tax revenue? Or just give the president leverage to bargain with everyone, including countries the US did almost no trade with, like the tiny Micronesian island of Nauru, hit with a 30 per cent tariff? In February, the US Supreme Court removed the easiest legal pathway for the arbitrary use of tariffs (though the legal case continues), and the average tariff remains high. What appeared early in the administration to be an intensification of economic warfare against China - tariffs were raised to 145 per cent, effectively ending trade between the two countries - has given way to the most dovish approach in years. Part of the explanation is that China has its own cards to play. In response to last April's tariffs, Beijing announced export controls on its cache of rare earths, minerals used in many high-end technologies. This threatened the production of many US products - including F-35 fighter jets and long-range Tomahawk missiles, both of which rely on magnets made of samarium, a metal found almost exclusively in China. In October, a licensing system was introduced that requires government approval before any product can be made anywhere using a rare earth processed in China. This helped China win several concessions, including on tariffs. In December, China was told it would be allowed to import advanced AI chips, such as Nvidia's H200, which previously it had been barred from doing.
 Beijing was using the same weapons the US had used on it - and with better results. The first Trump administration declared war on the Chinese company Huawei, anxious that allowing Chinese 5G technology to be embedded in Western economic and military infrastructure might give Beijing leverage. The US browbeat its allies into banishing Huawei and declared that no one could sell anything built with US components to Huawei without Washington's permission. The strategy appeared to bear fruit when Boris Johnson agreed in 2020 to remove Huawei 5G technology from Britain. Predictions of the company's demise followed. But it has recovered in spectacular fashion, investing billions in AI chips, smart cars and other advanced technology. The second Trump administration recently used the same legal designation of 'supply chain risk' against the US AI company Anthropic after it refused to allow the unrestricted military use of its technology, demonstrating Trump's willingness to wield the tools of economic warfare against perceived domestic enemies.
 It is possible that these economic weapons are losing their power to inspire fear abroad. The US-Israeli war on Iran began without any obvious preparation for Iran's likely response and its economic consequences. The Iranian blockade of the Strait of Hormuz has resulted in an oil supply shock and caused chaos in the markets for shipping and petroleum products. Asian states have been particularly badly affected, but the crisis has also led to something the Trump administration would once have considered political suicide: rising petrol prices at home. A few weeks into the war, the Treasury announced waivers of sanctions on Iranian oil shipments in an effort to bring down prices. Iran had finally gained some relief from sanctions, temporarily at least. After a ceasefire was declared in early April, Iranian officials unsurprisingly announced that they would keep control of traffic in the strait. Being cut off from the dollar had lost its bite. And seizing an old-fashioned maritime chokepoint had caused a financial hegemon to blink. The US government hadn't realised that other states could play its game too.
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Short Cuts
Orban's Fall
Jan-Werner Muller

2773 wordsCan there be  poetic justice in politics? Perhaps once in a lifetime. In 1989, a young Viktor Orban bravely told the crowds in Budapest's Heroes' Square that it was time for the Russians to go home, just as protesters had demanded in 1956; almost four decades later, he was heckled on the campaign trail with the same words. There were more chants of 'Ruszkik haza!' during the celebrations on 12 April, after Orban, Europe's longest-serving head of government, was trounced. His party, Fidesz, ended up with less than 39 per cent of the vote, and just 52 of the 199 seats in the National Assembly.
Over the past sixteen years, Orban's self-declared 'illiberal' regime had pioneered methods for entrenching far-right populism in power. In 2010, Hungary's electoral system had delivered Fidesz a two-thirds parliamentary majority, which he used to pass a new constitution, staff the state bureaucracy and courts with loyalists, help wealthy allies acquire media companies and subjugate schools and universities. With the electoral system tailored to his party's advantage, 44 per cent of the vote was enough to deliver a two-thirds majority in parliament - which allowed the ruling party to change the constitution at will. Orban employed what scholars call 'autocratic legalism': a form of government in which laws are passed according to proper procedures, but with the intention of strengthening the executive and enabling it eventually to act with impunity. Orban advertised his country as a 'laboratory', and his efforts were copied elsewhere: the Polish far-right leader Jaroslaw Kaczynski promised 'Budapest in Warsaw'; Trumpists learned how to exploit the US legal system, for instance by identifying obscure 18th-century laws that could be invoked to maximise presidential power.
Orban created an intellectual and cultural infrastructure to spread an ideology, which he eventually dubbed 'Christian Democracy', centred on nationalism and natalism. Mothers were rewarded for having as many children as possible, with a system of grants, loans and tax breaks that amounted to 5 per cent of GDP. The Mathias Corvinus Collegium (MCC), a nominally private institution offering 'supplementary education' to students in order to create the next Fidesz elite, received more government funding than the rest of the higher education sector combined, thanks in part to its 10 per cent stake in the state-owned fossil fuel company. And so profits from cheap Russian gas - provided by Putin to shore up his major ally in the European Union - ended up financing fellowships for the academic turned Reform candidate Matthew Goodwin, speaking gigs for Niall Ferguson (who whined about 'cancel culture' in front of a prime minister who had just expelled the Soros-sponsored Central European University from his country) and lavish festivals where Peter Thiel and the former Austrian chancellor Sebastian Kurz flaunted their support for Orban. Budapest became a pilgrimage site for MAGA-adjacent intellectuals eager to enjoy its food, 'free speech' and, as some gushed, a leader ready to discuss the finer points of political philosophy in English.
Some of the visitors seemed to be what used to be called 'useful idiots'; they really couldn't see the dark side. Others appeared to accept that corruption was just an unfortunate by-product of a strategy to create a national industry and local oligarchs, rather than being at the mercy of European corporations. Yet the line that Orban was an anti-globalisation champion never quite worked. The country became so dependent on the German car industry that some called it an 'Audicracy' - a development welcomed by Angela Merkel, who for a decade turned a blind eye as Orban became increasingly authoritarian and corrupt. More recently, Chinese and Korean companies were welcomed with open arms. A Samsung battery plant in God poisoned its own workers, who were exposed to carcinogenic chemicals at levels far above the legal limit; the populist enemies of globalisation covered up the scandal.
The sociologist Balint Magyar characterised Orban's system as a mafia state. This wasn't old-style corruption with envelopes changing hands under the table; rather, bids for lucrative state contracts were rigged to benefit the members of what Magyar called the prime minister's extended 'political family'. It included members of his actual family: his son-in-law built an enormous property empire; his father bought an estate that's home to zebras and other exotic animals; his childhood friend Lorinc Meszaros, a gas fitter, became the country's richest man. The EU, noting the number of public contracts that only had a single bidder, came to realise that its infrastructure funds were being used by one of its self-proclaimed enemies to strengthen his own rule. European subsidies had become what oil used to be for certain Middle Eastern states: an effectively free resource to buy political support and pacify citizens. In 2022 Brussels finally suspended billions of euros of funding on account of 'breaches of the principles of the rule of law'.
By that time, Hungary had the highest inflation rate in Europe, economic growth was flatlining, and the education and healthcare systems were visibly deteriorating (patients even had to bring their own toilet paper to hospital). The government was also failing by its own standards: the birth rate kept dropping. Yet Orban's opponents despaired that he had created a system that seemed invulnerable, even in the face of widespread discontent. Election rules kept being changed to favour Fidesz; opposition candidates were practically shut out of public media; everyone knew that careers could be ruined by criticising the regime. Nevertheless, the country didn't feel like a dictatorship. European tourists flocked to Budapest, with its baths and fashionable 'ruin bars' in the old Jewish quarter.
The first real crack - it's hard not to think of parallels with the Trump regime - had to do with paedophilia. Katalin Novak, the country's first female president, who was often seen as a possible heir to Orban, had pardoned the former deputy director of a children's home who had been convicted of covering up abuse by his superior. Novak had apparently come under pressure from Zoltan Balog, a Protestant bishop and former minister of human resources, who is close to the Orban family. News of the pardon broke in February 2024, leading to street protests; Novak eventually resigned; Judit Varga, another rising star, who had co-signed the pardon as justice minister and had been set to lead Fidesz in the 2024 European elections, also stepped down. The party's image as protector of the traditional family was permanently damaged.
The affair had another unexpected consequence: Varga's ex-husband, Peter Magyar (his last name means 'Hungarian'), resigned from his positions in various state institutions and accused the government of 'hiding behind women's skirts'. Magyar had secretly recorded Varga describing the way government leaders made incriminating documents disappear (he claimed he had done this for their own protection); he also claimed that she had characterised the regime as a mafia. The day after his resignation, he gave an interview with the YouTube channel Partizan which was viewed 2.5 million times (in a country of 9.6 million people). Soon after, he mobilised tens of thousands of protesters outside parliament, where they shouted: 'We are not scared!'
It was the beginning of a story no less remarkable than that of Orban's transformation from bearded student radical to elder statesman subservient to Putin. Magyar comes from a distinguished family of conservative lawyers: he is the great-nephew of Ferenc Madl, an influential jurist and former president, and the grandson of Pal Eross, a beloved figure who used to explain legal matters on Hungarian television. Magyar claims that there was a poster of the young Orban on the wall of his childhood bedroom. He had a typical Fidesz career: a law degree at a conservative university followed by state service, first as a diplomat in Brussels, then as head of the legal department at a state-owned bank and CEO of the company that provides student loans.
A few weeks after Magyar's resignation, Varga claimed in an interview that he had been abusive during their marriage; the accusations were eagerly picked up by Fidesz outlets, though no charges were ever brought. The war of the exes dominated the tabloids, and had the unintended consequence of making Magyar a public figure who, aside from starring in a marital drama, happened to be saying things about corruption that few expected to have confirmed by a Fidesz insider. As so often, elites are defeated not by their official opponents, but by defectors.
Magyar activated a dormant mini-party called Tisza (a combination of the words for 'respect' and 'freedom', but also one of Hungary's main rivers). In the European elections in June 2024, Tisza received 30 per cent of the vote, coming an easy first among the opposition parties - a warning sign for Fidesz. The other anti-Orban contenders now faced a dilemma: should they join the charismatic Magyar, who might have a chance of unseating the prime minister, or maintain a principled distance from a conservative whose views on the EU and the Ukraine war they found almost as distasteful as Orban's (he opposed fast-tracking EU membership for Kyiv). Liberal intellectuals distrusted him; many women were wary because of his ex-wife's allegations and because, with his trademark sunglasses, he resembled an emissary from the manosphere. Meanwhile, Fidesz kept veering between attempting to ignore Magyar and throwing dirt at him, which probably only served to boost his profile.
Magyar understood that electoral districts had been gerrymandered in such a way that a divided opposition had no chance of gaining power; and as much as opposition parties might dominate in cities, gaining constituencies in the countryside was key to victory. Hence he did what previous opposition figures had never seriously attempted: over a two-year period, he visited hundreds of villages, sometimes holding up to six rallies a day. This was a way of getting round the problem that Fidesz cronies owned the local press. His rallies followed a formula: appearing with a Hungarian flag, he would give a speech quoting from folk epics and poetry (often recited together with his audience), and tell the crowd not to be afraid. Ordinary citizens put him up in their homes and drove him around in their cars. Young people in particular responded to Magyar's message and his style. Teenagers compared him to Sandor Petofi, the great national poet whose work inspired the 1848 Revolution. His famous line 'now or never' became a Tisza slogan; deploying the symbols of 1848 suggested that Orban had created a feudal system which needed to be overthrown.
Magyar combined old-style retail politics with creative use of social media, the 19th century - a noble politician doing something for peasants and invoking great writers - with the 21st. Physical and online campaigns reinforced each other, not least because the Hungarian media landscape was changing. The Fidesz-controlled legacy media was terminally boring, but young journalists were launching new online ventures, often financed by donations; among these were Partizan and sites producing first-rate investigative work. Influencers supported Magyar and helped bring out crowds that were larger than those Orban could mobilise (often, it seemed, only by offering some material reward).
Eventually, many of the opposition parties decided not to field candidates. And as the election approached, Fidesz appeared increasingly desperate. Orban responded to Magyar's combination of high and folk culture by appearing alongside rappers; he also instructed the party faithful to keep posting memes. Whistleblowers revealed dirty tricks that the government was planning. Fidesz appeared ready to release a sex tape of Magyar and an ex-girlfriend, but he got ahead of the story and accused the government of having set a honey trap. Apparently, Russian 'political technologists' were sent from Moscow to help Orban; the supposed discovery of explosives close to the Balkan Stream gas pipeline in Serbia a week before the election, which allowed him to deploy soldiers in response, was hard to swallow. As the political scientist Gabriela Greilinger observed, Fidesz seemed to have forgotten how to campaign properly. Day by day, Orban lost his aura of invincibility. What had still worked in 2022 - telling people that an opposition victory would lead to young Hungarian men being sent to die in Ukraine - now had hardly any effect. Meetings with Putin and a visit to Budapest by a characteristically hapless J.D. Vance probably backfired; several recordings were released of the foreign minister, Peter Szijjarto, receiving instructions from his Russian counterpart, Sergei Lavrov, talking like an obedient schoolboy and offering to send confidential EU documents to Moscow.
On election day, turnout was a record 78.9 per cent. Even small villages abandoned Fidesz, with Tisza winning 93 out of 106 possible constituency seats. Voters clearly had understood the message about unity; even the independent parliamentarian Akos Hadhazy, an anti-corruption hero who had led 'safari tours' to Orban pere's estate, lost his seat to Tisza. More poetic justice: the system Fidesz had designed to favour the dominant party gave Tisza a two-thirds majority in the National Assembly. In his victory speech, Magyar promised, 'Never again a country without consequences!' (to which the crowd responded: 'To prison!'). He wants to establish an office to recover stolen assets, and has asked Fidesz loyalists to resign, starting with the president, Tamas Sulyok (who has said he will think about it). No doubt these figures will soon complain that the rule of law is being violated in the name of restoring it - this, after all, is the playbook that Kaczynski's Law and Justice party perfected after losing power in 2023. In particular, the president can veto legislation; he can only be removed if parliament and the constitutional court - which has of course been captured by Fidesz - agree.
Outside observers have rushed to draw lessons from Magyar's victory. Centrists pushing liberal nationalism have pointed to Magyar's tough stance on immigration (he has promised to maintain Hungary's 'very strict position') and his decision to wrap himself in the flag - ignoring the fact that he didn't campaign on border policies, and that he offered not just patriotic cliches, but a carefully crafted mythology about his connection to the country's traditions. In the US, unsolicited advice to the Democrats has boiled down to running on an anti-corruption ticket. But if revealing conspicuous corruption were enough, Fidesz would have been defeated as long ago as 2018. Tisza's presence in the countryside made the difference; it's not a strategy that can be easily replicated in much larger countries.
Another lesson is even more challenging. As the political scientist Cas Mudde remarked, leftists and liberals had to hold their noses to support Magyar - but they did so, for the sake of restoring democracy. Elsewhere, the centre-right has rejected making similar sacrifices; instead, its leaders have been increasingly willing to ally with the far right. Many conservatives now claim that Orban can't have been an autocrat, because he lost an election and conceded. But in the kind of system created by Fidesz - what political scientists call 'competitive authoritarianism' - elections are largely free, even if they aren't fair. Defeats for authoritarians can't be ruled out.
Whether Hungarian liberals and leftists will rue their choice remains to be seen. The National Assembly doesn't have a single MP from any of the left-leaning parties; then again, with Fidesz and the even further right Mi Hazank as the only opposition, Magyar has no obvious reason to move rightwards. There's also the question of how Tisza will develop: other charismatic leaders with new parties haven't been very good at creating structures for genuine participation by members, let alone allowed rivals to rise (think of Macron or Farage).
The idea that Magyar's win is a blow to the international far right is somewhat far-fetched. Few people care all that much about elections outside their own country; speculation about a supposed 'populist wave' advancing or receding is the poorest kind of analysis. But far-right intellectuals will no longer find Budapest quite so hospitable. Magyar has made it clear that taxpayer money can't be misused for things like the MCC and, even more egregiously, the Hungarian offshoot of the American conservative festival CPAC. Some Trumpists will be bothered; Trump himself perhaps not so much. Unlike Putin, he never provided Orban with real material support, and he has never pretended to be a loyal person. He might even prove receptive to a younger man in a slim suit: it worked for Zohran Mamdani.
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Dr Freezelove
Laleh Khalili

3320 wordsTwo years  after the end of the Civil War, William Seward, the US secretary of state, negotiated the purchase of 'Russian America' - Alaska - for $7.2 million, equivalent to $165 million today. The New York Times noted that the acquisition
includes the strip four hundred miles long, which extends down the coast, thus excluding a large part of British America from the ocean ... more than doubles the United States coast on the Pacific ... includes a great number of islands, and is of the highest importance as a naval depot and for strategic purposes. It is a valuable fur country, and embraces a vast section of territory, the possession of which will influence in our favour the vast trade of the Pacific.

Seward had anticipated this expansion twenty years earlier, when he declared that 'our population is destined to roll its resistless waves to the icy barriers of the north, and to encounter Oriental civilisation on the shores of the Pacific.'
The 1867 Treaty of Cession with Russia promised expanded trade routes and access to natural resources, but it also was strategic: it hemmed in the British, who had ostensibly been neutral in the Civil War, but had tacitly encouraged private enterprise to support the Confederacy. Seward wanted to emulate Britain's transoceanic empire, with its 'vast web of ocean steam navigation, based on postage and commerce' connecting 'all the European ports ... all the ports in the West Indies, all the ports of Asia and Oceania, with her great commercial capital'. In addition to Alaska, Seward sought insular acquisitions in the Atlantic and considered the purchase of Cuba from Spain, the isthmus of Panama from Colombia, and Samana Bay from the Dominican Republic. Some in Congress even suggested annexing Canada.
Seward also negotiated a treaty with Denmark to acquire the islands of St Thomas and St John, two of its possessions in the Caribbean. A State Department report of 1868, produced for Seward by the former Mississippi senator and ardent expansionist Robert J. Walker, suggested 'the propriety of obtaining from the same power Greenland, and probably Iceland also'. Walker extolled Iceland's mild climate, many rivers, wealth of fisheries and agriculture, as well as its obsidian, lignite and sulphur mines - 'very rich and extensive, easily worked and of immense value'. Even more significant was its strategic location as a landing point for marine telegraph cables.
Greenland, whose northern reaches were as yet unmapped by white settlers or explorers, was surrounded by vast whaling grounds, and rich in coal and other minerals, including cryolite, an aluminium ore found nowhere else in such large quantities. Walker spent some paragraphs discussing this new, light and flexible metal. He also noted that 'from the best of these northern harbours of Greenland there is believed to be practicable summer ocean steam navigation 1500 miles to Alaska, extending, also, through Bering's straits to China or Japan, or southward to Sitka, Puget sound, the Oregon river, San Francisco &c.'
Russia had ceded Alaska because, in the wake of the Crimean War, its logistical control over the colony was brittle. Withdrawal from Alaska allowed it to consolidate its hold over Siberia, build friendly relations with the US and concentrate on its rivalry with Britain in East Asia. The Russian-American Company, which had run Alaska from St Petersburg for sixty years, had developed little in the way of infrastructure other than the port of Novo-Arkhangelsk (what is now Sitka) along with a handful of far-flung furring outposts and whaling stations. The discovery of large gold deposits near Juneau and elsewhere in the 1880s led to military trails and railways being built, but the primary means of reaching the vast expanse of the Alaskan territories remained by water - and its rivers were iced in and closed to navigation for nine months of the year. Only after the start of the Second World War and the destruction of the US Pacific Fleet in Hawaii did the United States scramble to construct major roads to tighten its hold on Alaska and provide defences against Japanese air and naval power.
Russia's control of its Arctic regions ran into similar logistical problems. As Scientific American argued in 1904, 'the problem of keeping open the ice-bound ports of the Baltic and of the Siberian Pacific coast is somewhat more difficult than the task that confronts the American engineer ... Russian ice is thicker; it lasts longer; and the longer it lasts, the more difficult it is to penetrate.' To address this problem, a celebrated vice admiral in the Imperial Russian Navy, Stepan Osipovich Makarov, commissioned a new kind of icebreaker. Makarov had lived in Russia's Far East as a child, served in the Baltic Sea in his twenties and visited the Ob and Yenisei rivers in Siberia to assess their navigability in his thirties. The icebreaker SS Yermak was built by the shipyard of Sir W.G. Armstrong, Whitworth and Co. in Newcastle upon Tyne in 1899. Thirty years earlier the same company had built an icebreaker 'to clear a passage through the Baltic ice fields', but Arctic pack ice was denser, deeper and tougher.
The Yermak was a beast. Its hull was pot-bellied and sturdy: it looked a little like cartoon renderings of Noah's Ark, but made of steel. The Strand Magazine described it as the 'heaviest and strongest steamer yet constructed'. At nearly 100 metres long, with three propellers at the back and one at the front, it could carry 3000 tonnes of coal and move through five feet of ice at one or two knots. The rotation of the screw at the front created a vacuum underneath the ice pack, causing the ice to collapse in on itself. A pump at the centre of the ship pushed hot water from the engine to 'warm the skin of the ship, melting the very surface which touches it'.
In a speech given in 1899 to the Royal Society of Edinburgh, Makarov explained that securing funding for the project had been difficult. He had lobbied the Russian government on the need for such a ship in the Gulf of Finland and the Baltic Sea, which were icebound throughout the winter, obstructing access to St Petersburg. He insisted that a new vessel was also needed to deliver supplies to settlements in Siberia and to make exploitation of its resources commercially viable. This was Makarov's trump card:
if it becomes possible to make navigation to the Siberian rivers sure during three or three and a half months a year, then it will be business-like and the tariff will go down, so that it will be possible to export our cheap goods, such as wheat and wood, which are found in Siberia in great quantities, and at a cheap price.

The Yermak's first voyage was to the port of Kronstadt just outside St Petersburg in deepest winter, and its first mission was to rescue twelve ships frozen in near Tallinn (it freed nine of them). It was a winter workhorse of the Russian and later the Soviet navy, and was scrapped only after more than six decades of service.
Trade routes and natural resources have been at the heart of the contest for the Arctic. From the 16th century onwards, as European powers feverishly colonised the world, the possibility of a Northern Sea Route connecting the Atlantic to the Pacific, from Scandinavia to the Bering Strait, tantalised the Dutch and the British as an alternative to the southern routes to Asia and the Americas, which were dominated by Portugal and Spain. But as a collective of Norwegian, Dutch and Russian historians showed in the richly detailed From Northeast Passage to Northern Sea Route (2022), the route only became a reality in the Soviet era, after investments in scientific, economic, industrial and military infrastructure in Siberia. From the 1930s on it was used for shipping grain and timber. During the Second World War warships traversed the route eastwards; after the 1960s it was used to carry oil westwards. The Soviet state established military bases and meteorological stations along the northern coast of Siberia, connecting its Arctic ports to one another and to western Russia.
The big-bellied icebreakers were augmented with nuclear engines. The maiden voyage of the Lenin in 1960 was two weeks quicker than previous journeys along the route. There was even talk of nuclear submarines carrying oil all year round underneath the ice. Sovietologists in the US were alarmed by the technological advances that made the route navigable, but as it turned out there were few further developments: when the Soviet Union disintegrated state investment in Siberia collapsed and the Northern Sea Route fell into disuse for almost two decades.
It was only in 2008 that the Russian government under Dmitry Medvedev proposed to construct new transportation and communication infrastructure in the Arctic. In 2012, Russia passed legislation that aimed to establish its territorial claim to parts of the Arctic Ocean. A year later, traffic on the Northern Sea Route reached its largest ever volume, with 71 ships, including 25 flagged to countries other than Russia, passing close to the Siberian coast in both directions. Soon afterwards, China, India, Japan, South Korea and Singapore all gained permanent seats as 'observers' on the Arctic Council. In 2015, Russia applied to the UN Commission on the Limits of the Continental Shelf to extend its exclusive economic zone in the Arctic to 2o0 nautical miles, and in 2023 the commission agreed that much of the subsea topography claimed by Russia - the Alpha-Mendeleev Rise, the Podvodnikov Basin and the Lomonosov Ridge - could be classed as natural continuations of its continental shelf. But it disputed Russia's claim to the Gakkel Ridge, a frozen thalassic mountain that runs from the mid-coast of Siberia across the North Pole to the top of Greenland.
All this set in motion a frenzy of activity on the other side of the Arctic. The forgotten region was suddenly all the rage in the US and Canada, with councils, transnational organisations, think tanks and NGOs conducting research and issuing report after report. New journals about the Arctic began publishing in multiple languages, new academic disciplines for the study of the Arctic were established, and Nato's Nordic Response military exercises hosted by Norway (first held in 2006 and named Cold Response until 2023) were ramped up. Crucially, the Arctic is another battlespace in what the US calls its 'pivot to Asia'. A report on the region in 2010 by the Congressional Research Service mentioned China 13 times and Greenland 26 times (in relation to the US air force base there) and mostly concerned US economic interests; the 2025 report is forty pages longer, cites China and Greenland 256 and 218 times respectively and is far more interested in geopolitics.
The biggest factor in the new contest over the Arctic is climate change. In the 127 years since the Yermak's first journey, ice cover in the Baltic has contracted dramatically - in some estimates by almost 50 per cent. Across the Arctic it has shrunk by around 12 per cent a decade, and the ice that remains year-round is thinner and more brittle. A report issued in 2024 by the US National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) warns that thicker ice which is more than four years old now forms only about 5 per cent of the total. The Heritage Foundation, the conservative think tank responsible for Project 2025, argued in that initiative that the NOAA's work was 'harmful to US prosperity'; last year, hundreds of its scientists were fired and the agency's climate change reporting was terminated.
There has been a dramatic reduction in a phenomenon called the albedo ('whiteness') effect. In Icebreaker: A Voyage Far North (2017), Horatio Clare describes the effect as 'the snow throwing the light outward and skyward' in 'a shattering silver glare'. Snow reflects 85 per cent of the sunlight that hits it, exposed water only 7 per cent, so warming forms a vicious spiral. In the 1970s Soviet icebreakers made things worse by sprinkling coal dust on the hard ice of Siberian estuaries. The opening of the sea route accelerated the process: the more ships travel across the ice, the more they burn fossil fuels that deposit still more black carbon dust on the ice and snow, darkening and melting the ice. The early 16th-century colonial fantasies of reaching the East through the Arctic are now a reality.
One of the more striking things about the accounts of 19th-century Arctic expeditions is how similar they are to contemporaneous accounts from the deserts of North Africa and West Asia: icy immensities in one case, arid expanses in the other. Both sets of explorers imagined these spaces as terrae nullius to be possessed, exploited, improved and turned into property. When they weren't considered savages to be civilised, the Indigenous peoples of these spaces were exoticised. After its acquisition of Alaska, the US gave the remaining Russians the option to become citizens. But the military district governor was instructed
to impress upon the tribal and uncivilised inhabitants ... and especially upon their chiefs, that our government will regard them as subjects to its law and entitled to its protection. [If] any member of a tribe maltreat a citizen of the United States, the whole tribe, and especially its chief, will be held responsible for the offence or crime committed by one of its members.

The Indigenous communities of Alaska and Canada were policed, surveilled and subjected to state and settler violence; lands were expropriated and people were displaced. Children were kidnapped and sent to 'Indian Schools', where many were disappeared; mass graves on the sites of these schools are still regularly discovered. After the Russian Revolution, Siberia's Indigenous communities were forced into sedentary lives and, under the banner of modernisation and industrialisation, their reindeer herds and hunting dogs were confiscated, leading to a 30 per cent reduction in the population of reindeer between 1929 and 1932. Sami communities across northern Norway, Sweden, Finland and Russia were coercively brought under national control, and imposed borders divided their communities; across the Arctic, Indigenous languages and culture were suppressed.
The discovery of large-scale deposits of oil in Alaska and Siberia in the 1960s, and of tar sands in Canada in the 1950s, transformed the Arctic. The coming of oil had contradictory effects on its communities. Indigenous nations in unceded territories in Canada have regularly contested pipelines crossing their lands. Political mobilisation by the Alaska Federation of Natives led to the Alaska Native Claims Settlement Act of 1971, which discharged all Indigenous land claims in return for $963 million and 44 million acres, paving the way for the exploitation of Alaska's oil resources. The Act created twelve regional and more than two hundred village corporations to manage the land and the money.
As Willie Hensley, one of the leaders who negotiated the settlement, explained in an interview with PBS, agreeing to it, and to the Trans-Alaska Pipeline, gave them some leverage. The corporations that were set up vary in what they do, Hensley said. 'Some are billion-dollar corporations that are doing business constantly in all aspects of Alaska business life. Some of them are very huge in the oil field services arena that covers the whole spectrum: mining, construction, hotels, tourism, telecommunications and engineering.' The corporations entrench communal and geographic fissures and raise the financial stakes of any differences. Some people are co-opted into the extractive industries and are handsomely rewarded; others are impoverished. Any financial rewards tend to benefit the middle classes.
Successive Alaskan and Albertan administrations have ardently supported extraction. In 2024, the governor of Alaska awarded an Indigenous faction that supported drilling a million-dollar 'cultural' grant. The advantages of oil money, touted by pro-extraction Indigenous communities, have been hotly contested by those who emphasise its environmentally detrimental effects. Pipelines and infrastructure have disrupted the seasonal movement of reindeer and caribou herds, distressed bird and polar bear populations, and polluted the water, air and soil of the region.
To understand  the blinkered thinking that is so often applied to the Arctic, you have only to look at Kenneth Rosen's Polar War, a weird mix of literary-wannabe travelogue ('The wind is a thief trafficking in breath'), political and geopolitical commentary, and oddly intimate self-exposure, with a terrifying appendix called 'Reining in the Arctic'. Alastair Campbell blurbs it as 'a proper piece of journalism' - which says it all, since the book flatters security wonks without disturbing anyone's received wisdom. It is meant to be a warning against the ambitions of Russia and China, trumpeting liberal American hegemony over the Arctic (the book is mildly critical of Trump even as it touts more US 'engagement' with Greenland). In his appendix, Rosen uses the hard-nosed and bullet-pointed language of Washington security think tanks to demand that the US 'improve our defence framework' by addressing 'weaknesses in various defence infrastructures, such as NORAD and the Clear Space Force Station', establishing an Arctic intelligence agency and funding geological surveys on rare earths to strengthen our 'ties with allies in Europe and Greenland'.
Rosen mentions Soviet nuclear testing on its Arctic islands, but not the three underground nuclear tests conducted by the US in Alaska in the 1960s and 1970s, well described by Dean Kohlhoff in Amchitka and the Bomb (2002). Kohlhoff writes that on the eve of the final test, the Indigenous Auke tribe appealed to Nixon to stop the test, insisting that 'their beloved islands, alive with spirit, were not mere rocks to be blasted and despoiled in dangerous experiments.' The explosions caused massive rock falls, suffocated intertidal life, killed thousands of fish and sea otters; and - in a horrifying detail - jammed the legs of aquatic birds into their bellies, destroying their internal organs. Thousands of acres of land were denuded. Lakes were emptied, rivers filled with debris and a reservoir holding toxic mud from drilling broke and spilled its contents into the sea.
Alaska wasn't the only casualty of nuclear contamination in the Arctic. In 1951, in concert with its Nato ally Denmark, the US expropriated and displaced the Inuit residents of Thule in northern Greenland in order to establish a Strategic Air Command base (it was renamed Pituffik Space Base in 2023). During the Cold War, it hosted ballistic missile early warning system radars and acted as a hub for aircraft armed with nuclear warheads criss-crossing the North Atlantic. In January 1968, a US B-52 bomber carrying four 1.1-megaton nuclear bombs caught fire over Thule. The crew ejected, but the plane crashed. Its 125,000 litres of jet fuel exploded on impact, setting off the conventional explosives in the warheads. Although the nuclear weapons didn't detonate, radioactive debris covered the region.
The USAF clean-up team arrived on dogsleds driven by Inuit peoples. As a subsequent report phlegmatically explained, 'weather prevented any activity at the site on 24 January 1968. Radiological Division personnel used this period to locate and monitor Indigenous personnel who had entered the contaminated area.' The official name of the clean-up project was Crested Ice, but in Atomic Audit: The Costs and Consequences of US Nuclear Weapons since 1940 (1998), Stephen Schwartz writes that it was nicknamed Dr Freezelove. The work entailed digging up the polluted ice to find the wreckage of the plane, storing the radioactive snow in tanks and shipping the plane parts from Greenland to the US for disposal.
The clean-up crew - seven hundred of them, both US servicemen and Danish civilians - worked without protective gear in punishingly cold temperatures and under great time pressure, attempting to beat the spring thaw which would wash the contaminated snow into the sea. There have been contradictory reports about the long-term effects on the crew of the exposure to radioactivity. According to Schwartz, a study in 1987 found 'a 40 per cent greater cancer diagnosis than [in] a cohort of 3000 Thule workers who were at the base before and after the accident and did not take part in the clean-up'. Nearly forty years later, Danish scientists recorded high levels of plutonium in the area. The security advice to US policymakers in Rosen's appendix includes the recommendation that 'Arctic assets', especially 'fifth-generation fighters', should be moved to the Pituffik Space Base.
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Underworld Troll
Tim Parks

3270 wordsIn  1870 Hans Christian Andersen published his last novel, Lykke-Peer ('Lucky Peer'). Felix and Peer are born in the same house on the same day. Felix leads a conventional existence of wealth and privilege. Peer's life is all struggle, though he's a talented singer and composer. He goes to the city and experiences every kind of hardship and temptation, but will not compromise the purity of his vocation. When he finally succeeds in staging an opera, he suffers a heart attack as the audience rises in a standing ovation: 'as by a flash of lightning his days here were ended, ended without pain, ended in an earthly triumph, in the fulfilment of his mission on Earth. Lucky Peer!'
 By giving his own masterpiece, published in eight volumes between 1898 and 1904, the title Lykke-Per, Henrik Pontoppidan was placing his work in the national literary tradition and inviting Danish readers to compare and contrast. Despite his winning the Nobel Prize in 1917, there was no English-language version of this extraordinary novel until Naomi Lebowitz's appeared in 2010 with the title Lucky Per. Paul Larkin's translation is entitled A Fortunate Man, which was also used for the 2018 Danish film adaptation. The cultural context is gone, but the question remains: what does it mean to be lucky, happy, fortunate?
 Both a state-of-the-nation novel and an extended Bildungsroman, Pontoppidan's narrative follows the vicissitudes of Peter Andreas (Per) Sidenius. Like the author, Per is born into a clergyman's family in East Jutland in the 1850s. After defeat to Germany in the war of 1864, a third of Denmark's territory is annexed, and the boy grows up in a period of national humiliation. His father, Johannes, and bedridden mother, Kirstine, are renowned for their puritan severity and frugality. Their behaviour is meekly accepted by Per's ten brothers and sisters, but 'almost from birth' Per lives as 'a stranger in his own home'. Rebellious and fearless, he becomes 'the leader of a small gang of rogues'. He is punished by his parents and shunned by his siblings. The conflict reaches a climax when Per is caught stealing apples and his father delivers a terrifying commination at the dinner table, concluding with the worry that the boy will end his days 'like that wretched brother upon whom the Lord pronounced his judgment of doom: Thou shalt be banished and without peace wherever in the world thou art.' His siblings are distressed, but Per is unmoved. 'For he now found that he could look upon the others with a feeling of innate superiority.' They're trolls, he thinks, 'blind to life's bright splendour'.
 Nothing is hurried in this long, lavishly imagined book. At each point Pontoppidan builds up the context, evoking landscape and cityscape, dramatising not only the lives of his characters but the busy world around them. Soon it becomes clear that nothing can be understood on its own; every impulse and exchange is intimately connected to, if not predetermined by, a thousand others. Per's father is not just a pastor, but one in a long line of pastors, men who see themselves as engaged in a perennial struggle with worldliness. There are comic descriptions of Johannes's refusal to offer the hoped for funeral orations - 'Not a word on the decency of the dearly departed and the fruitful furrow he had diligently ploughed' - and the resulting indignation of a bourgeoisie devoted to 'pomp and ceremony', but obliged to hear the illustrious deceased described as no more than 'this poor heap of dust'.
 Per escapes from home on snowy nights, pulls pretty girls onto his sled and roars '"Make way there!" ... with all the might his lungs possessed; for the world had to know of his triumph.' This is 'the raging torrent' of a 'youthful vitality' that he is 'forced to suppress at home', something that makes him 'slightly ridiculous' even to his friends. But growing up he will feel 'his own innate troll-like nature stirring within him' and fear that he too is 'an underworld troll - a true Sidenius'. It is as if Zola's hereditary determinism had fused with Scandinavian fairy tale.
 The boy's parents despair, but his maths teacher insists he has talent. At sixteen he is sent to distant Copenhagen to study engineering, as was Pontoppidan. It's the career Per believes offers 'the best chance of realising his dream of leading a proud and free-spirited life', while helping to forge 'liberated mankind's future success and prosperity'. Yet he is disappointed by the reality of a professor with the demeanour of an 'entombed mummy' and fellow students who want nothing more than pen-pushing jobs in the civil service. He retreats to his rented room, where, working night and day for months on end, he draws up an impossibly ambitious 'monster project', 'no less than a fully developed network of waterways which linked all of Mid-Jutland's larger rivers, lakes and fjord inlets to each other and joined the now cultivated heath, and its profusion of new town developments up there, with the sea on both sides'. Such an undertaking would revitalise Danish commerce and allow Per to return home victorious. He dreams 'of becoming the actual benefactor for the very town which had borne witness to his daily humiliations'. It doesn't occur to him that he sees life in the same embattled terms as his father, but with himself as saviour.
 If readers now see parallels with Andersen's tale of an incorruptible poor boy realising his dream in the city, they are soon disabused. Pontoppidan never allows his story or its protagonist to stand still. At his desk Per is afflicted by a 'raft of demons'. His professor pours scorn on his project. This 'benighted country', Per tells himself, is not a place where a young man can be taken seriously. He begins to frequent the favourite cafe of Copenhagen's 'artistic and literary demi-monde', not for the conversation but for 'a tall, slim figure with a glorious mane of strawberry blonde hair' behind the bar. Before long Fru Engelhardt, a married woman whom he meets at a carnival, invites him to a ball. He needs suitable clothes but, receiving only a small allowance from his parents, turns to moneylenders. Soon he is having his first affair. Rejoicing in his 'conquest and subsequent feelings of superiority', he condescends to an elderly romantic rival, who gently warns him that 'good fortune is the preserve of fools' and that Danes 'have an immovable partiality for the tried and tested': when 'wonderland opens its gates to us ... we become filled with doubt and turn to look back at that familiar seat by the stove.'
 Per is unimpressed. 'The main thing was that she now belonged to him.' The rival kills himself and, in a move that briefly shifts the novel into the realm of fable, bequeaths to Per 'a certain sum' the young man can't afford to refuse, though he'd like to. Waking in the night beside his mistress he is suddenly appalled by her indifference to the dead man's fate and hears 'his father's commanding voice pronouncing half-forgotten words about "the power of the Dark One"'. He breaks off the relationship. 'A country bumpkin you are,' she tells him, 'and a country bumpkin you will always remain!' The rival's prophecy is fulfilled and the pattern of Per's behaviour established.
 Many pages are spent describing the hardships and foibles of Per's landlords and their family, ordinary people who are at ease with themselves, neither in thrall to a gloomy moral rectitude nor corrupt. Per feels comfortable in this world, but it's not enough for him. 'He knew that his destiny lay far beyond the realm of everyday concerns and mediocrity.' Chastely in love with a pretty local girl, he rejects the chance of marriage to pursue his grand project, which becomes a practical proposition when he is introduced to 'the small circle of money men who, at the end of the day, were society's real decision makers'.
 Per has an antipathy towards Jews. He has no time for the effusive Ivan Salomon, whom he meets at the artists' cafe, and who quickly decides that Per is meant for great things, an 'Aladdin figure, Fortune's child'. Nevertheless, determined to act 'ruthlessly and recklessly' to achieve his ends, and aware that Ivan has a beautiful younger sister, Per agrees to meet the Salomons, one of the richest families in the country. It is the beginning of an immensely complex encounter of psychologies and cultures that forms the core of the novel and more than anything else constitutes its achievement. The Salomons are cultured, sophisticated and sociable. Per is captivated by the flirtatious sister, Nanny, and impressed by the furnishings in the Salomon home, the tapestries, paintings, leather-bound volumes. He is soon a regular guest, and begins to reflect on 'the influence a good and secure standard of living actually had in securing the healthy spiritual growth of a person'. For the first time in his life he feels inferior. 'Show respect for money!' he wants to shout, in defiance of his Sidenius heritage.
 Challenged by his 'own soul' to 'renew his search for self-awareness', Per gradually loses interest in the sunny but superficial Nanny, and turns to her older, quieter, 'frightfully scrawny' sister, Jakobe. Jakobe is as troubled as Nanny is carefree, aware of the antisemitism around her, already disappointed in love, accustomed to rejection, but 'famed for her intellectual capabilities, her willpower and encyclopedic knowledge'. At their first meeting she thinks Per 'positively hideous', a 'big brute' tainted with 'that stamp of poverty' and clearly a gold-digger. His booming voice 'chilled her to her very marrow'. At the same time she seems in no hurry to marry the staid, affluent widower Hr Eybert, whom everyone regards as her 'future husband'.
 Per finds he can talk seriously to Jakobe. They are both enthusiastic about the writings of the progressive intellectual Dr Nathan (based on the critic Georg Brandes), who is leading a crusade for Denmark's renewal. For the first time Per opens up about his difficult relationship with his family, and eventually thanks Jakobe for helping him 'to become a fully rounded person'. She gives him no encouragement, loathes the musty smell of his clothes, his self-importance, his 'bull in a china shop' approach to conversation. At the same time she is 'plagued' by erotic imaginings, and tortures herself 'in her efforts to avoid thinking about him'. He will have to 'conquer her', he decides, 'bit by bit'.
 The deepening relationship between the two is convincingly and comically drawn. It culminates in a day of high drama, when Per first proposes and is rejected, then makes a fool of himself in an extended spat with Eybert, and finally chases Jakobe up the stairs, falls on his knees, grabs her hand and kisses it 'repeatedly and passionately'. In an instant the two are embracing and the die is cast: 'She was in his power.' 'Per Sidenius, the son of a poverty-stricken, rural cleric ... was now the prospective joint owner of millions and millions!' The asymmetrical engagement bewilders everyone. Jakobe's parents, alarmed, insist on a delay before the betrothal is made official and pay for Per to visit major engineering projects abroad. Inspired by Brandes, he writes a fiery pamphlet on the need to transform Denmark - harnessing the power of the wind and tides to produce electricity - which Jakobe finds naive and poorly written. Nobody, least of all the reader, can decide whether Per is a genius or a chancer. From Berlin a certain Professor Pfefferkorn writes to the Salomons to commend the youngster as 'a prototype for the decisive, hands-on man of the coming century'. Per, meanwhile, is now eyeing a pretty German heiress even wealthier than Jakobe. He has decided that he must be 'true to his own personal battle cry: I will!'
 It's at this precarious moment that Per receives a telegram: 'Father dying.' For years he has refused to visit his sick parents. He doesn't have 'one happy memory' of his childhood. Now he goes home and is overwhelmed by the past. Shaking his father's hand on his deathbed, Per has 'the completely crushing feeling of having been called forth by some omnipotent judge'. While his siblings sing 'The Lord Is My Shepherd', 'filled with pride as they saw the gates of heaven open above their heads', he has to fight 'the urge to be swept up in their rapture'. At the funeral he is astonished by the huge turnout; over time the townsfolk had come to love Johannes for the very severity they initially loathed. His father was not a troll but 'a prince being followed to his grave by a grieving populace'. 'Nothing had turned out' as Per 'had imagined it would'. Aware that this represents 'a watershed in his life', he abandons society life in Berlin and heads to a remote village in the Austrian Alps where the course of a river is being altered after disastrous flooding. Rather than studying this feat of engineering, however, he spends his time reading philosophy. Unsettled by the 'sheer vastness' of the mountains and the 'eternal silence that prevailed there', he decides not to leave the area before he has 'achieved full clarity, absolute assurance of what it actually meant to exist'. Yet 'the more he read the more confused he became.'
 Back in Copenhagen, by contrast, Jakobe has abandoned literature and philosophy for books on physics and engineering. Suspecting that Per is going through a crisis - she has noted the susceptibility of Christians to 'sudden attacks of scruples and doubt' - she tracks him down to his mountain retreat. The two become lovers and enjoy an idyllic interlude. 'All at once, life took on a fullness and beauty he had never dreamed of.' With renewed excitement that the whole world is before him, on a mountain hike Per pulls out a gun and blows away the 'fake humility' of a crucifix beside the path, crying: 'Here's a shot to herald the dawn of a new century.' We are in the territory of D.H. Lawrence.
 All too soon Jakobe has to return to Copenhagen. Per travels to Rome, where he runs into Nanny. She is now married to a rising star in Danish journalism but already dissatisfied, and flirts readily with her sister's fiance. Caught up in the atmosphere of the city, Per reflects that Jakobe, 'with her peculiar nature ... was ill-suited to the kind of daring and connoisseur lifestyle to which he aspired'. It seems he cannot settle. No insight or passion really takes root. Despite letters begging him to return to Copenhagen, where a consortium of investors is interested in financing his great project, Per dawdles in Rome while a sculptor makes a bust of him with a 'cocky and contrived emperor demeanour'.
 The novel is past its halfway point. There are three great dramas to come, each introducing a new set of characters and subplots, and each climaxing in Per's rejection of the different kinds of conventional fortune that Denmark offers him. At a meeting with his potential funders, Per stuns everyone by refusing to agree to a simple concession they are demanding, hence losing this great opportunity. 'Why,' he asks the more pragmatic Jakobe, 'is it any less shameful to humiliate yourself before Mammon and the Golden Calf than for the crucifix?' What he doesn't tell her is how troubled he is to have learned that his mother and siblings have moved to Copenhagen; she doesn't tell him she's pregnant.
 In the next great set-piece, much of Danish high society - intellectuals, writers and bankers - gathers at the Salomon house for the party at which Jakobe's father is to announce her engagement. The evening begins, however, with a highly charged encounter between Per and Nanny. Per is now hopelessly confused, intensely aware as he responds to his future father-in-law's toast of 'the utter aversion he had inherited from his ancestors towards this comfortably cosmopolitan and openly Epicurean social set'. Yet many of the guests admire him for the stance he took against the financiers and the unimpressed figure he cuts at his own engagement party. 'The more foolish things you do,' Jakobe's uncle tells him, 'the more acclaim rises for your name.' The long, fraught evening ends with a reconciliation with Jakobe, followed by a panic attack. When some days later Per hears that his mother has died and contrives to board the ship carrying her coffin to Jutland, the reader is prepared for what happens next: a second renunciation, in the form of a letter that ends the engagement with Jakobe and once again plunges him into poverty. Perhaps his real fortune, he reflects, 'lies in the very fact of being a restless spirit'.
 Gradually, with immense torment and frequent backsliding, Per's youthful will to overcome all opposition gives way to a process of self-discovery and self-overcoming. He takes refuge in rural Jutland, returns to the Church and falls in love with Inger, the daughter of a prominent clergyman who preaches a liberal Christianity. Refused a loan by those who until recently were his friends, he humbles himself before his brothers and sisters and borrows from them the money to complete his engineering degree so that he can propose to Inger. But the novel has now moved into the territory of Kierkegaard and Nietzsche: a bourgeois Christianity cannot satisfy Per for long, and he soon falls into a depression. He remembers his father's words about the fate of Cain, 'banished and without peace wherever in the world thou art'. Only now does Per understand his essential 'aloofness and dread of life'. He realises that he has always been a Sidenius troll, and decides to embrace this. The story of how he eventually contrives to disentangle himself from the apparently happy family life he has taken years to construct is at once shocking and moving. In a final nod to Andersen's Lucky Peer, by the end Per has achieved a form of happiness, but one nobody would have wished for him.
 The two translations of the novel, though both highly readable, are markedly different. Naomi Lebowitz, an American academic and critic, offers a restrained, syntactically sophisticated version. Paul Larkin, an Irish filmmaker who worked for some years in the Danish merchant navy, writes a livelier prose, packed with idiom, alliteration and rhythm, though it's disconcerting that his version is some 30 to 40 per cent longer than Lebowitz's, which is itself a little longer than the original.
 It's curious to read such an ambitious novel, written for the most part in the 19th-century realist tradition, from a country about which I know very little. As with the great Russian or French novels of the period, many local references mean less to me than they do to native readers. It's clear, for example, that Per's struggle with competing value systems is intended to reflect long-standing polarities in Danish society. What is recognisable is the high seriousness of the endeavour and the belief that with a huge effort of the imagination, combined with the acute observation of a wide range of human behaviour, the novel could be used to bring readers to some ultimate wisdom. If, despite his vainglorious fickleness, Per never loses our sympathy, it is because of his openness to 'a voice from deep within ... the voice of a phantom asking: But who are you yourself?'
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Poem
Aerial
Devin Johnston

175 wordsFar out along a county road
from pole to pole of yellow pine
catenaries bear the load,
the twisted pairs of tip and ring
connecting ear to anything.
I hear you humming through the line.

In blazing summer heat, each pole
emits the smell of creosote,
a stain distilled from wood or coal,
a tarry whiff of single malt
as dry as splinters, sprayed with salt,
that lingers in the eyes and throat.

Resinous and leathery
with animalic undertones,
the smell preserves in memory
spars and rigging, wood and wire,
an armature of quick desire
that runs for miles between two phones.

Given shape by tongue and lip,
a disembodied voice comes through:
You call this a relationship?
I hear the click of glass and think
you must be at a kitchen sink.
I'm in Salina. Where are you?

Clouds pile up. The evening cools.
Soft lightning flares far out at sea.
Ceramic insulator spools
prevent your voice from leaking down
the poles and seeping underground
until the call's end sets you free.
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No One Can Live on Iron
Oliver Cussen

3850 wordsAlittle more  than a decade ago, the historian Dipesh Chakrabarty organised a conference at the University of Chicago on the history and politics of the Anthropocene. Chakrabarty had published an article four years earlier in which he argued that the science of anthropogenic climate change undermined assumptions about agency, experience and causation that are fundamental to the writing of history. At the conference, representatives from other disciplines were invited to hold their own methodologies to account. As a doctoral student searching for a project, I watched as academics in the humanities and social sciences lined up either to concede epistemic humility in the face of problems such as planetary systems and deep time, or to express excitement about the conceptual innovations (and, who knows, maybe even research funding) they made possible. But my abiding memory is of the economists. They were alone in being intellectually unmoved by environmental catastrophe. Projecting cost-benefit analyses at timescales large enough to account for different climate futures was simply too unwieldy, they argued: there were too many variables, too many systemic factors to fit into an equation or to plot on a graph. This wasn't a problem for economics, and so their models and methods could remain intact.
Historians can't afford to be so sanguine. The emergence of the concept of the Anthropocene at the turn of the millennium prompted physical scientists to trawl the archives of the Earth (tree rings, ice cores, pollen records, fossils) to speculate about its origins in the 'great acceleration' of the mid-20th century, or in the industrial revolution, or even further back in the Neolithic turn to settled agriculture. These are debates in which historians are professionally obliged to take an interest. But the invitation to think seriously about ecological processes and on the scale of geological time also promised radically new perspectives on events that had become falsely familiar. Chakrabarty suggested as much when he argued that critical histories of empire and globalisation have very little purchase on our current predicament, because we are now 'caught up in' much larger Earth systems 'that have no intrinsic connection to the logics of capitalist, nationalist or socialist identities'. If anything, the disciplinary influence has to work the other way: the science of climate change requires us to revise our moral and political fables about modernity. The rise of democracy coincided with the transition from wood to coal, and decolonisation in the 20th century precipitated the growth of fertiliser consumption, air travel, motor vehicles and industrial agriculture around the world. 'The mansion of modern freedoms,' Chakrabarty argued, 'stands on an ever-expanding foundation of fossil-fuel use.'
The 'planetary turn' came just as global history had become an accepted and even fashionable genre. Beginning in the 1970s, academics working for the most part in formerly colonised societies developed an unorthodox Marxist account of a 'capitalist world system' that for centuries (or, in some interpretations, millennia) had been defined by underdevelopment and exploitation. By the 1990s and early 2000s, non-Marxist historians had adopted the panoramic scope of this literature while rejecting its central analytics of 'core and periphery' and imperial hegemons, emphasising instead a wider range of actors in the story of globalisation - a trend perhaps most clearly represented in the UK by Christopher Bayly's The Birth of the Modern World (2004). Chakrabarty, a founding member of the postcolonial collective Subaltern Studies in the 1980s, has developed his own influential critiques of the economic and intellectual legacies of Western imperialism. He is happy to acknowledge the role of capitalism, empire and industry in causing the climate crisis. But global history is overwhelmingly concerned with human affairs and tends to emphasise unevenness and differentiation; it's not likely to yield the kind of unitary and multispecies politics that Chakrabarty is after. The difficult and perhaps impossible task he set out in The Climate of History in a Planetary Age (2021) is to retain 'what is of obvious value in our postcolonial suspicion of the universal', while also trying to imagine a universal history of more than human life. Global history is about the rise and fall of empires, the movement across oceans and continents of people, ideas and institutions; planetary history directs our attention to plate tectonics, weather systems, the evolution and extinction of species. In the Anthropocene we have to think 'simultaneously on both registers'.
Sunil Amrith's The Burning Earth is in some ways a response to this challenge. Trained as a historian of South and South-East Asia, Amrith has spent the past decade integrating the environment into his research on migration, port cities and infrastructure. In his telling, this involved overcoming a perceived separation from nature, the legacy of a childhood in Singapore and a career in the urban enclaves of transatlantic academia. His latest and by far most ambitious book is what Chakrabarty might call a global history of the planet. It tells a story about the way humanity - first gradually, in some parts of the world, and then everywhere - became a force of nature. The narrative is driven in the first instance by the processes of 'primitive accumulation' to which Marx attributed the origins of capitalism and which are at the heart of world-systems analysis: enclosure, New World conquest, plantation slavery, long-distance trade. But Amrith implicitly rejects the typical geography and causal logic of the Marxian account. The achievement of abundance in agriculture didn't begin in Europe and spread elsewhere; it can be traced back to the expansion of empires throughout the Asian landmass: Mongol, Russian, Mughal, Ottoman and Qing. To identify the origins of human power and environmental control in a single event, technology or social structure would be to risk provincialising responsibility for what is a shared planetary crisis. Instead, Amrith writes from a position of empathy for the 'all-too-human' desire to escape from the binding constraints of nature - a project that we are only now 'belatedly' realising has been won at a catastrophic environmental cost.
Amrith begins his story with the Medieval Warm Period of 900 to 1300, which, in Europe, provided the conditions for widespread conversion of wasteland to cultivation and a fourfold increase in the population. Of the latter phenomenon, Marc Bloch argued that 'few other events in the history of European civilisation, and of French civilisation in particular, have had such weighty consequences.' Increased population density led to the revival of trade and urban self-government; 'seigneurial anarchy', Bloch argued, was slowly being eclipsed by the modernising forces of the centralising state and the bourgeois freedom it allowed. Economic revival in France in particular took the form of internal, intensive colonisation: town, country and market were brought closer together, while the crown consolidated its territorial power.
But the Medieval Warm Period wasn't restricted to Europe, and elsewhere it helped to facilitate unprecedented imperial expansion. Unusually wet weather on the Mongolian steppe at the beginning of the 13th century made the grass grow faster, providing fuel for the five hundred thousand horses of Genghis Khan's army ('perhaps half of all the horses on Earth in the 13th century') as it raided lands throughout Eurasia. Wet conditions also prompted the spread of Champa rice cultivation in southern China under the Song Dynasty, which by the beginning of the 13th century was home to a third of the world's population. When Kublai Khan, Genghis Khan's grandson, completed the Mongol conquest of China in 1279, he achieved a 'new fusion of nomadic power and settled resources', of desert, tundra and paddy field. This synthesis was matched at sea, as merchants and travellers exchanged medicinal plants, spices and ideas written on the new technology of paper across an increasingly connected Indian Ocean.
Benign climate conditions didn't last. The beginning of the 14th century brought disaster to China: earthquakes caused an estimated 270,000 deaths, and snowstorms displaced nearly a million households. In 1319 'half of the cows in England died' of plague. A couple of decades later, the demographic gains of the Medieval Warm Period were wiped out entirely by Yersinia pestis, a bacterium endemic to wild rodents on the Central Asian steppe, who carried plague from China to the cities of the Golden Horde and from there to Crimea and the Mediterranean. The Black Death took the lives of between 30 and 60 per cent of the population of Europe and the Middle East. It also accelerated the collapse of the Mongol Empire, closing down the overland route between Europe and Asia.
Faced with the rise of the Mamluks in Egypt and the Ottomans in Byzantium, Europeans who had developed a taste for the spices of the East had to forge new trading routes by striking out west. The Portuguese conquered Madeira and stripped its forests to plant sugar cane; they also built fortresses on the western coast of Africa, where they traded for gold and, later on, enslaved people. By the end of the 15th century, Iberian sailors had found a seaborne passage to India and Columbus had landed on the other side of the Atlantic, on an island he called Hispaniola. Historians have recently debated whether the subsequent devastation of Indigenous communities by European colonists and their diseases (smallpox, influenza, malaria, measles, diphtheria) caused planetary cooling. The initial hypothesis, proposed by the palaeoclimatogist William Ruddiman, held that the severe depopulation of the Americas - a 90 per cent collapse within a century - allowed for the growth of immense amounts of carbon-devouring vegetation. Further research into Antarctic sea ice, where air from as long ago as six million years is trapped in bubbles, has confirmed a dip in the atmospheric concentrations of carbon dioxide in the 16th century, falling to around 270 parts per million in 1610 (today it is 425 ppm).
There's a restless quality to Amrith's treatment of early modernity. Armies sweep through continents. Empires expand across oceans. People, money and diseases are on the move. 'The pulse of human life on Earth quickened.' This is the way global history has typically been written in the last few decades, with an emphasis on mobility, connection and large-scale comparisons. Amrith is a skilled exponent of this genre, capable of traversing continents and centuries in short, lucid chapters that attend to a range of human and non-human actors. In twenty pages he covers the Atlantic slave trade, the Caribbean plantation complex, urbanisation and the rise of consumer society in Europe, Dutch hydrology, the drainage of the fens and the settlement and dispossession of Indigenous land in North America. This is the kind of Olympian perspective demanded by the planetary crisis and, it seems, by current historiographical tastes: The Burning Earth has received prizes from, among others, the Toynbee Foundation and the British Academy.
It's easy to get caught up in the narrative, to be awed by its scope, without stopping to ask why any of this is happening. Amrith doesn't have a compelling answer. He claims that 'the transformation of the world began with desire' - the desire of elites for status and luxury, and the desire of everyone else for subsistence. In other words, it was rooted in something like the human condition. We aren't told why 'symbols of rank and distinction' took the form of cash crops and precious metals - 'pearls and pepper, gold and silver and sugar' - or why people could only be fed through settled agriculture. Instead, what needs to be explained is naturalised and historical transformations are presented in near metaphysical terms. After the East India Company took power in Bengal, 'the spiral of conquest took on a life of its own.' In America after 1763, 'it was as if the westward movement of settlers were itself a force of nature.' Chakrabarty may have been right that it's impossible to write a history of the planet without giving up long-held views about causation, the sequence of events or the specificity of time and place - the bread and butter of most historical research. Then again, those economists at the Chicago conference also had a point. Some disciplinary models are worth holding onto, even if they can't answer some of the biggest questions.
In  The Birth of the Modern World, Bayly stressed the importance of the 'archaic globalisation' of the early modern period in facilitating the later spread of nationalism, industry and democracy. Nineteenth-century technologies such as the steamship and the telegraph worked through and even amplified older processes of connection based on the expansive logics of cosmic kingship (monarchs' divinely ordained pursuit of universal rule), religious missions and pilgrimages, and shared biomedical theories that encouraged the transcontinental exchange of plants and precious stones thought to have health-giving properties. Amrith similarly insists on the enduring influence of the archaic on modernity, but replaces Bayly's focus on cultural factors of integration with a sustained attention to changes in the land. Between 1500 and 1800 the great empires of Eurasia extended the frontiers of settlement and cultivation. Russia grew fivefold, with Stroganov merchants and their Cossack armies setting fire to the forests and grasslands of Siberia and replacing them with 'unending fields of rye'. The Qing empire advanced into Taiwan, Tibet and Mongolia. Mughal rule spread downstream to the Ganges Delta.
In each case 'the outcome was the same': nomadic herders and hunters were replaced by agrarian settlements that grew crops and paid taxes. In the 18th century, the Qianlong emperor waged 'a war of extermination' against Dzungaria, an alliance of tribal groups in modern-day Kyrgyzstan. By some estimates, roughly 80 per cent of the Dzungar population (which at the time amounted to around six hundred thousand) was killed in war or by disease; the rest fled to Russia. They were replaced by Han cultivators, Hui Muslims and Manchu bannermen, whose migration was sponsored by the Qing state. This was, somewhat paradoxically, the objective of all the frantic mobility of archaic globalisation: to fix people to the land so that they could be governed more easily and more profitably. The Russian peasants who conquered Siberia were rewarded with two centuries of serfdom.
Other historians have explained the territorial expansion of empires in the early modern period as a consequence of institutional changes, principally the rise of the 'developmentalist state'. Agrarian settlement meant taxes, which meant investment in armies and infrastructure, which further entrenched the power of elites. The state, and politics more generally, barely feature in The Burning Earth. Amrith instead directs attention down the social scale, to the serfs and slaves who worked the land, and out to the geographical margins of empires, their frontiers of settlement, where agrarian production was most intense. It is in colonial landscapes that perhaps the most enduring legacies of archaic globalisation can be found. The dodo became extinct in Dutch-occupied Mauritius in the late 17th century; 18th-century Russian fur trappers in the Pacific wiped out the entire population of the Steller's sea cow in just three decades. According to the historians John L. Brooke and Chris Otter, 'since 1600, at least 484 animals and 654 plants have become extinct. The "natural" rate of extinction is one species ... every 700 years.' They also point out that carbon dioxide emissions from land use (deforestation and the intensification of agriculture) began to rise sharply after 1700, and were not matched by industrial emissions until the First World War. Even in that conflict the colonial land grabs of earlier centuries proved decisive. Citing Avner Offer's 'agrarian interpretation' of the war, Amrith notes the Allies' almost total reliance on North America for wheat and ammunition and Australia for wool. More than a million soldiers were mobilised from Canada, Australia and New Zealand.
These territories were incorporated into the Anglosphere in the age of sail, not steam. Fossil fuels may have been a 'necessary condition' of the global ecology of total war, but Amrith insists that the technologies of modern industry led to the 'amplification of human impact on the Earth': this is a history of continuity, not rupture. As the Victorian nature writer Richard Jefferies put it, 'no one can live on iron, or coal, or cotton - the object is really sacks of wheat.' The most immediate environmental impact of the railway and the steamship was to extend the acreage of land dedicated to staple crops. Vast stretches of Ukraine, North America, Argentina and Australia were turned over to wheat; rice paddies colonised the river deltas of the Irrawaddy in Burma, the Chao Phraya in Thailand and the Mekong in Vietnam. The world grain trade grew nearly tenfold in the second half of the 19th century, and in the process the gap widened between affluent consumers in the West and those elsewhere who laboured to feed them. The peasantries of China, India and Africa became increasingly commercialised - condemned to take on debt to squeeze surplus from their smallholdings for the global market, which left them vulnerable to a series of late-century droughts and famines caused by El Nino. Some victims contributed to the 'great unmooring' of the 19th century, leaving their land for work in mines or on railroads and plantations. But not everyone had access to the infrastructure that made migration possible. Amrith points out that as late as the 1970s, almost three-quarters of all journeys in rural India were made on foot.
The old world endured even in the oil fields of the early 20th century. In 1901 half of the world's petroleum came from Baku, on the Caspian Sea. Zoroastrian, Hindu and Sikh pilgrims had for centuries worshipped at the Ateshgah, a temple where a fire burned constantly from a spring of natural gas. Gradually, the Russian Empire and then the Soviet Union found more practical uses for the gas field and for the oil that oozed from the soils of the Volga delta. In the 1870s the city's barons developed a way to use oil as fuel for transportation. Baku became a boom town, thanks in no small part to the efforts of the Nobels - a Swedish family of arms manufacturers and dynamite inventors whose role in the destruction of the planet has perhaps gone underappreciated. Having ventured down the Volga in search of ammunition supplies for his brother's factory, Robert Nobel arrived in Baku just in time for the oil rush. Within decades their new company, Branobel, had opened five hundred wells. Their twelve thousand employees lived in a workers' colony called Villa Petrolea. The Nobels were responsible for building the world's first oil pipeline and first ocean-going oil tanker. They called the ship Zoroaster, and its successors Buddha and Brahma - cosmic kings for the age of oil. Beyond magnates like the Nobels, the Rothschilds and Royal Dutch Shell, Baku attracted labourers and political agitators from around Europe and the Middle East: Young Turks, Muslim social democrats and Russian communists. One of the leaders of a 1904 strike by the oil workers was a young Josef Stalin.
Amrith argues  that total war 'forced together' two 19th-century developments in humanity's relationship to nature, both of which hinged on nitrogen. In 1910 Fritz Haber and Carl Bosch figured out how to make ammonia, enabling the production of synthetic nitrogen fertilisers; a few years later, they developed a way to use that synthetic ammonia to produce nitric acid, an essential ingredient for the kinds of explosive once made by the Nobels and now being used at scale across Europe. (Both Haber and Bosch later received the Nobel Prize in Chemistry.) The capacity to 'preserve, protect and extend life' was growing, but not quite as fast as the capacity to destroy it. Increasingly, the latter was regarded as instrumental to the former. In 1915, Germany implemented a state-sponsored programme to kill nine million pigs to preserve land for grain and to supply meat to a hungry home front. Around eight million horses died during the First World War. Of the ten million combatant deaths, ninety thousand died from chemical agents.
The Nazi regime turned the logic of environmental control to genocidal ends. Hitler described the Eastern Front as 'a battle for food, a battle for the basis of life, for the raw materials the Earth offers, the natural resources that lie under the soil and the fruits that it offers to the one who cultivates it'. Anxiety about grain motivated the annexation of Poland and the implementation of the Hunger Plan in the Soviet Union. Zyklon B, the substance used in the gas chambers of Auschwitz, had been invented as a pesticide in the 1920s, thanks to Haber's research.
Some of the technologies that brought destruction to Europe also brought liberation to its colonies. 'Never had so many people been promised so many freedoms as in the twenty years after the Second World War,' Amrith writes, and many of those promises were kept. After independence, postcolonial nations had access to medicines and chemicals that fundamentally altered the conditions of life: 'how long one could expect to live, whether one's children would die in infancy, whether a mother would survive childbirth'. Only after affluence had spread to the Global South did intellectuals in the West begin to fret about its ecological costs. Some factions of the environmentalist movement, such as the neo-Malthusians of the Club of Rome, were explicitly nativist in their concern about the rapid growth of the world population after 1945. But as Amrith points out, more sophisticated thinkers also failed to incorporate the Third World into their critiques of the great acceleration. Rachel Carson denounced the use of DDT for destroying America's rural ecosystems, but the same chemical eradicated malaria in India: in 1947, 75 million cases and eight hundred thousand deaths were recorded there; fourteen years later, there were fifty thousand cases and no deaths. Hannah Arendt worried that humanity's technological domination of nature - space travel, splitting the atom - suggested a wilful alienation from an Earth that, 'for all we know, may be unique in the universe in providing human beings with a habitat in which they can move and breathe without effort and without artifice'. She did not stop to ask, Amrith writes, whether life without artifice had always been so easy for the 'dispossessed and colonised'.
Chakrabarty has argued that any reckoning with the great acceleration must acknowledge the postcolonial 'desire to be modern'. The Burning Earth does this principally through its deep agrarian perspective - its attention to the precarity of peasant life, prolonged and exacerbated by colonialism. After centuries of underdevelopment, who wouldn't entertain 'dreams of fossil-fuelled escape'? But it's also clear that some people have benefited more than others from the way the world has been developed in the last seventy years. In 1962, years after oil executives had been warned about the catastrophic effects of global warming, Humble Oil ran an advertisement boasting that each day the company 'supplies enough energy to melt seven tons of glacier'. Most of the carbon in the atmosphere because of human activity has been emitted since 1990. In the last decade, Amrith points out, nearly two thousand environmental activists around the world have been murdered. Committed to the centuries-long, cosmopolitan perspective of planetary history, he insists that 'as we move beyond the obvious culprits, moral certainties blur and responsibility for harm grows more dispersed.' Maybe the obvious culprits deserve more scrutiny.
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At Pallant House
On William Nicholson
Rosemary Hill

2368 wordsKatherine Mansfield's  short story 'Bliss' is a jewel-like study of a young woman, Bertha, poised unknowingly at a moment of crisis in her life. (It's interesting not least for what it prefigures of Mrs Dalloway.) Bertha, preparing for a dinner party she will give that evening, arranges the fruit she has ordered: tangerines, 'apples stained with strawberry pink. Some yellow pears, smooth as silk, some white grapes covered with a silver bloom and a big cluster of purple ones', the latter chosen deliberately 'to tone in with the new dining room carpet'. This last thought, she reflects, is a little 'far-fetched', but when she has finished the arrangement and stands back something 'most curious' happens. 'The dark table seemed to melt into the dusky light and the glass dish and the blue bowl to float in the air.' The effect was 'so incredibly beautiful ... She began to laugh.' It is that same curious beauty - poise without tension, a scene both miniature and universal - that makes you gasp in front of William Nicholson's near contemporary still lifes The Silver Casket (1919) and The Silver Casket and Red Leather Box (1920), two paintings that quietly dominate the thoughtful exploration of his life and work currently on display at Pallant House (until 10 May).
[image: ]'The Silver Casket and Red Leather Box' (1920)




Today Nicholson is more known about than known. Some works - his child unfriendly Alphabet (B is for Beggar, U is for Urchin), the illustrations for The Velveteen Rabbit and the portrait of him in his favourite spotted dressing gown by William Orpen - strike chords of recognition, as does his first commercial success, the coloured woodcut of Queen Victoria with walking cane and Skye terrier. It was made for her Diamond Jubilee, though William Heinemann, who eventually published it, initially objected that Victoria, dome-shaped in black with a white feathered bonnet, looked like a tea cosy. By 1897 the 'Good Queen and Empress', a fixture in the mind's eye of three generations, did look like a tea cosy and was as reassuringly familiar. The print struck the balance between respect and satire, pleasing the general public as well as the 1890s avant-garde. Oscar Wilde put it on his wall ('Every poet should gaze at the portrait of his queen') and when Nicholson modestly responded to praise from Whistler by remarking that the queen was a wonderful subject, Whistler replied: 'Her Majesty might well say the same of you.' Printmaker, portraitist, landscape artist, theatre designer and illustrator, Nicholson slips through the fingers of art historians. Neither Bloomsbury nor Post-Impressionist, Aesthetic nor Arts and Crafts, though something of all of these, he was also the father of the more easily categorised modernist, Ben Nicholson. The current exhibition, the first on such a scale for twenty years, explores the Venn diagram of his career with the astonishing still lifes at its intersecting centre.
William Nicholson was born in 1872 in Newark-on-Trent. The son of a moderately prosperous engineer and his second wife, he seems never to have wanted to do anything except paint, draw and live on his own terms. His parents let him drop out of grammar school at sixteen and he joined the art college-cum-artists' colony run by the painter Hubert von Herkomer at Bushey, just north of London. Three years later he was asked to leave, having posed a nude model with an open umbrella, an intervention regarded by Herkomer as a piece of 'Whistlerian impudence'. Whistler himself still lay ahead. In the meantime, Nicholson left England to study at the Academie Julian in Paris.
The legacy of the years at Bushey was his encounter with two fellow students, the brother and sister James and Mabel Pryde. Having eloped with Mabel, Nicholson went into artistic partnership with James under the soubriquet of the Beggarstaffs, an old English name which they had noticed on a fodder sack in a stable and liked. The Prydes and their friends, including the actress Ellen Terry and her son, the theatre director and designer Edward Gordon Craig, set the course for much that followed. Although the Beggarstaffs partnership was short-lived, it established Pryde and Nicholson as original poster artists of international stature, comparable to Toulouse-Lautrec.
The exhibition opens with their designs for the Drury Lane Cinderella and a poster from 1894 for Hamlet. Pared down until he occupies only a third of the narrow format, the Prince of Denmark appears side-on contemplating Yorick's skull, bone white against Hamlet's black-robed profile, the pointy toes of his slippers, the high-collared cape and headdress giving him an unmistakeably Aesthetic silhouette. Like the tea-cosy queen, the design shows Nicholson's grasp of what Whistler called 'the art of leaving out'. Recognition depends less on what the eye sees than on what the mind remembers of what it has seen. Hamlet, who more usually holds the skull in one hand, holds it here in both, gazing into the eye sockets, creating intense emotional effect in what is little more than an outline. Nicholson enjoyed the theatre and went on to design costumes for the first production of J.M. Barrie's Peter Pan. An early portrait of Ben, from 1901, shows him standing three-quarter face in an oblong of light amid shadows, as if waiting in the wings of a theatre. As Simon Martin notices in his catalogue essay, 'William Nicholson: The Illusionist', Nicholson often used this effect of an isolated figure, as if spotlit on a stage, in his work.
Portraits were the reliable if exhausting source of much needed income. Neither Nicholson nor his wife had private means; the PS500 a year that Woolf recommended, and which many members of the Bloomsbury set enjoyed, was not theirs. Nicholson had remarkable facility, as demonstrated by the painting of Miss Wish Wynne, Actress in the Character of Janet Cannot for the Play 'The Great Adventure', which he knocked out in four hours when the artist who had been commissioned to do it fell ill. Wynne is shown from the back, turning in three-quarter profile, intent and forceful, the reddish pink of her dress set off by the white cross straps of her apron. Even so, as Nicholson wrote to a potential client hoping for two pictures, 'Nothing frightens me more than a possible queue of sitters.' Portraits are among the best works in the exhibition, and also some of the weakest. At times it seems that their success was in inverse ratio to the eminence of the sitter.
Patricia Reed's essay on the portraits explains that Nicholson preferred to work with a sitter directly, without preparatory studies, reworking pictures over many years, sometimes to destruction. Breakfast at Chartwell (1934-36), depicting Winston and Clementine Churchill at home, was taken back to the studio after its first exhibition to be 'corrected' and did not survive the 'few minor but ultimately ruinous improvements'. Sidney and Beatrice Webb, a commission for the London School of Economics, shows the couple awkwardly far apart in front of a fireplace. As their friend Bernard Shaw remarked, it is a very fine picture of brickwork. Nicholson and Lord Hardinge, viceroy of India, a man used to command and with little time to spare, did not hit it off. While he was in Delhi, Nicholson also took the time to make the magnificent, near life-size portrait of The Viceroy's Orderly (Duffadar Valayat Shah), who is shown full length in his silvery-white official costume. Like the Morris dancer Edward Russell, a favourite model of his, Shah evidently spoke to something in Nicholson. His own children had a similar effect on him. Nancy in a Feather Hat - a painting of his daughter at the age of ten - is a joyous composition, with echoes of Whistler. Golden feathers and a blue shawl reflect light onto a face in which adolescence is beginning to dawn in the eyes of a child.
While it's unhelpful to try to categorise Nicholson, it is useful to contextualise him. Stephen Calloway does this with deft authority in his essay 'The Self-Fashioning of an Artist'. It's in his milieu, the fluid fin-de-siecle of the 1890s, that Nicholson comes into focus as a personality and an artist. With Max Beerbohm, Edwin Lutyens (a close friend who was responsible for Nicholson's trip to India), William Rothenstein, Aubrey Beardsley and William Orpen, he was one of what Julius Meier-Graefe called 'the superboys'. These Nietzschean sports, children of the 1860s and early 1870s, including Alphonse Mucha, Gustav Klimt and the Glaswegian 'Spook School', were the generation who made art and architecture remarkable across Europe in the last years of the century. Diverse as the arts and attitudes of Nicholson's circle were, some things were shared. A playfulness, a love of quips and puns, excruciating in Lutyens's case, and a self-conscious self-presentation.
Nicholson's look was his own take on the 'Masher', a style popular with young men about town in the 1890s. The prolific illustrator Phil May, another Masher (or Nut, as they were sometimes known), drew Nicholson and James Pryde for the Studio magazine in matching Masher gear: wide coats with big pearl buttons and low-crowned bowler hats. As Pryde was tall and strongly built, and Nicholson so slight that the Prydes referred to him as 'the kid', the effect was fondly comic. Such self-fashioning attracts attention and at the same time deflects it. By becoming a type, the individual can avoid scrutiny and there were people who found Nicholson's brittle 'smart talk' difficult to deal with. He disliked Orpen's portrait of him with his family, although photographs show it to have been accurate. It was perhaps the implied narrative that disturbed him. The children look bored or irritable and Mabel, who stands at the back, an outline like a peg doll with one hand on the doorknob, is less distinct than the spots on her husband's dressing gown.
Nicholson, although undoubtedly vain, was perhaps no more self-obsessed than most artists. He was fond of children, and his sense of play breaks out in his illustrations, which include such improbable scenes as The Serpent and Her Mother (1923), in which a young adder is seen trying on a bonnet in a mirror. The same sense of whimsy is evident in his work for children's books, especially The Velveteen Rabbit. The drawings positively bubbled onto the paper according to one observer, who watched as 'hundreds of rabbits' were 'drawn calligraphically without lifting the pen ... in a boisterous humour full of surprise'. The impression of fully formed images straining to get out recalls Nicholson's comment on Judd's Farm (1912), one of the small plein air landscapes included in the show. It was, he wrote, so simple he had it fully in his mind before 'releasing the paint'.
[image: ]'Studio Still Life' (1914)




By 1914 the Nicholsons had four children. William had a reputation, and an important patron in Thomas W. Bacon, but the war took a heavy toll. One of the finest portraits in the show, never previously exhibited, is A Soldier of the 1914-18 War, another profile composition, masterly in its accumulation of realistic detail - the propped bayonet, the sandbags of the trench on which the soldier leans his folded arms - and in its mood of watchful, steady tension. It is thought to be a portrait of the Nicholsons' second son, Tony, who died of his wounds the following year. Mabel died in the flu pandemic of 1918-19, which took more lives than the war itself. Nicholson made a hasty and ultimately unhappy second marriage to Edie Stuart Wortley, an eligible widow he had known for some time. The marriage did nothing to improve relations with Ben, always fretfully competitive with his father, who had hopes regarding Edie himself. The dress that Nicholson designed for his second wife, made up in painstakingly hand-painted glazed cotton, is shown here beside her portrait, in which a tactful shadow implies a slenderer figure than the dress itself suggests.
By now Nicholson had begun on the still lifes. The Lustre Bowl with Green Peas and The Lowestoft Bowl (both 1911) are two of the most beautiful. Having been commissioned before the war to create a decorative scheme for the Paris apartment of the author Edward Knoblock, Nicholson set up a studio there and painted Studio Still Life (1914). More interesting than successful, the background is a painting showing the view from the apartment towards the Palais Royal behind a collection of objects relating to Knoblock's interests, among them his walking stick and toile de Jouy gown and cap. The composition doesn't gel, but it points towards the development both of the still lifes and Nicholson's synecdochic portraits, of which the most famous is Miss Jekyll's Gardening Boots (1920). Nicholson painted it while waiting for dusk, when Gertrude Jekyll, refusing to waste daylight, would come indoors and sit for him.
After he and Edie separated in 1933, Nicholson fell in love with the writer Marguerite Stern, who became his companion for the rest of his life. He accepted a knighthood but declined to be put up for the Royal Academy, and although he was now chiefly known as a painter, he continued to work for the theatre, making designs for Massine's ballet The Tub and Noel Coward's The Marquise. Like Coward he took care to maintain his image. After the Second World War, when his favourite Edwardian-style shirts in patterned or spotted fabric were no longer available, he taught his granddaughter Jane to paint white shirts with 'pinpoint black spots' by hand.
The family had become a dynasty. Ben's first marriage, to the artist Winifred Roberts, failed when he met and fell in love with Barbara Hepworth, whom he went on to marry, but Winifred Nicholson made her own reputation and seems to have remained close to her father-in-law. Nancy, herself an artist and textile designer, married Robert Graves, with whom she had four children, before that marriage also collapsed; Christopher, the youngest of the four, became an architect, a member of the Modernist MARS group and husband of the textile designer E.Q. Myers. Nicholson's legacy is threaded throughout 20th-century British art, but his own work has been undervalued both for its variety and for the perfect pitch of his curiously breathtaking still lifes.
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Everywhere and Nowhere
Lorraine Daston

2792 wordsProxies  stand in for something or someone else: a press secretary stands in for a politician; the number of citations a scientific paper gets stands in for its significance; the rise or fall of Gross Domestic Product stands in for the overall health of the economy. The proxy is never a perfect substitute for the person or thing it replaces. At best, the two are reliably correlated; at worst, only loosely and erratically so. Figuring out which proxies are generally dependable and under which circumstances is a complex business, and this is especially true of those sciences whose objects of inquiry are themselves proxies, such as sociology, economics and climatology. Entities such as society, the economy and climate are everywhere and nowhere. They are the product of many factors and must be observed indirectly via proxies. There's a reason Adam Smith's 'invisible hand' was invisible. This doesn't make these entities any less real, but it does make studying them fiendishly complicated.
 Climatology may be the ultimate proxy science. Weather is easy to measure and describe. It is local and short-term: whether it's going to be rainy or sunny for the next few days; today's temperature and barometer readings; tomorrow's likely wind speed and direction. Climate is regional and middle to long-term: temperatures, humidity levels, the kinds and amount of precipitation, wind speeds and other factors averaged over decades, centuries, even millennia. Climate is understood today as a statistical entity comprising many different kinds of mostly quantitative data, harvested by standardised instruments positioned in an observation network. But at least two thousand years before the invention of thermometers and barometers, there was a concept of climate zones (the Greek klima originally meant 'inclination' or 'latitude', and later 'region'). Aristotle, Hipparchus, Ptolemy, Strabo, Pliny the Elder and other ancient authorities carved up the Earth into horizontal bands (the number varied from five to seven), positing that the angle of the sun and the length of a day were the most important proxies for climate - hottest at the equator and coldest at the poles. Pliny's Naturalis Historia drew inferences from climate zones to the complexion and character of the people who inhabited them: Ethiopians were scorched by the sun and made wise by their climate; northerners were made pale and fierce by theirs.
 By happy coincidence, Pliny located the mean between these extremes in the Mediterranean temperate zone where he resided, claiming that he and his fellow Romans were 'of medium bodily stature, with a marked blending even in the matter of complexion; customs are gentle, senses clear, intellect fertile and able to grasp the whole of nature.' Although the early modern voyages of European commercial and imperial expansion eroded the credibility of Pliny's geography and climate zones (imagine the disappointment of the English colonists who discovered that Massachusetts and Rome did not share the same climate), theories linking climate to national and racial character persisted well into the 19th century. If latitude was a proxy for climate, climate was a proxy for ethnic stereotypes.
 The Russian-German scientist Wladimir Koppen created a new system of climate zones in 1884 on the basis of vegetation patterns, resulting in a patchwork of rainforests, deserts and tundra scattered across different latitudes and continents rather than in bands circling the globe. Yet there continued to be speculation about the way climate affected culture. The appeal of climate determinism isn't hard to understand: what other factor has been so pervasive? As far back into the past as historical records stretched, the climates of the inhabited regions of the earth seemed relatively steady, despite the occasional drought or flood. The concept of climate as the mean of temperatures and precipitation over centuries meant that spiky fluctuations in the weather tended to be smoothed out. In the short run, contingency mattered, as did bouts of savage weather. But in the long run, climate and geography dominated.
 Melissa Charenko's book tracks what happened to climate science when new technologies vastly extended its chronological reach. In the mid-19th century, long-held assumptions about climate stability began to totter as geological evidence of past ice ages and the discovery of fossils of extinct species like the mastodon and megatherium emerged. Human archives, especially of past measurements made regularly on calibrated instruments, had the advantage of high temporal resolution and short chains of inference: if a well-kept record of thermometer and barometer readings for a given place was available, then the averages that linked weather to climate could be calculated. Some scientists, such as Harvard's Robert DeCourcy Ward, who in 1910 became the first professor of climatology in the US, disdained all proxies, insisting that instrumental measurements were the only reliable indices for the modelling of climates past and present. But some believed they had discovered climate cycles, possibly correlated with sunspots, and others detected inexorable long-term trends. The Russian naturalist and anarchist Pyotr Kropotkin concluded from the dried lake beds he had seen in Siberia that the entire northern hemisphere was undergoing creeping desertification. Throughout the 19th and early 20th centuries, the balance of evidence swung back and forth between theories of climate stability and climate dynamism. There were too many indices from which to infer past climates, and they didn't always align.
 Instrument purists like Ward viewed all such indirect evidence with suspicion. But rigour came at a high price. Thermometers and barometers hadn't been invented until the 17th century, and it wasn't until the late 18th century that systematic measurements on standardised instruments were attempted - and even then only in a few parts of Europe and North America. Restricting the evidence for the reconstruction of past climates to calibrated instrument readings limited the geographical and temporal scope of climatology to a few hundred years. By contrast, nature's archives of climate proxies elongated the timescale to many millennia and expanded its range to wherever scientific ingenuity could discover a proxy.
 Proxies for past climates are various: fossilised plants and pollen preserved in peat bogs, the tree rings of giant sequoias, air bubbles trapped in ice cores, packrat middens. As in the case of geological strata, deeper usually means older. Tree rings and ice cores have an annual clock that can be reckoned backwards from now (the outermost ring of a newly felled tree or last winter's layer of snow). These proxies offer the twin advantages of sharp temporal resolution and absolute dating, and in the case of some deep-bore ice cores they go back nearly 800,000 years. But they are limited to those regions with long-lived trees or permafrost. The past climates of other places must be inferred from more ambiguous proxies. Before radiometric dating became widely available in the mid-20th century, many proxies could only be dated relatively. The Scandinavian scientists who dug up pinecones and hazelnuts in peat bogs based their calculations on the depth at which such plant macrofossils were buried, much as archaeologists first dated successive settlements on the site of Troy by numbering them consecutively in order of excavation. Hazel trees flourish in temperate zones, and the Swedish geologist Gunnar Andersson inferred from the distribution of fossilised hazelnuts that parts of Sweden had once been significantly warmer (even after the last ice age) than they are today. But how long ago, exactly? Pollen proxies are more plentiful and versatile. As allergy sufferers know, trees can release immense amounts of pollen each spring, and the pollen grain's hard protective walls decay very slowly. By identifying dominant plant genera in fossilised pollen excavated at different depths, scientists could match vegetation patterns with past climatic conditions. Determining just how long past was a trickier matter, as was ascertaining whether genera that happened to survive for thousands of years indicated the way ecological communities adapted to changes in climate.
 Uncertainties plagued other proxies too. Take the smelly mounds of excrement deposited by the Shasta ground sloth, which once inhabited what is now the south-western United States. The sloths were herbivores and made their home in caves such as Rampart Cave near the Grand Canyon, where in the 1960s and 1970s the palaeoecologist Paul S. Martin began excavating layers of dung in the hope of discovering why the species had survived several glaciation periods, only to go extinct about ten thousand years ago. Martin thought the plant remains preserved in the sloth dung ruled out any sudden change of climate as the cause: judging from the fossil analysis, the sloths had been chomping on their usual diet up until the time they disappeared. He concluded that the sloths had been hunted to extinction by Paleoindians, who killed species not yet adapted to human predators well in excess of their need for food and fur. Known as the 'overkill' hypothesis, the idea of a will-to-kill was invoked by Martin and others to explain the disappearance of early Holocene megafauna after the arrival of modern humans in the Americas. But by the time Martin published his theory, radiocarbon dating could fix absolute dates and it showed a disparity of about three thousand years between the first appearance of humans in the area and the disappearance of the sloths, though fossilised plants in dung from other caves seemed to suggest a closer coincidence. Martin's models predicted the extinction of megafauna within only a few hundred years of the arrival of humans.
 It is impossible to avoid interpretation with proxy data, and the more proxies involved (and the more kinds of proxy), the greater the leeway for alternative interpretations. This is enough to fuel scientific controversy, even before politics are added to the mix. Charenko points out that the overkill hypothesis resonated with Cold War anxieties about the risk of engineering our own extinction through nuclear war and concomitant speculation among social scientists and sociobiologists that there might be an aggressive instinct in Homo sapiens. Indeed the term 'overkill' was borrowed from critics of the nuclear arms race, who argued that extant stockpiles of weapons were more than enough to wipe out the world's population several times over. Particularly sensitive was the claim that it was the ancestors of Native Americans who had mowed down the ground sloths, woolly mammoths and other American fauna in a hunting spree. At a moment when environmentalists critical of industrial farming were finding common cause with Native American activists defending their rights to ancestral lands, Martin's overkill hypothesis was seized on by defenders of the status quo in an effort to drive a wedge between the two groups. Oddly, everyone accepted the dubious identification of contemporary Native Americans with their ancestors of more than eleven thousand years ago, as if culture had stood still, neither diversifying nor developing, despite evidence to the contrary. Native American activists, for whom claims to cultural continuity were paramount, countered scientific accounts with rival oral traditions that allegedly reached back into the deep past.
 Charenko is sympathetic to the Native American cause without endorsing the claims of oral traditions over those based on the evidence of scientific proxies. Maintaining such a position can be difficult: there is a fine line, for instance, between giving an honest account of the uncertainties and limitations involved in the use of scientific proxies and aiding climate change deniers who exploit uncertainty to sow doubt and stall action. As Naomi Oreskes and Erik Conway showed in Merchants of Doubt: How a Handful of Scientists Obscured the Truth on Issues from Tobacco Smoke to Global Warming (2010), a small group of scientists, employed first by tobacco companies and then by oil conglomerates, clouded the scientific consensus that smoking was bad for your health and that carbon dioxide emissions were heating up the atmosphere. Journalists became their unwitting accomplices because doctrines of 'balance', conflated with 'objectivity', disposed them to grant both sides equal airtime, even where the evidence and expert opinion overwhelmingly favoured one over the other. Charenko is forthright on the subject of global warming, which she considers conclusively proven, and is at pains not to abet the deniers. Yet the heart of her argument about scientific proxies is that they are intrinsically uncertain and that they have been used in the past to make extravagant claims later disproven.
 Charenko's dilemma - how to talk about uncertainty in science without undermining science - is not hers alone. Scientists have evolved refined methods for estimating the possible error associated with various kinds of evidence; indeed, being a credible scientist means being able to weigh evidence judiciously. Peer review is designed to assess the quality of the evidence, flag unwarranted inferences and measure the gap between evidence and interpretation. That gap can be narrowed but never closed: if it could be, science would not advance. Viewed in this light, uncertainty is a precondition for progress. But the matter is seldom presented in this way to the general public. Both scientists and journalists have motives for exaggerating scientific certainty and hyping results. Scientists, whose research is largely supported by public funds, have little to gain from being cautious and modest about their discoveries, especially since there are always rivals vying for the same few grants. For journalists, nothing ruins a headline faster than a qualifying 'maybe'. The result of such overconfidence is the erosion of public trust in science. We badly need a grown-up way of talking about scientific uncertainty, uncontaminated by a long philosophical and theological tradition in which truths worthy of the name must be certain and eternal. Just because it is progressive, scientific knowledge will always fall short of that standard.
 Charenko brings her history of climate proxies up to the present, in which the monstrously complex models made possible by supercomputers dominate projections of future climates. The multiproxy analyses used to reconstruct past climates also depend on the enormous increases in computing power since the 1990s. These computer-boosted methods represent a great advance in the ability of scientists to treat climate as a whole, rather than as a patchwork of different regional weather patterns studied by means of different proxies at different temporal resolutions. Yet it is just this holistic vision that makes Charenko uneasy. She prefers the local to the global, for reasons both practical and political. The analogue models of the second half of the 20th century, which paired present ecosystems with past ones, may have collapsed under the weight of their own detail, but they did succeed in showing that ecosystems don't necessarily respond to climate changes as systems. Individual plant genera might or might not adapt, independent of their neighbours. What at a global level looks like overall devastation could at the local level reveal green shoots. Charenko takes this lesson one step further. Small-scale communities may offer more scope for agency and adaptation than the planet acting as a whole. She suggests that in navigating climate change 'perhaps if we think smaller, we'll act smarter.' Just as she detects sympathetic vibrations between the overkill hypothesis of anthropogenic megafauna extinction and Cold War fears of imminent human extinction, there are undertones of the anti-globalisation politics of the current moment in her small-is-beautiful plea. Forget about the increasingly performative Conferences of the Parties orchestrated by the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (COP31 is due to take place later this year); forget about the photograph of the cloud-streaked blue marble planet that first appeared on the cover of the Whole Earth Catalogue in 1968. For that matter, forget about the UN and the whole Earth altogether. Il faut cultiver notre jardin.
 Belief in climate stability once fostered a belief in indelible ethnic types; belief in climate dynamism lent itself to deterministic explanations of any and all kinds of historical change. What all climate-based theories of history assumed until recently was the negligible role of human agency. Climate seemed to dwarf the puny efforts of human beings to change their lot. It was an unpleasant shock to discover that human beings could alter the climate, and not for the better. First came desertification on a regional scale, as in the case of the farmers who inadvertently turned the North American prairies into the Dust Bowl of the 1930s, and then warming on a global scale, as carbon dioxide emissions raised temperatures to levels that melted glaciers, unleashed floods and scorched cities. Fantasies of geoengineering schemes to reverse these effects only drive home the point that the roles are now reversed. Charenko writes that these revelations have challenged the function of climate proxies: what's the use of reconstructing past climates if climate change has 'ruptured' the connection between past, present and future? The controlled uncertainty of the climate proxies, each carefully checked against the others, has given way to the radical uncertainty of a future in which all bets are off.
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Claremonsters
Colin Kidd

3099 wordsHarvey C. Mans field, a professor of government at Harvard from 1962 until his retirement from teaching in 2023 at the age of 91, has never shirked any opportunity to burnish his reputation as a conservative ogre. His interventions in the campus culture wars have been plentiful, memorable and clumsy. One particular cause of ire is grade inflation, which he blames on greater racial diversity in the student body. Mansfield refused to go along with the fashion for more generous grading, earning the nickname - in which he revelled - Harvey 'C minus' Mansfield. Towards the end of his teaching career he relented: he reasoned that his students - most of them devoted to him despite his harshness - should not have their prospects dimmed because of his marking. His solution was to award two grades: what he called an 'ironic' grade, inflated to meet contemporary expectations, which was submitted to the university registry and appeared on the student's official transcript, and the real - usually much lower - grade, communicated privately to the student.
 Mansfield deliberately courts public controversy. In 1993 he gave testimony in court in favour of Amendment 2 of Colorado's state constitution - later struck down by the US Supreme Court in Romer v. Evans - which prevented its municipalities from enacting gay rights ordinances. Homosexuality, according to Mansfield, was ultimately subversive of 'civilisation' itself. He caused further outrage with his assault on gender-neutral society in his book Manliness (2006). The offence derived not only from his attempts to resurrect a lost ideal but also from his encomiums on ladylike modesty. He became a target for cancellation, disinvited in 2019 from speaking at a gala at Concordia University in Canada because of his views on gender. But when he was offered a job elsewhere, his departmental chair at Harvard beseeched him to stay, with the backhanded compliment: 'Harvey, you mustn't go. You are our balance.' Mansfield puts this another way: the very fact of an outspoken conservative's continued presence provides apparent proof that everything he says about the university's radical drift must be wrong.
 Remarkably, given this combative public profile, what most stands out from Mansfield's books is his talent for probing the ambivalence that inheres in superficially obvious concepts. Despite the anti-feminist coat-trailing, his position on manliness was more circumspect than some of his critics noticed. While reluctant to abandon the social utility of traditional masculine assertiveness, Mansfield was equally wary of the macho excesses to which it gave rise. Manliness inspired responsibility, without which any political system was imperilled; but male swagger could all too easily degenerate into forms of misrule characterised by overconfidence and aggression. He never forgets that the manliness he wants to defend is dangerously double-edged. The same attentiveness to ambiguity stands at the core of his shrewd exploration of executive power in Taming the Prince (1989). His topic - one that has become alarmingly central to America's current predicament - is the long-term transformation of traditional rulership into modern executive authority, which embodies the energy needed for tackling crises but is qualified by constitutional constraints on the untrammelled exercise of raw might. While Mansfield is a proponent of a strong executive, he also recognises that executive authority is different in kind from traditional rule and that the limitations placed on it are an essential facet of its ambiguous character.
 Mansfield is a conservative of a rarefied kind, a disciple of the emigre German-Jewish philosopher Leo Strauss, who came to the United States in 1937, eventually becoming a professor at the University of Chicago. Without some awareness of the Straussian interpretation of intellectual history, Mansfield's book The Rise and Fall of Rational Control will be baffling, if not misleading. At the core of Strauss's thought was the quarrel of the Ancients and Moderns. According to Strauss, political philosophy began to curdle as early as the Renaissance. From the early 16th century, the moderns corrupted the legacy of ancient philosophy, surrendering to a base view of human nature and contrived political systems that aimed no higher than the accommodation of sordid self-interest. A curious problem arises here for American conservatives: the American constitution, whose checks and balances were designed so that competing interests counteracted one another, derives from this stunted vision of humanity. How can patriotic conservatism be reconciled with a view of the country's foundational charter as at best 'a low but solid' foundation? The issue has divided Straussians: the purists, mainly from Chicago and the East Coast, accept this dismal reading; a second strain, most prominent in southern California at the Claremont Institute (which publishes the Claremont Review of Books), solves the problem by emphasising the high ideals articulated in the Declaration of Independence. Mansfield was a friend of the late Harry Jaffa, the leader of the Californian sect, who is best known outside Straussian circles for the spectacularly misfiring line he gave Barry Goldwater during a stint as his speechwriter in 1964: 'Extremism in the defence of liberty is no vice.' Mansfield and Jaffa also had their disagreements, particularly over the former's dismissal of the ideal of equality enshrined in the Declaration of Independence as a 'self-evident half-truth'.
 Strauss's conservative followers are very influential in certain quarters of American academia, politics and punditry. Decades before Donald Trump's assault on the universities, Allan Bloom - a pupil of Strauss's - launched a devastating attack on trends in higher education in his unexpected bestseller, The Closing of the American Mind (1987). Another pupil, Paul Wolfowitz, played a central role in George W. Bush's invasion of Iraq as Donald Rumsfeld's deputy at the Pentagon. And the 'Claremonsters', as they are sometimes known, are prominent in the MAGA movement - which is not, contrary to received opinion, entirely populated by anti-intellectual rednecks. Rather, as Laura Field has shown in her recent book Furious Minds, three main intellectual tributaries feed into Trumpism: postliberal social Catholicism, national conservatism and Straussianism.* In September 2016, Michael Anton's piece in the Claremont Review of Books on the stakes of that year's presidential election was read out on air to fifteen million listeners by the right-wing talk-radio personality Rush Limbaugh. Peter Thiel, the billionaire co-founder of PayPal, is a disciple of Straussianism, and his protege J.D. Vance has spoken at Claremont Institute events. The attempted election grab of 2020-21 has been described as 'a coup in search of a legal theory': John Eastman, the director of the Claremont Centre for Constitutional Jurisprudence, provided the theory in a legal memo that exaggerated the constitutional role of the then vice president, Mike Pence, in the congressional counting of Electoral College votes. Mansfield himself, however, is decidedly ambivalent about Trump. Although he voted for him in 2020, with 'many misgivings', he parses Trump's boorishness as manliness of the dangerously wrong sort.
 Straussianism has gone through various mutations, and its current MAGA iteration constitutes a glaring perversion of Strauss's legacy. Strauss himself was never part of the conservative movement, despite his laments over modernity's disastrous divergence from classical values. This declinist version of philosophy's history is one of the many peculiarities in his work. Whereas the dominant contextualist school of political thought - best represented by the likes of Quentin Skinner and the late J.G.A. Pocock - reads texts historically in terms of their function in past political debates or through the idioms of former political languages, Strauss severed the connection between philosophers and their environments. Philosophy, in his reading, was a noble, daring and self-contained enterprise that stood at a remove from a society's norms. Philosophers veiled their findings - especially when they implied atheism, Strauss seems to insinuate - both in order to avoid persecution and from a concern that the seepage of dangerous truths might corrode the bonds of convention and religion which, they recognised, held societies together. According to Strauss, the interpretation of philosophical texts required the capacity to read between the lines, to decode hidden truths and to sift an outwardly visible message from esoteric meaning. This meant paying keen attention to the interstitial minutiae of texts. 'The real opinion of an author', Strauss claimed, was 'not necessarily identified with that which he expresses in the largest number of passages'. If an author contradicted himself at a certain point in his argument, it wasn't because he had made a mistake - this was most unlikely, Strauss reckoned, in the case of a philosopher - but was evidence of the effort to signal some semi-hidden insight. Most people read the beginnings and ends of books with the most attention; sly snatches of subversion were therefore most likely to be found in the middle chapters. Strauss took this method to preposterous lengths, counting the number of chapters in a book and searching for numerological patterns - multiples of thirteen, for example - in the structure of the books he read.
 Are we confronted then with a Wizard of Oz whose smoke-and-mirror deceptions gull his disciples? That was certainly the view of the eminent ancient philosopher Myles Burnyeat forty years ago in a celebrated demolition job published in the New York Review of Books under the title 'Sphinx without a Secret'. If Strauss's argument that Plato's Republic meant the opposite of what it appeared to say - that it embodied a coded conservatism rather than the radical utopianism it purported to offer - is wrong, then, Burnyeat perceived, the splendid architecture of Straussianism crumbles. And it's hard to disagree with his observation that much of Straussian literature appears to consist of interminable exegesis in lieu of proper argument. Pocock too complained that Straussians dodge the accountability that conventional standards of logic and evidence impose on other academics.
 But is it all nonsense? Should we dismiss wholesale the Straussian sensitivity to pregnant silences, concealed irony and covert satire? Arthur Melzer's erudite and unsettling discussion of lost rhetorical techniques in Philosophy between the Lines: The Lost History of Esoteric Writing (2014) gives one pause. Indeed, there's a contextualist case for this way of reading: according to Skinner, it is precisely because of the obliqueness of certain authors that texts don't simply speak for themselves. And we shouldn't overlook what Strauss himself called the main theme of his writings, the 'theologico-political problem'. The tension between the demands of philosophy and faith, between what Strauss called the claims of Athens and Jerusalem, is intrinsically irresoluble, but it used to be decidedly more pressing. Strategies for camouflaging one's beliefs were common features of early modern religious life, and the idea of a double doctrine - a refined inner truth for initiates that differed in some degree from an outer superstition propagated to the vulgar - was prominent in 18th-century discussions of ancient civic cults. In Islamic political thought too, another area of Strauss's expertise, where he first encountered esoteric writing, there were parallel forms of dissimulation, including kitman and taqiyya. Forthright freedom of speech - such as we have enjoyed in the West and are now struggling to preserve - belongs to a short period within the long sweep of political philosophy.
Familiar Straussian  motifs, including the theologico-political problem and a disparaging view of the moderns, lie at the heart of The Rise and Fall of Rational Control. Ostensibly an introductory survey to modern political philosophy - the book is based, Mansfield notes, on a course he delivered to undergraduates at Harvard between 1968 and 2022 - there is a huge unadvertised backstory here without which the innocent reader will miss much of the book's contentiousness, polemical bite and idiosyncrasy. Strauss's influence is mentioned only once, in the acknowledgments on page 308, but his presence lurks throughout.
 What exactly does Mansfield mean by 'rational control'? The idea assumed such a variety of forms between the early 16th and late 19th centuries, including in liberalism and Marxism, that it eludes easy definition. I take it to mean a turn away from a commitment to externally authorised standards of excellence - whether derived from nature or from religious revelation - to a human-centred mode of political thinking whose ultimate goal is human convenience. The function of reason is thereby transformed from a way of understanding the world into a tool for controlling outcomes. We see this most famously in Marx's remark that the point of philosophy is not to explain but to change the world: 'a perfect summation', according to Mansfield, of an idea coined by Niccolo Machiavelli.
 Mansfield contends that modernity was not a slowly unwinding process, but emerged at a stroke in Machiavelli's reframing of philosophy. By pricking the politically counterproductive pieties of Christianity and the equally misguided obsession with the ideal characteristics of 'imagined principalities and republics', he brought philosophy down to earth. In addition, Mansfield contends that Machiavelli jettisoned the central tenets of classical political thought, what the Straussians regard as the noble purposes animating ancient polities. Justice and virtue were tossed overboard and replaced with what Machiavelli called 'effectual truth'. Mansfield understands Machiavelli's boast that he brought forth 'new modes and new orders' to refer to this deliberate shift of focus towards advantageous results. Nevertheless, this tendentious account of modernity rests on the slenderest evidence. As Mansfield concedes in a recent collection of his essays, pointedly entitled Machiavelli's Effectual Truth (2023), Machiavelli only uses the term 'effectual truth' (verita effettuale) once, in the first paragraph of Chapter 15 of The Prince.
 Whereas Skinner and Pocock saw classical continuities in Machiavelli's thought - whether neo-Roman republicanism or a civic humanism underpinned by a Polybian historiography of cyclical corruption and renewal - Mansfield, echoing Strauss, identifies a Machiavellian rupture in political philosophy. Straussians regard ancient and modern republicanisms as utterly distinct, animated by a very different ethos. That's the reason their version of the Renaissance involves a rejection of classical antiquity, not, as we might suppose, its renewal.
 There are further twists. Although everything that goes wrong with modern political philosophy has its ultimate provenance in Machiavelli, he is by no means the straightforward villain of the piece. Mansfield is a connoisseur of Machiavelli's wit, sophistication and ingenuity. Although the Straussians resurrect the diabolic Machiavelli - Old Nick - of popular caricature, he plays a role similar to Milton's Satan in Paradise Lost: a figure so bright, so captivating, so seductive that he dominates proceedings and - in the case of Strauss and Mansfield - charms his calumniators. Mansfield detects Machiavelli's fingerprints everywhere among the moderns, even in texts where he goes unmentioned. Where Mansfield's protagonists diverge from Machiavelli's particular strategies the effect is somehow to conserve his overall position. According to Mansfield, Hobbes restores a version of natural law after Machiavelli discards it, but then provides the basis for the further elaboration of rational control. The benign features of liberalism are presented as an indirect response to Machiavelli's shock therapy. Humans resent being commanded, therefore government must take indirect forms. What a cynical Mansfield describes as the 'swindle' of representative government - we, the people, ultimately authorise those who govern us - emerges as a sop, first in Hobbes as an ironic premise of untrammelled sovereign authority, then in the more savoury form of liberal constitutionalism. A liberal 'formalism' that prizes rights in themselves proves emblematic of Machiavelli's original sin: the confounding of ends and means.
 Because human nature is prey to fears of invisible spirits, Strauss's theologico-political problem persists. Hobbes deflects this threat to civil peace by making the political sovereign the interpreter of scripture. The turn to philosophies that commence with the state of nature - in Hobbes and in Locke (whom Mansfield reads as Hobbes's covert disciple) - further disentangles politics from Christianity, since this concept serves as a rebuke to the innocent version of human beginnings found in the Old Testament. Rousseau attempts to introduce a simple civil religion in place of Christianity, while Hegel appears to endorse a free society underpinned by a rational, 'secularised' Christianity. Religion endures, but it is domesticated and declawed. The 'pious frown' of the authoritarian prelate gradually morphs, as Mansfield notes pointedly, into 'the fixed, all-consuming grin of the modern cleric'.
 But release from obligations to the deity still leaves human freedom constrained by earthly necessities. Rational control of the natural world becomes a central theme of modern philosophy. Because of its indifference to the classical ideals of justice, goodness and nobility, science is a particular Straussian bugbear. If, as Machiavelli thought, acquisitiveness was hardwired in our natures, what alternative was there to a world of looting and counter-looting? Locke's solution was to make property rights - justified by the input of human labour which transformed nature - 'the principal object of the state'; Marx's, from a similar point of departure, was to redefine capital as 'congealed labour' appropriated from the workers.
 Rousseau's Discourse on Inequality, Mansfield believes, marks a major turning point in modern philosophy through its depiction of human nature as a contingent historical artefact. Rousseau disaggregates the state of nature into a series of primeval phases, during which humankind is gradually transformed. Human nature emerges from his account as a hybrid: artifice and convention have blended with our animal natures. Passions and vanity are additions to our original make-up. Since reason itself is no longer an integral part of human nature, philosophers operating in Rousseau's wake, Mansfield insists, must explain the unfolding of reason in history. Thereafter Kant, Hegel and Marx offer contrasting accounts of the historical progress of reason, until Mansfield's narrative of the rise of rational control reaches its end point in Nietzsche's repudiation of rationality itself.
 Mansfield's book is airless and enclosed; modernity is defined by a few canonical authors, while the milieu in which they lived rarely intrudes. History is suspect. Strauss, having witnessed the turmoil of interwar Germany, thought that historicism had incubated the sickness of moral relativism and nihilism. Mansfield worries that the Skinner-Pocock method diminishes the 'greatness' of a figure like Machiavelli because it submerges him among 'the commonplaces of his context'. While the Straussian approach captures the engagement - sometimes at a great distance - of authors with their major predecessors, it fails to explain the particular and immediate forces that motivate their arguments. Straussians place an excessive value on the importance of texts - the tradition of Great Books - but do a major disservice to the works they claim to prize. Sometimes the damage is limited to partial, incomplete readings, but at its worst Straussianism can result in a gross miscategorisation of author and text. Despite this, Mansfield's work is immensely clever, subtle and thought-provoking. The Rise and Fall of Rational Control merits generous applause of the sort we give to a jazz interpretation whose enchantment lies in its ingenious departure from an original score.
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V is for Vagina
T.J. Clark on Willem de Kooning

6573 words[image: ]'Suburb in Havana' (1958) by Willem de Kooning
Artwork (c) 2026 The Willem de Kooning Foundation/ Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York and DACS, London.
Photo: Owen Conway. Courtesy Gagosian.




Willem de Kooning 
's Suburb in Havana was painted in 1958. The canvas seems to have had its first showing at Sidney Janis's gallery in New York, part of an exhibition called Eight American Painters that opened on 5 January 1959. Four days before, on New Year's Day, Fidel Castro's forces entered Havana. It had been clear for much of 1958 that the Batista regime was falling apart, with street fighting moving in from the suburbs of Havana all through the winter months. The New Year's Day entry was carefully staged. Press coverage of Castro's campaign in the US had been overwhelmingly favourable, and stayed so - frightened but thrilled by the imagery of revolution - for much of 1959, certainly for its opening months. Life magazine is a good barometer. Its 12 January issue carried nine pages of pictures under the headline 'Dynamic Boss Takes Over a US Neighbour.' On 19 January it had Castro in colour on the cover, with a further spread of photographs inside.
It is painful to return to 1958 at the moment Castro's regime, after sixty years of resistance, finally faces defeat. These days, a suburb in Havana, if its eyes are on the future, is a stage for models in 1950s costume (as if) strolling by vintage green Fords. Having kept old cars and dresses in good repair for decades of el bloqueo may at last prove a moneymaker. The island is preparing its return to the 'US sphere'. And perhaps painting and photograph have more in common, judged strictly as responses to history, than most of us would like to believe. De Kooning's caricature of revolution is certainly a fashion statement. His view of Havana is 'staged'. But I shall defend it nonetheless.
[image: ]

One way to come to terms with de Kooning's painting - is it a defence or not? I'm undecided - is to put it firmly back in New York. Art history has decided that 1958 and 1959 are years when the style called 'Abstract Expressionism' or 'action painting' or the 'New York School' grew tired of its triumph and lay down to die. Jasper Johns's Flag - Abstract Expressionism's ghastly patriotic shroud - had its first showing at Leo Castelli's in January 1958. You might say, especially in retrospect, that Flag was always waiting to be draped over Suburb in Havana's dream of freedom. Flag never grows old.
'Lay down to die,' I wrote. But morbidity in modernist art is a necessary condition, and very often horribly lively. Modernism is an art of endings - of art's ending - and it goes on elaborating its death rattle. De Kooning certainly did. The late 1950s for him were years of elation.
Among the run of paintings from 1958 to 1960, the best companion piece for Suburb in Havana seems to me Merritt Parkway (1959). The two are more or less the same size, eighty inches by seventy. The just-off-the-square format is de Kooning's default setting through these years, though what he does with it never stands still - compare the even accents, four-squareness and open horizon of Suburb in Havana with the upright velocity of Merritt Parkway. Colour within the series is even more variable, but Suburb in Havana's yellows and browns stand out from these paintings' cool, almost pastoral norm. The yellow, especially, is one of the most sober, most qualified primaries de Kooning ever put on. Seen alongside the pastel pinks, pale blues and yellows of so many of its companions (Door to the River, from 1960, is lusher than most, but a fair comparison), Suburb in Havana can look positively grim.
[image: Adolph Gottlieb_Bias Pull]'Bias Pull' (1957) by Adolph Gottlieb




De Kooning's mood in 1958 was not exceptional. Ebullience was everywhere in New York; Jasper Johns was still an outlier. The old mad master of abstract expressionism, Hans Hofmann, had two successive shows at Sam Kootz's gallery in 1958 and 1959, first of recent work in high colour, and second of paintings drawn from his long career, the retrospective (selected by Clement Greenberg) opening in the same month as Eight American Painters. Lee Krasner had a show of new paintings, big free-rolling abstracts, at Martha Jackson's gallery in spring 1958. For most of the 1950s Adolph Gottlieb had been painting his way out of Cubism - its grids and compartments and horizon lines - and in 1957 and 1958, at the Jewish Museum and Andre Emmerich's gallery, he showed the results (Greenberg was again curator). No one at the time, or later, quite knew what to do with Gottlieb's sudden move into Blast and Burst, but one or two earlier paintings in the Jewish Museum show, in particular Bias Pull from 1957, still hovering between landscape and bomb site, may well have struck a chord with de Kooning.
There was one show in 1958 that de Kooning learned from directly - no doubt he had studied its contents for weeks beforehand. In early summer, his friend Franz Kline put up an exhibition of canvases from the previous eighteen months: colour had come back, after years of exclusion, into Kline's black and white world. There are distinct echoes of the Klines - of his tribute to King Oliver's syncopation, for example - in Suburb in Havana.
[image: ]'King Oliver' (1958) by Franz Kline




De Kooning, to sum up, was a creature of the New York School. But he was also a naif, a Great American Artist, a Dutchman looking for his place in art history. Painting Cuba in a time of trouble, Van Gogh's Wheatfield with Crows had to be contended with, perhaps as it was described in a book by another friend, Meyer Schapiro. (Schapiro's Van Gogh was published by Abrams in 1950: his description of Wheatfield with Crows has never been bettered.)
Wheatfield with Crows, Cane Field with Revolutionary ... Suburb in Havana is a title, not a painting. Sometimes titles matter, sometimes not. In the end, an accounting of Suburb in Havana has to take on the question of its 'Cuban-ness', its Fidelismo. It has to reckon with the painting's superficiality, and to decide if that quality is a strength. But let it be 'in the end'. Havana in 1958 is a big idea, exotic, abstract, ominous, overdetermined. Thank God there's a less glamorous circumstance referred to in de Kooning's title: what we are looking at is a suburb. Stick with that.
Again, it helps to put the painting back in New York. De Kooning had a show at Sidney Janis's in May 1959, his first one-man appearance for three years. (There is a photograph of Kline and de Kooning outside the opening, an irresistible period piece - brimming with Freud's 'honour, power, wealth, fame and the love of women'. And of course the photo speaks to the Kline connection. Kline and the woman on the left with her back to the viewer are Suburb in Havana's imagined audience.)
[image: ]Franz Kline, de Kooning and Ruth Kligman outside Sidney Janis's gallery (1959)




The critic Tom Hess says that Suburb in Havana was in the Janis show, but most probably it wasn't. His mistake is understandable: the painting would have fitted perfectly in the one-man show. Sidney Tillim counted 21 works when he reviewed the show for Arts in June. Hess said there were 22, including 13 large abstractions. We can be pretty sure, from mentions in the press, plus a surviving photograph taken in the gallery, of the titles of eight of the large abstractions. Merritt Parkway was one, plus Parc Rosenberg, Wall Landscape, September Morn. There was a painting called Ruth's Zowie. (Ruth Kligman is the woman facing de Kooning and Kline in the photo. She was an Abstract Expressionist painter, and the only passenger to come out alive from Jackson Pollock's car crash three years earlier. The story goes that 'Zowie' was what she said when she first saw the painting in de Kooning's studio.) Another work in the show was called Lisbeth's Painting. Fairfield Porter mentions that it 'incorporates a child's handprints': de Kooning had a two-year-old daughter called Lisa. A cluster of works were reproduced in black and white in Hess's book on de Kooning for the Great American Artists series, which was just about to be published: Bolton Landing, Leaves in Weehawken, Forest of Zogbaum, February. Presumably some of them were there in the show that May.
[image: ]'Merritt Parkway' (1959)
Detroit Institute of Arts, bequest of W. Hawkins Ferry.
Artwork (c) 2026 The Willem de Kooning Foundation/ Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York and DACS, London.




I am interested in the fact that so many of the pictures' titles give strong clues to landscape facts - 'a chunk of vista ripped from actuality and dumped into a room', as Hess put it (characteristically) at the time. It's also interesting that the two reviewers most worth reading in 1959 weren't much inclined to take the titles at face value. 'Ruth's Zowie and Wall Landscape,' Tillim says in passing, 'are similarly energetic pastorals' - similar to Merritt Parkway. Pastoral, maybe, but what Tillim talks about mainly (and doesn't warm to) is de Kooning's new formal language: simpler and simpler basic geometry, at war with worked-up 'expressiveness'. Merritt Parkway would be a case in point:
Despite, or because of, his increasing discomfort with the structural matrix of his style ... de Kooning has reduced his pictorial means ... There is enough 'conventional' de Kooning here to reassure his uncritical admirers (including the collectors who bought out 90 per cent of the exhibition on opening day), but there is an unusual amount of confused de Kooning, torn between his gift for expression and the 'logic' of Cubist structure. In the few works where he has achieved a precarious balance, we have the most 'geometric' de Kooning to date, camouflaged by the physical wallop of paint application.

Tillim may be under Greenberg's spell in this - his terms and valuations come from the Greenberg playbook - but that doesn't mean his criticisms weren't astute. He had talked already, very usefully, about Kline and Hofmann as de Kooning's new points of reference.
You'll gather from Tillim that, by 1959, Abstract Expressionism was beginning to try some people's patience. The sneer at the 90 per cent collectors is indicative. Morris Louis and Jules Olitski had one-man shows at French & Co that year, with Cubist structure and physical wallops of paint deliberately nowhere to be seen. There was a show of Roy Lichtenstein at Condon Riley in June, still safely Ab Ex. But something was happening. A young man called Frank Stella had a painting in a group show at Tibor de Nagy, made up of ranks of identical black stripes: 'Like the doors of a big clothes-press,' as one reviewer put it. It was a dense moment, a discontented moment. Lots of people, not just Lichtenstein, were getting ready to jump ship. Don Judd was polishing his anti-Hessian prose.
A defence of the new de Koonings, then, had better be double-edged. Fairfield Porter's review in the Nation on 6 June is worth quoting at length. Porter was clever and unpredictable: he'd filled Greenberg's shoes at the Nation with considerable flair. We know de Kooning thanked Porter for the piece, and you soon see why:
The phrase 'abstract-expressionist' is now seen to mean 'paintings of the school of de Kooning', who stands out from them as Giotto stood out from his contemporary realists ... The paintings are very big, approximately square; or if small, in the same big scale; in very broad strokes of a house painter's wide brushes, with a dry speed and some spatter ... They represent nothing, though landscape, not figures or still life, is suggested. The colours are intense - not 'bright', not 'primary' - but intensely themselves, as if each colour had been freed to be. The few large strokes, parallel to the frame and at V angles, also have this freed quality. So does the simple organisation, the strange but simple colour, the directions and the identification with speed. And in the same way that the colours are intensely themselves, so is the apparent velocity always exactly believable and appropriate. There is that elementary principle of organisation in any art that nothing gets in anything else's way, and everything is at its own limit of possibilities. What does this do to the person who looks at the paintings? This: the picture presented of released possibilities, of ordinary qualities existing at their fullest limits and acting harmoniously together - this picture is exalting. That is perhaps the general image. The paintings also remind one of nature, of autumn, say, but autumn essentially, released from the usual sentimental and adventitious load of personal and irrelevant associations. The names of the paintings are misleading (Lisbeth's Painting, Ruth's Zowie, September Morn). They are partial, they do not tell all, they do not tell what the painting may have come from (which it may be impossible to verbalise) so much as what the painting partly in each case became.

This is very fine. It says some simple and important things about abstraction, and particularly de Kooning's version of it. (The fact that Porter was himself an imperturbable figurative painter helped.) I agree about the posteriority of titles, and the need not to take them as indications of what the pictures may be 'of'. All the same, Porter slightly loads the deck by selecting as two out of his three misleading titles Ruth's Zowie and Lisbeth's Painting, which purposely spell out their posteriority. This still leaves us with a cluster of titles taking off from September Morn: Montauk Highway, Leaves in Weehawken, Duck Pond, Merritt Parkway and so on. Suburb in Havana belongs to this cluster. I'm happy with the idea of these names as no more than indicators of 'what the painting partly in each case became', but it seems that what they became was enough alike, as a form of experience, for the painter to want to signal the way the what belonged to a special, limited world. Which world, then? What set of experiences?
At one level the answer is obvious, and writers about de Kooning have often had things to say about it. De Kooning himself seemed anxious to help - he came back and back to the topic in interviews and conversations. The difficulty, as I see it, is not in assembling the evidence but in tuning into its tone. It helps, I think, to start from two phrases in Porter: his sense of the paintings' 'identification with speed', and the judgment that follows, 'in the same way that the colours are intensely themselves, so is the apparent velocity always exactly believable and appropriate.'
Where do speed and velocity lead us? To the most famous thing de Kooning ever said: 'Content, if you want to say, is a glimpse of something, an encounter, you know, like a flash - it's very tiny, very tiny, content.' This has been endlessly quoted in writing on modern art because it sounds somehow deep. But I am not sure de Kooning meant it to be - at least, as applied to the paintings he showed in 1959. (The interview in which he produced the phrase took place the following year, when the landscape abstractions were still under way. The remark was directed in particular to his 'Woman' paintings of several years earlier, but the idea of the glimpse is one that de Kooning returns to, and I'm sure it connects with Suburb in Havana.) 'I still have it now,' he says, 'from some fleeting thing - like when one passes something, and it makes an impression.' Particularly, as he said to anyone who would listen, fleeting things from cars.
Here are the relevant passages - they're famous, but I do not think we have got them right. To David Sylvester in 1960 (this is a few minutes on in the interview from 'content is a glimpse' and I think it takes up the same train of thought):
Most of [my recent pictures] are landscapes and highways and sensations of that, outside the city - with the feeling of going to the city or coming from it, you know. In other words, I'm not a pastoral character, you know, I'm not a - how do you say that? - 'country dumpling'. I am here and I like it in New York City, but I love to go out in a car. I'm crazy about weekend drives even if I drive in the middle of the week. I'm just crazy about going over the roads and highways ... They are really not very pretty, but the big embankments and the shoulders of the roads and the curves are flawless - the lawning of it, the grass. This I don't particularly like, or dislike, but I wholly approve of it ... I mean, I am not undertaking any social ... I'm no lover of the new - it's a personal thing ... When I was working on this [Merritt Parkway] picture, this thing came to me: it's just like the Merritt Parkway.

To the critic Harold Rosenberg in 1972:
There is this strange desire which you can't explain. Why should you do that? I think I like it because of the ordinariness ... The landscapes I made in the 1950s, such as Parc Rosenberg, were the result of associations. But I had a vast area of nature - a highway and the metamorphosis of passing things. A highway, when you sit in a car - removed ...

And to Kenneth Snelson and Michael Sonnabend in summer 1959: 'Just coming around roads, some place, and having sensation of a piece of it, a piece of nature, like a fence, something on the road.'
I do think it is important that the thing about his experience of landscape which de Kooning most wants to get across is its provided nature, its total ordinariness: 'just coming around roads, some place'; 'they are really not very pretty, but the big embankments and the shoulders of the roads ... This I don't particularly like, or dislike, but I wholly approve of it.' The last remark here really is deep, because it's as close as de Kooning ever came to an ironic reflection on his own class position. I have a hunch that many of the titles were meant to point the same way - not insistently, of course, but sometimes with tongue unmistakeably in cheek. De Kooning did not drive. He was squired up the Merritt Parkway, or along the Palisades, by his friend Wilfrid Zogbaum. Hence Forest of Zogbaum. The Rosenberg in Parc Rosenberg is surely Harold, the only rival to Greenberg as the New York School's spokesman, and the smart French flavour of the title may be a friendly jab at Rosenberg's much touted Francophilia. Parc Rosenberg is the most portentous of the landscape series, another back-handed homage to its subject. September Morn is a title seemingly borrowed from a terrible pompier painting, a little girl greeting the end of youth, bought by the Met a year earlier. There had been a song and dance about it in the press. Duck Pond and Leaves in Weehawken and Brown Derby Road, all of them from 1958 or thereabouts, are names that spell out the down home, slightly clunky domesticity of this world almost too broadly. 'I'm crazy about weekend drives.'
Then there is the matter of the specificity, the localness, of the world on view from the front passenger's seat. Some readers will be familiar with the basic geography: the roads and small towns just west of the Hudson Palisades, and the longer excursions on Long Island and up into mid-Connecticut. But it is easy to lose hold of the time-frame here. We are not yet in the era of the Eisenhower Interstate - not quite. It's still the period of the pre and post-war parkways, whose very names conjure up a world of petit-bourgeois optimism and dull decency. We're still in a Wallace Stevens world, driving on the Merritt Parkway, with its grassy central reservations and gas stations in the middle not at the side of the road, its verges shading off into forest with a gradualness worthy of Capability Brown. You expect to come to the crest of the embankment and see a ha-ha. It's all poignant and worthy and well behaved. Think of Wilfrid in his Packard heading for the bridge, and Willem looking through the windscreen, 'just coming around roads, some place, and having the sensation of a piece of it'.
Once the idea of the world seen through a windscreen is established it can creep into actual looking. Take Suburb in Havana. Couldn't it be the view from the passenger seat? Is that Zogbaum behind the wheel to the left? Are those smears of tropical rain across the glass, about to be cleared by the V of the wiper-blades? Well no, not quite.
What interests me in de Kooning's view of landscape is the degree to which it knows itself to be generic, and underneath its carapace of wildness to be as decent and limited as they come. De Kooning knew landscape came to him at a distance, in passing, in forms which were neatly contained. We might almost say 'containerised'. Compare Suburb in Havana with de Kooning's Netherlands, done for the Container Corporation of America in 1944. Set aside the shock-horror of the contrast - one done for money in a cynically School of Paris mode, the other lunging for the sublime - and ask what they tell us about their maker's acquaintance with the natural world. 'I am not a - how do you say that? - "country dumpling".' Which is to say, landscape is not anything I know about, or care about much. Seeing it from the car is not essentially different from seeing it in the mind's eye, made up of cliches of Dutchness. Forest of Zogbaum or Suburb in Havana may be different in temper from Netherlands, but they're no more optimistic or pessimistic about what modern painting can get from landscape, and use to make a picture. It can get something. Something is probably enough.
[image: ]De Kooning's illustration for the Container Corporation of America (1945)




Of course Havana in 1958 was not the same as Weehawken or the Palisades Parkway. But it was continuous with them. Cuba was where you got to if you plucked up courage and went for a really long drive. It was dangerous and revolutionary and hot. Ernest Hemingway lived there. Maybe you had read The Old Man and the Sea, or seen the movie with Spencer Tracy.
You knew from the papers that Hemingway had a 'farm' ten miles or so outside Havana, perched on a hill with a view of the sea one way and San Francisco de Paula the other: Finca Vigia - Lookout Farm - 'war and revolution do not penetrate here,' as a hard-working caption had it in 1961. Hard-working because by that time the American press was busy covering the tracks of slightly earlier images of Hemingway in Castro's company. But set such discomforts aside. In 1958 Finca Vigia was uncontroversial, a place on a tourist's map. The Carretera Central, running east-west along the island, passed within a hundred yards of the front gate. If you found it, and looked over the wall, you might catch a glimpse of Hemingway with his cats and guns and fighting cocks.
We know that de Kooning (along with Kligman, his companion on the Cuban trip) tried to do the pilgrimage in 1958: years later, talking to the owner of Suburb in Havana, he mentioned being driven through the city looking for the house. The way the retrospect appears in Lee Eastman's testimony, it's not clear if de Kooning ever got there. I prefer to think not. I imagine him running a low fever, hating the landscaping on the Carretera Central, unable to decide which was the right big house on the hill. I see him simmering with a mixture - a true petit-bourgeois mixture - of tropical high spirits and tourist ressentiment. The picture done later is part wish fulfilment, part revenge. I'll give you Hemingway! it says. And it does.
So there are the vectors. Hemingway and Castro, Franz Kline and Spencer Tracy, Meyer Schapiro's Wheatfield with Crows but also Vincente Minnelli's (I have no doubt that Lust for Life, which came out in 1956, had de Kooning turning back, partly in exasperation, to the plates in Schapiro's book). Gottlieb's Burst and Ruth's Zowie. Speed and freedom and flawless curves. Palm trees, sugar cane, windmills and little Dutch girls. Avant-garde and kitsch - as always both.
[image: ]'Ruth's Zowie' (1957)
Private collection. 
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How do you describe a painting whose points of reference are these? What tone do you adopt? A description of an abstract painting (if it's any good) surely has to be technical and physical, but at the same time (if these are the painting's co-ordinates) tour-de-forced. More's the pity. I prefer Fairfield Porter coolness to Harold Rosenberg bombast; but Porter is too restrained for what he is describing; and bombast of some sort is unavoidable. It had just better be good.
Physical description first. I warn you I shall probably try your patience for the next page or so; but I think that the only way to de Kooning's intention, which is where I want to end up, is by way of process - by trying to reconstruct the sequence of marks in the case, so as to arrive at an intuition of what the sequence may have been aiming for. I believe Suburb in Havana originally had an off-white ground, maybe with a bit of yellow already worked into it. The big blank area going up from the bottom left corner looks to me like a survival from this first stage. The paint hereabouts is thin enough in places for the canvas grain to show through. Yellow seems to have been the first colour put over the off-white ground - certainly that's true of the yellow in the picture's lower reaches. There are several streaks and dollops of blue paint on top of the yellow, which seemingly landed when the yellow was half dry. Obviously de Kooning did not proceed from yellow to blue without looking back. If you focus on the areas where the two colours meet, particularly the painting's horizon line and the broad yellow scrawl just underneath it, you see straightaway that the blue and yellow were applied alternately - the yellow scrawl has pulled up some blue within it and the horizon line of yellow is transparent to the blue underneath. It looks like the sliver of yellow at the picture's top right corner was added on top of the blue, though it is hard to say what is going on in this area with any certainty. Clearly, to return to firmer ground, the great vertical stroke of yellow to the left was put down when the blue was already there. You can see spatters of yellow falling across the blue field from the first thick clot of colour at the stroke's top right. The yellow turns green, quite dramatically, in among the rust brown at the top left corner, and once you notice this, you begin to register how much 'yellow plus blue equals green' is happening locally elsewhere, all around the yellow vertical and across the transverse yellow scrawling. This is painting in the wet - it is meant to look liquid, and the paint detail tells you that the look is true to the facts.
What the yellow scrawl is behind and in front of is worth peering at up close, particularly its relation to the various browns. Then you see that the dirty brown stroke on the left-hand side (the one I have already talked about) was originally much longer, going up nearly to the horizon line. The yellow scrawl was put down on top of it, mostly obscuring its top eighteen inches. There is an oddly meticulous liquid straight line, also in brown, drawn at a tangent to the dirty brown stroke's right edge. I think maybe this was pulled out from the wet paint of the yellow scrawl, and got mixed in with the still wet brown of the stroke it was ruled against, so that it ended up a decided dry brown, stopping on top of what therefore seems a drier white. But again, this is a guess at an enigmatic process.
If the off-white ground was dry when the scrawl was put on (which is what the physics of the tangent line suggest), then there must have been at least two painting sessions to Suburb in Havana, fairly far apart; because the off-white in this area of the picture - to the right of the dirty brown brushstroke - is actually painted on top of the brighter, more opaque yellow. When the scrawl was done, the off-white was dry; therefore the yellow - or some of it - was dry; but the brown was not, and the blue - or some of it - was not. The yellow of the scrawl and the big brown marks look as if they were applied in the same session, at speed. The great brown V is on top of the scrawl, blending with it in places, and also on top of the lower yellow, but not blending with it as far as I can see. My only doubt is whether the blue was involved in this second burst of activity. The more I look, the more I think it wasn't. So I am changing my mind on 'alternately'. I think the blue was mostly dry when the yellow scrawl went on. The blue splatters on the yellow to the side of the V - there are one or two distinctly visible to the V's left - are dry by the time the V gets done. That's clear from the microstructure. And when I said that the scrawl pulls up blue within it, I was being hasty, or at least approximate. Towards the left it has more traces of brown in it than blue. Obviously the brown was still wet, and the scrawl was out to obliterate it. It is only in and around the V that the scrawl really goes blue. I think quite a lot of the blue paint was dry when the scrawl went on, or almost dry. The blue patch just visible deep behind the rust brown at top left was dry, for sure. It takes no part in the storm of paint marks put on top of it. The blue underneath the yellow horizon line was dry. Some blue gets dislodged - I am not saying the blue was as dry as a bone. You can see some of it smearing up into the yellow at the right edge of the downward yellow slash, and certainly in the scrawl between the arms of the V. But only there.
I warned you I was going to drive you mad! But the point of this blow-by-blow narrative is to get a sense of what de Kooning may have been looking for in the painting's last stages. Here is my sense of the sequence of events in session two. First the dirty brown smear was put on; then the off-white ground was worked up a little more in response to the dirty brown's bad manners; then a set of yellow horizontals was established, somewhat dry and streaky, making a horizon. After the yellow horizon line came the yellow scrawl all across it; then maybe the top right yellow flash; then lastly - surely lastly - the great brown V.
So originally, at the end of session one, the blue and yellow must have been much more map-like, almost a satellite photograph, with the blue coming into the yellow like a broad estuary. There would have been no sealing and detaching horizon line at this stage, and of course no great V - no Van Gogh crow flapping its wings over the wheatfield. (De Kooning's signature is important. It looks as if it was done there and then, in the brown, in the second session - and then touched up with careful dry yellow highlights later. Cheeky!)
In the second session, then, it's uprightness and forward-looking and landscape-likeness and horizon-ality that get established, on top of the previous map-like abstraction. And also, finally, depth - good old figure-ground, push-pull, Hans-Hofmann-type depth - repoussoir depth - distance magically appearing, framed and pressed back, between the V-for-Victory fingers of the V-for-Van-Gogh.
I am sure, as I said already, that Suburb in Havana intends its viewer to focus on the difference between wet paint and dry. The dramatised difference, I mean. The yellow scrawl is meant to look liquid: liquidity is bound up with fluency and therefore speed. The dirty brown slash, by contrast, is meant to look as dry as they come - obdurately dry, like old faecal matter. Both these episodes were in a sense afterthoughts. It was only on going back to the canvas in session two that de Kooning laid hold of wet versus dry as the main way of organising the war between the painting's main gestures, and out of that seems to have been generated a parallel spatial dialectic, of uprightness versus map-likeness - or of looking out and across, from Hemingway's high-perched Vigia, versus flying crow-like over one particular flat field.
[image: ]'Door to the River' (1960)
Artwork (c) 2026 The Willem de Kooning Foundation/ Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York and DACS, London.
Digital Image (c) Whitney Museum of American Art.




V equals Vigia, then. The painting is all about wresting a viewpoint, a lookout, from a landscape where you never found one. V equals many other things. It is meant to be monstrously undecidable. It is, for a start, another Door to the River. And like Door to the River, the entrance is sexual. V is for vagina, or Venus as in mons veneris. A vagina put up on a dirty yellow wall with something that looks like faeces. The trick, as usual with de Kooning, is to have this lavatorial subtext be upfront but also invisible. Sex is like that in abstract expressionism - vulgarly flaunted but at the same time sublimated like mad. What gets under your skin about de Kooning's abstractions, at their best, is exactly the absurdity of their lyricism.
So I guess V is for vulgarity. And for versus, of course. Technical versus. Flatness v. depth, push v. pull, wet v. dry. That is, the brown V literalises (how nice to be able to say that it literally literalises, it turns into a letter) the fulcrum of oppositions that is supposed to make painting under modernist conditions. This, above all, is the masterpiece wager here. But if the V is a letter, then presumably we should read it as the capital V of the first name in de Kooning's signature just below. So it is V de Kooning, as in V van Gogh. Abstract Expressionist paintings are signatures, essentially, or signatures provided with landscapes to set them off. If the V is for victory, as I am sure it is, then the victory is part political and part artistic. I dare say de Kooning meant his ideal viewer to read the V as that of Castro over Batista - the victory still to come. But of course we were meant to read it as de Kooning's victory over his fellow Dutchman - that, for him, was always the real civil war. Victory over Van Gogh (and over everybody else, especially Kline, the calligrapher) and yet also of Van Gogh redivivus - the Van Gogh who managed to get out of that damned Wheatfield with Crows. None of this, by the way, cancels the versus. The painting is deeply at odds with everything it cites, including its own manner. The writing on the canvas does not read 'Versus de Kooning' for nothing.
[image: Jackson Pollock_The Deep]'The Deep' (1953) by Jackson Pollock




If the conceit of the brown paint as faeces strikes you as too disagreeable (or too predictable) then think of it as pendant to Lisa's handprints in Lisbeth's Painting. In both cases Jackson Pollock seems somewhere in the background. A masterpiece of late modernism will naturally have to take on the dead Pollock. I think these paintings try to appropriate his handprints and excretory meandering, and literalise their infantilism.
V therefore certainly means versus Pollock. Versus Pollock's so-called last painting, The Deep, just as much as versus Van Gogh's. (Of course it's worth mentioning that in both cases these were not, so scholars tell us, the last paintings Pollock and Van Gogh did. They are the last paintings the culture industry says they ought to have done.) And therefore de Kooning's ambition is truly crazy, truly (falsely) suicidal. He will do the painting after the last painting, after Wheatfield with Crows and The Deep. He will do shrieking surfaceness opening onto blue-black negativity - modernist anguish reconciled with the modernist sublime.
[image: ]'Wheatfield with Crows' (1890) by Van Gogh




It is a mad ambition, as I say, and surely the painting is all about its not being realised. Once you are past the first look of afflatus, Suburb in Havana's atmosphere is bleak. The yellow is dirty, the shit-smears drab. There is no Deep, and no more forking paths through the harvest. Only this surface v. depth machinery, these levers and wipers, this high-speed efficiency. Speed is not elating in Suburb in Havana. Speed gets you nowhere: it is what painting now has to identify with (pace Porter) just to stay in the game.
The surface v. depth machinery, to say it again, does not deliver the goods. There is no depth in Suburb in Havana, or anyway, no depth that offers itself as a vista - a perspective - a panorama. Just a view out the car window. What the V does not do, spatially, is as important as what it does as pure inscription. It does not recede. Its two strokes do not meet at viewpoint and vanishing point. V, then (and maybe this final negative is at the root of things), does not equal vanishing point. It exactly does not open onto, or back into, infinite space. Let me paint away poor Pollock's fear of falling, says the picture. Let me lead you away from The Deep. Let me assure you there is nothing, or no nothing, really there.
It is such a typical modernist offer, this one; and, as usual, hard to take up with enthusiasm. For what does modernist painting do, by the look of things, once it averts its eyes from the abyss? What else does it have to paint? 'You like it under the trees in autumn,' as Wallace Stevens put it, 'because everything is half dead.' Those Leaves in Weehawken, in other words. 'Just coming around the roads, some place.' 'When you sit in a car - removed.' Sign here, painter. Put it in writing. V for Vincent, V for victory, V for versus. V for modernism's interminable shuttling between elation and automatism, or fragment and totality. 'This I don't particularly like, or dislike, but I wholly approve of it.'
I go on thinking, finally, that modernism of de Kooning's sort blurted out the secret of its culture. That's why we hate it so much. Suburb in Havana is a counter-revolutionary painting. Well, of course. It is counter-revolutionary because it is counter everything, versus everything, lost in suburbia. It wants to show us how hard it had to work to get precisely nowhere. Why nowhere was where it wished to get to is a question it leaves to the viewer. Nowhere, alias Suburb in Havana, has many attractions. It is beautiful, colourful, internally coherent. It doesn't ask its admirers to believe in it. Such a painting simply waits for the moment (which may be now) when its nihilism seems true to life.
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Invisible Services
Jonny Bunning

3337 words'Iwant a husband who is between sixty and seventy years old,' announced a Parisian classified ad in 1813. 'If possible, I'd prefer a former nobleman whose misfortunes, which are regrettably common, ruined him. I want him penniless, desiring to give him at least 3000 francs of life annuity. In addition, he will have accommodation in my townhouse and at my table.' The request was published on behalf of a certain 'Emilie' and reprinted in newspapers across France, causing a stir. Proposals arrived from more than six hundred suitors, mostly middle-class men with aristocratic pretensions. Emperor Napoleon sent for the original letter to inspect in private. Everything ended happily when Emilie, described as 25 and 'pretty', married a 93-year-old count. His fortunes had tumbled with the Revolution, but he wished to pass on his good name.
Believing this story requires trusting a marriage broker called Claude Villiaume. He had placed the advert, but may have embellished the details or invented them outright, given his business interests, or may himself have been duped. Villiaume had been accused of blackmail and fabulism, among other things, and had been in and out of mental asylums and jail. Some historians might search for solid truths behind these potentially suspect narrations, but Andrea Mansker takes them as objects of study in their own right. Her book focuses on two commercial marriage brokers, Villiaume and his starchier successor Charles de Foy. The two differed in demeanour, strategy and approach, each seeming to personify his respective era. Their activities made them famous but also turned them into subjects of satire; they were attacked by competitors and disgruntled customers. Mansker considers the swirl of stories around these contrasting figures and finds evidence of the anxieties, hopes and values of a society in upheaval. Above all, she explores the links between marriage and the emergence of a consumer economy, though whether this was a positive development (choice, excitement, reinvention) or otherwise (fraud, fads, corruption) was contested throughout the period.
Villiaume started as a general-purpose broker, one of many offering to find jobs, track legal cases, supply domestic servants or arrange business ventures. He posted adverts in the 'wanted' section of newspapers, and before long started touting prospective matches:
MARRIAGE. A business owner, aged 50 but looking no older than 40, very well respected, wants to join in matrimony a young woman or widow who is no older than 34, has a good upbringing, proper manners, a charming personality, and at least 30,000 francs in cash. This man's business is very lucrative and his assets may amount to 90,000 francs.

Such adverts attracted wide attention, in part because Villiaume was lucky with his timing. He went into business just before a clampdown in 1811 channelled all Parisian classifieds into a single paper, known as the Petites affiches de Paris, concentrating the market in his favour. Additional laws created regional analogues. Responding to demand, Villiaume increasingly (though never exclusively) focused on the marriage market. And he was an audacious publicist. In the 1810s, as a critic grumbled, one could find his 'brochures displayed on the railings of all the bridges, his posters plastered on every street corner, and his sign in red letters 27 inches high'.
By his own account, Villiaume was restless and easily distracted. He never shut up. As well as many adverts, letters to editors, pamphlets, missives and pleas, he wrote two autobiographies recounting the misfortunes that had befallen him. His backstory was picaresque (though the precise details varied): a family history of insanity, a career as a child soldier, a bit of fraud, an attempt to assassinate Napoleon, a jailbreak. The common thread Mansker identifies in all this is chance or luck (hasard) - an idea that helped Villiaume make sense of his life and the social encounters of the time.
In a garrulous business prospectus from 1812, he claimed to have met his own wife when she tripped on a cobblestone crossing the rue du Hasard. It sounds improbable but, as Mansker points out, there really was a rue du Hasard not far from his office in central Paris. Whether or not the story is true, an appeal to hasard seemed to resonate with those who lived through the dislocation of the post-revolutionary years. Demobilised soldiers and rural immigrants swelled the population of Paris from 524,000 in 1789 to 714,000 in 1817. Community ties grew weaker and crowds of strangers became common. Old markers of status were undermined as fashions changed. Even mathematicians and men of science began to lose faith in a universe governed by laws, finding more room for uncertainty and randomness.
Villiaume presented love as a product of such a world, arbitrary and incomprehensible, in contrast to older forms of courtship and arranged marriage. His target clientele were veterans, bureaucrats of the Napoleonic state and other uprooted arrivals without social links in Paris, although he also attracted business from artisans, clerks, notaries, merchants, landowners, rentiers, even 'unemployed capitalists'. His customers were mostly men, though the number of women increased over time. He offered to find a potential spouse and to check their assets and family details. If a match was financially compatible, Villiaume might co-ordinate an exchange of letters then arrange a 'chance' encounter. As he explained in an advert, a prospective couple - explicitly fictionalised in this case - would be invited to his office at similar times, finding themselves in the waiting room along with others: 'You will have inevitably recognised Angelique, who will have also noticed you. But is it her or one of the women sitting near her who bears the name that is already so dear to your heart?' If both parties expressed an interest, Villiaume would let them introduce themselves. As one correspondent put it, this was an idea of chance 'without any risks'.
Clients appear to have been happy to embrace the notion of arbitrary fortune. For men it turned matchmaking into a game, and helped to explain failure. Women, often steeped in romantic literature and epistolary novels, embraced it too: love should strike like lightning, suddenly and powerfully. Mansker suggests that although a commercially brokered marriage might give women more control than a family match, the appeal to chance provided a convenient fiction that it had simply happened; traditional gender roles were maintained and social contradictions smoothed away. Villiaume himself claimed that fate, his star, had turned him into a marriage broker: 'Is that my fault?'
For most of history, love and marriage have been regarded as separate if not opposed - the Romans made Venus, goddess of love, the enemy of Juno, goddess of marriage - but during the late 18th century selecting a marriage partner became idealised as an individual choice based on sentiment, even if in reality practical considerations remained paramount for at least another century. Marriage was defined as a freely chosen civil contract in the constitution of 1791; divorce was legalised the following year. During the era of revolutionary enthusiasm, a Marriage Post for women was published and a citizens' marriage bureau set up, though neither endured. Villiaume, a 'child of the Revolution' in his own account, might have been influenced by these forerunners. He promoted marriage more or less according to its emergent egalitarian form, contracted by individuals liberated from parental controls. He consulted his wife on matches and, Mansker suggests, they may have run the business together.
After initial success with telegraphic announcements, Villiaume launched a new column, 'Marriages, or an Excerpt from M. Villiaume's Portfolio', which claimed to feature letters written by his clients, though they often appear cribbed from novels. This was where Emilie's advert appeared. Some women wrote witty letters; others described unhappy marriages or husbands killed in war. Adverts by men tended to be more pragmatic, even terse, with veterans apologising for their lack of education and sophistication; some spelled out the misfortunes they had suffered during the Revolution. Many now seem sketchy, or desperate: a substantial sum trapped in a foreign bank account; a poor veteran who stands to gain a large inheritance if married. None of this material was subject to censorship, unlike political pamphlets or newspapers. Classifieds were regarded as frivolous, giving them appeal for the public at the time and researchers today.
Critics likened Villiaume to a con artist. They claimed that many of his clients were imaginary, their letters written by Villiaume himself, although nobody seems to have checked. If clients saw Villiaume's services as a means of forming new social bonds, conservative opponents charged that he used revolutionary language to appeal to an unserious young generation with unrealistic expectations. He turned marriage into a fad, like the craze for cashmere. Even the letters that Villiaume published, and perhaps embellished, mocked him: 'people laugh at your agency quite a bit, Monsieur, and they even laugh at you.' He learned to lean into the jokes, inviting rather than avoiding negative publicity.
The same could not be said of Charles Foy. If Villiaume's hectic approach embodied the turbulence of the post-revolutionary period, Foy belonged to the era of restorationist reaction, with its blend of nostalgic legitimation and commercial volatility. After founding his agency in Paris in 1825, he benefited from changes in the economics of print. The advent of the steam-powered printing press enabled the production of newspapers in greater volumes, boosting advertising, reducing subscription costs and expanding readerships. Foy used this new media ecosystem to sell the idea of aristocracy to bourgeois men. His large adverts announced his connections to 'the premier families' of the nobility, judiciary and finance - the largest fortunes in France and abroad. Foy himself claimed to be a member of the nobility. He wore a curled flaxen wig, tailcoat, tight pantaloons and diamond buckled shoes with 'three or four gold watch chains hanging from his neck', and had 'elaborately enamelled' cheeks. He soon changed his name to the more aristocratic de Foy, and in 1832 renamed his agency the Ancienne maison de Foy et Cie.
Foy spent decades trying to turn marriage brokerage into a reputable profession. He marketed his lack of commercial motivation as a defining feature of his services. He promised that clients would receive reliable information on marriage prospects, including notary-checked accounts of potential spouses' net worth and inheritance claims, information on their families and social networks, as well as essential details such as age, character and appearance. As a scrupulously disinterested professional, he could squirrel out delicate facts and relay them to clients, something not true of relatives in the older method of aristocratic matchmaking. All the while, he picked fights, attacked competitors and overused capital letters in a forty-year press campaign, spending a fortune on adverts to remind readers that he didn't need to promote his business. He challenged one satirist to a duel.
Foy noted that Londoners already embraced classifieds when seeking partners, but Parisians were more guarded. He knew his audience and promised that 'DISCRETION IS A SACRED DUTY.' His service would remain 'invisible'. Unlike Villiaume, he arranged for his customers to be presented to their match in a family setting by those who already knew them, 'methods that cannot raise the slightest suspicion about the real source of the marriage proposal'. To this end, he recruited people who had extensive social connections, and paid them to make introductions. The layout of his office allowed clients to enter and exit in privacy: it had two entrances, and was rumoured to have multiple staircases. It was a 'tomb of secrets', Foy said; even the most mundane records were written in a code known only to him. (Fifteen years ago, his registry book, uncoded and intimate, was found by a PhD student in a Paris archive.)
What Foy really wanted was official legitimacy. He obtained a droit de patente, a business licence functioning as a tax, and used it to imply express government authorisation for his activities (critics pointed out that anybody could get one if they were stupid enough to pay). Starting around 1830, he fought for more than twenty years for juridical recognition of marriage brokerage in the courts, suing clients over unpaid fees, publishing legal briefs in his favour and enlisting help from notable experts. Mansker uses these trials to peer behind Foy's marketing claims, and ends up uncovering more conflicting narratives and allegations. Law was a spectacle in its own right during the July Monarchy, with the public following cases in court and in a number of dedicated newspapers. Family legal dramas, broken marriages and adultery were all popular subjects, especially when they exposed the lives of the privileged. Foy's cases involved the added spice of a contracted marriage. They drew such large crowds they often had to be moved to bigger courtrooms, and were widely discussed in the press.
Most of these cases turned on a simple point of law. The 1804 Civil Code provided legal force for free contracts, unless 'detrimental to common decency or public order'. Foy claimed that his business was entirely legitimate, and his contracts valid like any others. Delinquent clients sought refuge in the exception clause of the Code: trafficking in matrimony was a moral outrage, they had belatedly come to realise, and therefore unlawful. The legal spats discussed by Mansker suggest that Foy's male clients tended to treat marriage as a more or less explicitly commercial undertaking. Thanks to his discreet, third-party introductions, women appear to have been unaware a broker was involved until it was revealed in court. One case involved a knifemaker who sought a dowry to pay off debts; another litigant was a father seeking 'a young woman from an honourable family' (with a thin waist), ostensibly for his son.
In  1840, Foy became entangled in a widely discussed murder trial. He had matched Charles and Marie Lafarge the previous year. They rushed to marry, but things quickly turned sour when they arrived at Charles's 'chateau', which she described as an isolated hovel. Five months later, while away on business, Charles received a cake, a portrait of his wife and a letter urging him to eat the cake at midnight while thinking of her. He did so, and died from arsenic poisoning. At the trial it emerged that Marie was an orphan from a noble family who had been sent to Paris aged eighteen to live with her aunt, wife of the secretary-general of the Bank of France. She had 'personal charms', but after five years her relatives hired Foy to offload her without her knowing of his involvement. Divorce, legalised in 1792, had been banned again in 1816, and the 1804 Civil Code legally incapacitated women: Marie was trapped in marriage a few weeks after first meeting her prospective husband, whom she found common and repulsive. Charles was presented in court as a naive and unlucky romantic, but he also happened to be the owner of a struggling iron forge in Limousin. He had lost credit, and saw a dowry as his only chance of injecting new capital. When dealing with various matchmakers he overstated his wealth and income, and forged loan letters and bank notes to inflate his prospects.
Foy's career coincided with a period of high interest rates in which bankruptcies were common. When Louis-Philippe became king in 1830, his regime embraced laissez-faire policies, increased the money supply, and expanded credit and investment. He also extended the franchise to wealthy bankers, financiers, industrialists and some other property owners. Financialisation was rampant, money appeared to determine social status, and French society itself began to be understood as a market. Go-betweens of all kinds promised to arrange jobs or find information only to disappear, strengthening the impression that matrimonial matchmakers were conmen taking advantage of a speculative economy - which of course many were. Alongside these economic changes, the rural bourgeoisie increasingly aspired to upward social mobility. Marrying a daughter of the Parisian elite was a simple way up the ladder. The right marriage would come with a good title, thereby opening doors to elite networks and the possibility of deals and private credit. Dynastic alliance had long been the basis for aristocratic marriage; the new, more explicitly commercial pressures caused anxiety that marriage was being corrupted, a solemn vow cheapened. As one commentator lamented, 'These days, when marriage is nearly always a speculation between Paris and the provinces, it is a battle full of ruses in which each party tries to dupe the other.' Critics suggested that Foy contributed to this by commercialising family values and rushing clients into doomed unions so he could pocket a fee.
In the lawsuits Foy brought to recoup unpaid fees, lower courts tended to find in his favour, on the basis that marriage was recognisably a form of commercial contract. Foy celebrated by buying adverts to announce his 'TRIUMPH'. Denouncing the 'absurd prejudice' against his business, he extolled even more loudly the benefits of using a broker. It was 'priceless to be able to choose a match according to one's taste from an extensive selection and to use to one's advantage an experienced man's wisdom to marry well'. Foy promised to open branches of his company in England, Germany, Belgium and the United States, and to start matching clients within 24 hours of their application. Perhaps aware that any triumph was not yet definitive, he also convinced the Paris Bar Association to take up the question of marriage brokers as the subject of its prestigious annual debating competition in 1854. His position won the day. 'Property, like the permanency of the conjugal link, is a basis of the family,' a jurist argued in 1850. 'Never look at this contract, those who want to maintain some illusions about the saintly poetry of marriage,' another advised. In the view of one judge, brokerage merely shifted unions from love and affection to the 'still honest domain of self-interested transactions'.
But this emerging legal consensus didn't hold. The following year, a case involving one of Foy's competitors, Andre-Constant Foubert, went before France's highest court, the Cour de cassation, which ruled that matchmakers trafficked in unions just as others trafficked in sex. Such business threatened public order and was contrary to public decency, thus triggering the exception clause in the Civil Code. Brokers' contracts were not enforceable. The justices claimed to be protecting marriage from the pollution of the marketplace. The rationale behind the decision was broad, but legally it rested on the structure of the contract, according to which a client was charged a percentage of his wife's dowry. The court ruled that this variable figure implied what had been bought was marriage itself, rather than the service to find it. Simply charging a fixed fee enabled brokers to continue more or less as before, until they were undermined by the rise of personal ads in the 1870s.
Mansker links this legal reversal to the political turbulence of the mid-19th century and the reaction against it. A renewed emphasis on family as the foundation of the state and moral order emerged after the revolution of 1848 and Louis-Napoleon Bonaparte's coup in 1851. An attempt to reintroduce divorce in 1848 prompted a backlash from both conservatives and leftists worried about the threat to patriarchal society.
Matchmaking was sold as an invisible service, and clients sought to keep it that way: few direct traces survive, and they are mostly scattered. Mansker's focus on media strategies, fictionalised narratives and representation is a pragmatic move, although also one suited to her subject. Because even ostensibly unmediated romantic matches are structured by idealisations and fantasies, taking mediation seriously reveals much about what was assumed to be attractive. In her emphasis on the narrative dimension of matchmaking, Mansker distinguishes her research from social-scientific studies of the same topic. Since the 1960s, when economists, political scientists and sociologists began moving onto their turf, some historians have given up trying to explain grand historical phenomena and regrouped around the interpretation of particularities, often those relating to marginal characters. Detail is cherished, context prized. Mansker follows this trend without remaining unduly faithful to it. Collective imagination and social reality cannot be cleanly separated: Villiaume and Foy are miniatures of their age.
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Don't mind me in my coffin
Ange Mlinko

1789 wordsOne can go  long stretches without reading a contemporary novel in which children are vividly present, but parents - old, decrepit, dying or recently deceased - have seemed inescapable of late. Gwendoline Riley's recent novels are a case in point. In First Love (2017) the narrator, Neve, contends with her galling, gallivanting mother while coming to the realisation that the sickly older man she married in the wake of her vicious father's death is cast in the same sadistic mould. In My Phantoms (2021) another mother and daughter - Hen and Bridge (their names become a shorthand for their roles) - perform a perpetually wrong-footed pas de deux, which ends with Hen trapped in a hoist in a nursing home on her daughter's final visit. The Palm House, Riley's seventh novel, reshuffles many of the same elements, but the parental anecdotes are mostly background to the story of the friendship between two barbed middle-aged colleagues, Edmund and Laura.
The feeling of entropy and drift, of being superannuated amid global chaos, hangs over these characters. In the opening scene they notice a yellow sky from their perch in the pub; a Saharan dust storm has turned the atmosphere sepia. The year is 2017. Edmund Putnam is the 49-year-old deputy editor of a London magazine, Sequence, that has just appointed a new editor. He's about thirty and his name says it all: Simon Halfpenny, or 'Shove'. 'At his first editorial meeting, Shove - I'll use "Shove" - said that what he'd like to do was to turn Sequence into the New Yorker. "A sort of London version of the New Yorker," he explained.' Laura is only a decade younger than Putnam, but the generational gulf seems vast: he's been working at Sequence for 25 years; she's a freelancer, resigned to itinerancy and financial precarity. Laura looks to Putnam less for mentorship than for proximity to a bygone era of gravitas and stability (if not sobriety). When she finally lands a part-time editing job at a middlebrow history magazine, Putnam scoffs. But 'I had somewhere to go,' she tells us. 'Some money arrived every month. That strain of worry was gone. I could pay bills and make choices. I could feel like a person.'
By this point, Putnam has left Sequence, surprising everyone. 'Listen, it's time,' he says. 'Long past time, probably.' The echo of T.S. Eliot ('HURRY UP PLEASE ITS TIME') nicely clocks Putnam as a man of letters and of London. He shows Laura the spot outside his office building that had been bombed in September 1940: 'I had a photo by my desk for years. Stunning picture. Just a section of wall still standing. There,' he indicates, 'in a sea of rubble and scorched timber. This black wall.' Later, Laura muses: 'After work, if I wanted to think about the future, I might have a drink in one of those dark-wood, etched-glass Victorian pubs near Pimlico, sitting on a wobbling stool by the wall.' 'Welcome to mid-career,' her friend Vik says. 'Everyone cares just that little bit less about anything you say or do.' Or as Eliot himself wrote: 'And bats with baby faces in the violet light/Whistled, and beat their wings/And crawled head downwards down a blackened wall.'
One doesn't read Riley for plot; each book is an assemblage of episodes. She wields dialogue like a Swiss army knife, now corkscrewed, now serrated, but always coming to a short, sharp point. Her characters are divided between those who are keenly interested in mulling over the past and those who are dulled by obliviousness. 'Into the past,' Putnam says to Laura at the opening of The Palm House. 'We used to live in here, in 1984.' 'Ah.' 'Nicer then.' 'Of course.'
Much is left unspoken in the scenes where Putnam and Laura are drinking and one of them divulges a telling detail. It's the shared levity around dark truths that draws them together. She plays the straight woman to his lugubrious cynic:
'Well, everything else aside,' I said, 'they're going to struggle to find someone who knows as much as you do.'
'That is certainly true,' Putnam said, still frowning at his inbox. When he looked up, he gave me a pitying smile. For my innocence.
'I love the idea that knowledge counts for anything in that place now,' he said, 'or understanding. Or rigour. Or taste.'
To that I gave him my own pitying look.
'OK, that's not fair,' he said. 'Of course there are still good people there. Brilliant people, God help them. And they've been very sweet, really.'
'No one's being "sweet",' I said, 'they're your friends, you maniac.'

One of Riley's signature tricks is to stack dialogue in this way, sculpting long pauses and meaningful repetitions into something like poetic prosody. The technique also suggests that one is always talking to oneself in the midst of speaking to somebody else:
Never mind carrying a cross, it felt at times as if Putnam had decided to wear a coffin when he came out for a drink. It was as if he were wearing this coffin and daring us all to say something about it. I imagined a coffin propped up near our table and Putnam occasionally bashing open the lid to shout,
'Don't mind me!'
'Don't mind me in my coffin, will you?'

'I'm in charge of our little oasis until she gets back,' he said. 'Watering, pruning. It's all in an email.'
'I have lots of time, now, of course,' he said.
'Time will not be a problem,' he said.

If Putnam's past is 'nicer' than his present, Laura's is not. Almost fifty pages into The Palm House, we are suddenly plunged backwards into her youth, leaving Putnam and the merry literati behind for 75 pages. It's a lopsided manoeuvre that isn't helped by two or three brief interpolations of scenes in the present. The way Riley plays with time (hence Sequence?) can give a reader the bends. Even worse, one may feel catapulted not only into Laura's past, but into the past of Riley's work. Her first-person narrators are iterations of the same woman writer, floating between cities and flats, with a colourful dating history and unendurable divorced parents. Reading First Love and My Phantoms in quick succession, I was enervated by the cruelty, so exactingly portrayed, of malicious fathers and pea-brained, self-pitying mothers on whom the narrators avenge themselves.
In My Phantoms, the teenage Bridget and her sister are spending another miserable Saturday with their father when he starts stalking a young woman in a supermarket aisle. He turns to his daughters:
'What you need to do,' he said, 'is look when they've been to the toilet. I noticed this when miniskirts were first fashionable. When they've been to the toilet they get an imprint of the seat on their legs. You can see it if they've been sitting on a wicker chair as well,' he said, 'or a garden chair, but when they've been to the toilet you can see the shape of the toilet seat! They don't know it's there. Can you see, there, back of the legs?'

In First Love, there's the same father but different kids:
My father made my brother sick in the Kebab House, once: that was a memory. He was sick at the table. It poured out onto his plate with a hot little burp. This was just after I'd turned vegetarian. My father had had to lump that, but my brother following suit?
'No!' he'd barked. 'Lamb! He's having lamb!'
And nor did he leave it there. As my poor brother chewed his first mouthful, my father glared at him hungrily, excitedly.
'I was right, wasn't I?' he said. 'You wanted lamb! Wasn't I right?'

Laura's father in The Palm House turns out to be equally charming. His brother, Owen, tells his niece:
'He likes to call other people cruel. But he has his moments, doesn't he? To put it like that. You'll know.'
There wasn't much to say to that. Owen had often been there during those long half-term holidays I'd had to spend with my father. He'd seen what went on. Owen, I remember, had dutifully come and sniffed my armpit while my father held my arm up and said,
'It's not just me, is it, that's a pretty ripe smell?'
'Her mother used to stink the place out,' my father said.

Riley's compulsive return to these humiliating types may give a flavour of autofiction to her novels, especially when you discover that she herself was a child of divorced parents whose mother took her and her brother to live at their grandparents' house near Liverpool. Laura's story begins with just such a move. No sooner is her grandmother introduced than Laura flashes forward to her dying and the process of cleaning out her shed, which, like all familial rituals, threatens to annihilate her: 'I had to wear thick gloves and I had to be careful. Rusty tools meant tetanus.' This scene rhymes with one in which she helps Putnam clean out his father's house after his death from pancreatic cancer. 'It was six weeks since his father's funeral. We'd spent the last couple of Saturdays down at the house, in Kew. Together we'd filled bin bags with old clothes and towels and bedding.' Laura goes to her own father's funeral; she goes with Putnam to scatter his father's ashes.
The symmetry - what are friends if not the people you turn to for help disposing of rubbish? - gives a kind of plot structure to The Palm House, which threatens to topple into another book: about Laura's vulgar mother, Laura's teenage pursuit of a stand-up comic who efficiently makes use of her, her quirky boyfriends, her endless house moves. At one point she leaves a temporary house-share with her things in bin bags, an echo of those earlier bin bags, so it's a turn towards a happy ending when Laura buys her own flat around the same time that Putnam's career is resurrected. The old cohort are reunited to save literary culture and drink another day. Putnam and Laura never quite make it to the Palm House at Kew Gardens to visit the ancient cycads, but, in their way, they are the cycads themselves: stiff, rough, unflowering gymnosperms that grow slowly, live a long time and survive in any climate. Riley's prose, like a greenhouse, is equal parts brittle transparency and wrought-iron strength.
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Lucid Wailing
Michael Wood

2454 wordsJulian Barnes's  latest book is full of broken rules. In the second chapter we're invited to look back at his early novel Flaubert's Parrot (1984), which contained, along with much else, 'a list ... of subjects which should be banned from fiction on a temporary or permanent basis'. The narrator's list, with which Barnes himself 'largely agreed', included 'a twenty-year ban on novels set in Oxford or Cambridge, and a ten-year ban on other university fiction'. It also flagged 'novels about incest', 'novels set in abattoirs', 'fiction set in South America' ('the intention is to curb the spread of package-tour baroque and heavy irony'). Barnes added: 'There shall be a twenty-year ban on God; or rather, on the allegorical, metaphorical, allusive, offstage, imprecise and ambiguous uses of God.'
We may wonder what sort of reservation hides in the large rather than small agreement. It seems likely that Barnes himself was not tempted by most of these literary sins, which would be banned for the good of literature. (The sin involving Oxford or Cambridge is different.) It's true, as he says in Departure(s), that the ban expired in 2004, but he now informs us that 'without telling anyone', he 'renewed it for another twenty years'.
The next paragraph begins: 'Anyway, I studied at Oxford between 1964 and 1968,' and what he calls 'a story within the story' opens. This concerns certain moments in the life of Stephen and Jean, two of Barnes's friends at Oxford. It's 'a true story', he says, 'though it comes with several caveats'. One is that Stephen and Jean are not the names of the historical persons. Another is that fiction 'requires the slow composting of life before it becomes usable material'. He goes on: 'I have no notion at the time what might or might not break down into fictionable possibility.' This is not the death of the author, just a model of his canny elusiveness.
Stephen and Jean almost got married around the time of their graduation but decided against it at the last minute, saying they had 'reached the point where we either marry or split'. Barnes thought it was 'an extraordinary coincidence' that they should separately use the same phrase when they told him, but then 'realised it must have been a form of words agreed between the two of them, a diplomatic communique, a telegram from that insincere world the rest of us were about to enter'.
A few pages into the book the narrator says there are 'two things to mention at this stage':
1) There will be a story - or a story within the story - but not just yet; and
2) This will be my last book.

Who is making this announcement? Where are we? By the end of Departure(s) the narrator has become a chatty old friend who signs off as 'Julian Barnes, London, 2022-25'. He has told us again that 'this will definitely be my last book.' Of course, that name is on the dust jacket too, but is this the same person? We could follow our narrator's advice and avoid any 'rush towards certainty'. As for us, we are imaginatively in the London of the mentioned dates, and literally wherever we like to do our reading. We need to think of both locations because throughout the book - let's call it a novel for the moment - the narrator behaves as if we were in the same room with him or reading the text as he writes it. If we don't want to call it a novel, we might think of it as a printed conversation in which only one person talks.
Barnes uses phrases like 'as I said', asks rhetorical questions of the reader, evokes his own novels (A History of the World in 101/2 Chapters as well as Flaubert's Parrot), tells us about (and quotes from) his diary and drafts. He says: 'you may have noted'; 'did I tell you'; 'the other day'; 'do you know what I mean?' When he condescends to Jean, he adds that 'fair-mindedness [was] leaking from every pore.' When he leaves us at the end of the book, he says: 'I shall "miss" "you".' He also tells us clearly at this point who we are. We have been his audience all along, but here, as we turn to the last page, we are specifically his readers, of this and other books. 'I hope you've enjoyed our relationship over the years. I certainly have. Your presence has delighted me - indeed I would be nothing without you.' An exaggeration, but he is trying to flatter us.
The narrator's personal tale chiefly concerns the diagnosis of terminal cancer. 'It isn't curable,' a doctor tells him, 'but it is manageable.' This is the central topic of the third of five chapters, and for obvious reasons it is also everywhere else. The first chapter is an essay on science and memory; the last chapter is a survey of where we are - its title is 'Going Nowhere'. Chapters Two and Four provide our 'story within the story', that of Stephen and Jean.
In spite of Barnes's brilliant narrative games - demonstrations of when fiction is to be preferred to truth, boring sections that are carefully crafted as boring - the book focuses on one double topic: memory and dying. There is a long, lyrical analysis in the final chapter:
We all know that memory is identity; take away memory and what do we have? Merely some kind of animal existence in the moment ... It seems to me that humans are so often busy living that they forget they are human - or at least forget what it is to be human, and what its consequences are - and therefore what it means to be dead.

In the opening pages Barnes informs us that he is in his mid-seventies. He keeps time later too, mentioning the ages of 77 and 78. On this first occasion he has just heard of an amazing medical occurrence. A 45-year-old man, suffering from 'a left posterothalamic haemorrhagic stroke', has discovered that 'tasting apple pie would trigger memories of all the pies he had ever tasted; they would be experienced in proper chronology and would rush into his mind like a cascade.'
Barnes reports two personal reactions to this news. First, alarm: a sort of terror at the thought of 'high-speed assaults by forgotten memories ... tearing up your very sense of yourself'. What would we do if our brains contained 'a chronological listing' of our 'moral actions and inactions'? How would we face 'the chronological record' of all our 'lies, hypocrisies, cruelties', our 'harsh forgettings', 'broken promises, infidelities of word and deed'? And then Barnes turns to something 'more writerly', a sense that this kind of memory magic, if it could be reproduced, might help the autobiographer.
The text quickly moves back to worry. Should we be thinking of our brains as 'supercomputers'? 'We need to know stuff, and the brain tells us what it is, faster than Google.' This 'may be the wrong model. It still gives us too much agency. It still makes us imagine that we are in charge of our brains, and of what we want from them.' Our choice in the future, Barnes seems to be suggesting, may well be between forgetting everything and remembering too much. There probably isn't a middle ground, but we can try.
In Chapter 2 Barnes returns to the topic of memory and describes his academic career with customary irony. He studied French and Russian at Oxford, decided that languages were not 'serious enough', switched to philosophy and psychology, which he found 'rather too "serious"', and so went back to French. A couple of pages later, he remembers that 'this isn't about me,' and returns to Stephen and Jean.
By Chapter 4, the old friends have got together again, and thanks to Barnes's genial assistance they have married. Barnes becomes witness to some extraordinary psychological shifts, especially on Jean's part. She tells him: 'You can't imagine how oppressive it can be having someone in love with you all the time,' and perhaps Barnes can't imagine this at first. But he can imagine something because two pages later he says: 'It was at that point, I think, that I decided to break my promise not to write about Stephen and Jean.' As readers we may find Jean's phrase intuitively correct. It could be oppressive to be married to anyone who does almost anything 'all the time'. Jean has another wonderfully gnomic line: 'Happiness doesn't make me happy.' Because happiness is always someone else's idea? Because happiness won't stay, even for happy people? Barnes has some thoughts on the matter: 'Neither happiness nor misery are controllable ... If everyone around you agrees they are happy, perhaps you are too, because there are no real tests for happiness.'
In this context, Barnes's sudden confession is surprising. 'I felt guilt,' he says, about the fact that 'Stephen and Jean now departed from one another for a second time':
I felt guilt, and also a sense of failure. I had brought them together the first time in the caff, and then again the second time, in the same place, with the same ultimate result ... I thought I was wise, just because I'd written so many books; I thought I knew what made people tick; I even thought of myself as an advice centre. But I had treated Stephen and Jean as if they were characters in one of my novels.

They are characters in one of his novels, but we know what he means. The novelist, more than anyone, should take care not to inflict his own sentimental romances on people he hasn't invented. Even if Barnes can't track the arrival of fictional possibility he knows when a novelist has been overmanaging the facts.
In the central chapter  we get a full medical memo, another true story. Barnes describes the early days of his cancer treatment:
I have had a lifelong engagement with death, both theoretical and actual, and have written about it many times. Yet ... I hadn't received a death sentence. Instead, I had received a life sentence: sentenced to live with my cancer until I died ... In those first months, I had a dozen or so pints of blood drained out of me ... Gradually my numbers came down.

He tells us that he wrote the above from memory, 'or rather what a combination of original memory plus constant retelling had turned it into. And it's not untrue.' But when he goes back to the notes he made in hospital, he realises he has 'forgotten or eliminated' certain details. At the time, he had written: 'Oh dear - this may be end of story - I was hoping for something worth recording without being fatal.' In retrospect, this seems 'like a serious temptation of the gods'. When he began working on Departure(s), he gave it the title 'Jules Was', which he now finds 'provisionally awful and archly self-pitying'.
We are beginning to see what Barnes wants (and doesn't want) for this book. He has a wonderful throwaway characterisation of his diary: 'It is, like all diaries, fully partial.' And there is a modest precision about the following distinction: 'While I am occasionally self-pitying, I am never competitive about illness.' A little earlier in his draft he had written:
It's not the sort of cancer that I can feel responsible for, and therefore guilty about. Oh, if only I hadn't smoked/drunk so much/eaten so much ultra-processed food ... it's a cancer caused by the body getting old, starting to break down, and turn against its own best interests. It's a cancer rooted in the universe's utter indifference. It's random, it has no significance - it's just the universe doing its stuff. Don't insert morality or purpose into its unrolling and denouement.

In Chapter 4 there is a brilliant comic sequence about Barnes's promise not to write about Stephen and Jean. When Jean asked him to swear on a Bible that he wouldn't, he 'thought she was joking'. He then wonders how he is going to hold the Bible, or rather he says he did. 'No, I didn't really think any of those things, it's just the absurdity of the situation tempts me to misremember, or rather, invent.' We are introduced to Jean's dog (later Barnes's dog) Jimmy. Barnes says he doesn't 'want to go on about Jimmy', but then, characteristically, goes on about him for the rest of the book.
In the last chapter Barnes tells us about an interviewer who asks him if he is 'raging against the dying of the light'. He decides to 'murmur non-committally' in response, but over the page he is less reticent. 'While I still hate and fear death (though recognising the pointlessness of such protests), do I rage against it? I'm not sure I ever did - I think I tried to wail lucidly against it.' And when the time comes, he adds: 'I hope there will be little raging.' In a more ironic mode he tells us: 'I myself am not planning any last words, famous or unfamous; but who knows what might stalk into or out of my brain when I realise that my days are over.' Among his last epigrams is this gentle insight: 'I don't think it's the arrival of ripeness that makes me philosophical; rather its opposite, an acknowledgment of decay.'
The notion of disappearance arises in three of the book's five chapters, as well as in its title. Barnes could have called this work 'Disappearance' or 'Disappearances', but he didn't. The implication of the bracket in Departure(s) is that we should not concentrate on multiple events unless we are ready to mix them up and throw them away. The instances of the word in the novel are 'death and departure'; 'an arrival from which there will be no further departure'; 'now departed from one another for a second time'; and 'departure habitually leads to arrival.' The occasion for three of these images is death to come, a final journey to nowhere. But the possibility of a parallel, of speaking in the same breath (or reading in the same book) about return and no return, about death and mere divorce, reminds us that words are where we live. They talk back to us and sometimes prosecute us. So that a writer, for example, might think the worst possible thing he could do to his friends would be to treat them as characters in a novel.
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Deskbound Party Bastards
Thomas Jones on Len Deighton

3535 wordsBefore  he took to writing thrillers in the early 1960s, Len Deighton, who died in March at the age of 97, had worked as a railway clerk, a kitchen porter, a pastry chef, a flight attendant and a commercial artist. Having completed his national service in the RAF he used his demob grant to study at St Martin's School of Art, going on to the Royal College of Art on a scholarship. After working in the kitchen at the newly opened Royal Festival Hall in 1951 - he'd begun by mopping floors but was soon roped into skinning a heap of sole - he came up with the idea of drawing recipes as cartoon strips. At first these were for personal use only - he didn't want to spoil his 'expensive cookbooks', so 'I wrote out the recipes on paper, and it was easier for me to draw three eggs than write "three eggs"' - but then, thanks to the journalist Clive Irving, who enjoyed eating at his house, Deighton's 'cookstrips' began to appear in the Daily Express in 1960 and soon moved to the Observer. They were collected in the mid-1960s as Len Deighton's Action Cook Book and Ou est le garlic? French Cooking in Fifty Lessons.
 By that point Deighton was rich and famous, thanks to the runaway success of his early novels - The Ipcress File (1962), Horse under Water (1963), Funeral in Berlin (1964) and Billion-Dollar Brain (1966) - and the movie adaptations of them starring Michael Caine. In the opening scenes of The Ipcress File, as Caine's character briefly dozes off while brewing his morning coffee, you can see a cookstrip pinned to the kitchen wall. The cookstrips are said to have enabled men - thanks both to the ease of following the instructions and the reassuring masculinity of their presentation - to boil, blanch, braise and baste with confidence, even tackling dishes as potentially daunting as boeuf bourguignon or osso buco (to be pronounced as Caine would say it). And the cookstrips' virtues - clarity, immediacy, blunt humour, a no-nonsense air - are also evident in the best of Deighton's novels. They share a few shortcomings, too, including a chauvinism that hasn't aged well.
 Caine's character in the movies is called Harry Palmer, but the narrator of those early novels, sometimes known as the 'Secret File' books, remains anonymous. According to Caine's memoir What's It All About? the idea was to give the film character an 'ordinary, boring name'. 'What's the dullest first name we can give him?' the producer, Harry Saltzman, asked. 'Harry is a pretty dull name,' Caine suggested, and Saltzman doesn't seem to have taken offence. As for a surname, 'the dullest person I ever met,' Saltzman said, 'was called Palmer.' There may be another reason that the name Harry popped into Caine's head. He was, he says, halfway through reading The Ipcress File when Saltzman asked if he'd like to star in it. And quite near the beginning, the narrator is at Rome airport, 'killing a minute with the paperbacks, when I heard a soft voice say: "Hello, Harry." Now my name isn't Harry, but in this business it's hard to remember whether it ever had been.'
 Recently discharged after three years in military intelligence, he's in the early days of a new job at the WOOC(P), 'one of the smallest and most important of the intelligence units', run by a man called Dalby. The P stands for provisional but the rest of the acronym is mysterious. WO could perhaps be 'War Office' except the unit isn't part of the army, reporting instead to the Cabinet Office. The element of trivial mystery, and the awkwardness of the extra O and the brackets, are rather the point, a satirical dig at the bureaucratic obscurantism that clouds the essential secrecy of spying. The narrator has been with the WOOC(P) for several weeks, and risked his life more than once, but still hasn't received any pay.
 The offices are on 'one of those sleazy long streets in the district that would be Soho, if Soho had the strength to cross Oxford Street'. Though he had never been a spy, Deighton drew on his own experiences for The Ipcress File, which is part of what makes the world he describes so convincing (he saved his scuba-diving training in the RAF for Horse under Water). While studying at St Martin's he had rented a 'tiny grubby room' in Soho and got to know the area well. Later, as the art director of an 'ultra-smart' advertising firm, he was 'surrounded by highly educated, witty young men who had been at Eton together' (they were also 'kind' and 'generous' and he enjoyed their company 'immensely', he later recalled; the narrators of his novels are more acerbic). He 'took the social atmosphere of that sleek and shiny agency and inserted it into some ramshackle offices that I once rented in Charlotte Street'. There's a young clown called Phillip Chillcott-Oakes, for instance, whose conversation seems to consist almost entirely of tracing social connections between people with ridiculous nicknames: 'If you are in H.38 you must know "Rice-Mould" Billingsby.'
 Working as a flight attendant for British Overseas Airways got Deighton 'three or four days stopover at the end of each short leg' and he 'spent enough time in Hong Kong, Cairo, Nairobi, Beirut and Tokyo' not only to make lasting friendships in those places but to write about them plausibly. Not so Burnley, the town where his narrator was born and grew up, and which Deighton knew only as the destination of parcels at the King's Cross sorting office where he'd worked over one Christmas holiday. Giving the character Lancashire origins was an attempt to put some distance between author and narrator, a distance narrowed by the films. Harry Palmer is a Londoner. Deighton was born in Marylebone in 1929, Caine in Rotherhithe in 1933. Both their mothers worked as cooks, though in Caine's case the skill doesn't seem to have passed to the next generation. In the omelette-making scene in The Ipcress File, Palmer's hands in the close-ups are not Caine's but Deighton's. There are on-set photographs of them standing next to each other at the stove, wearing identical black-framed spectacles. Deighton is looking on, wooden spoon in hand, as Caine fails to get the hang of cracking an egg one-handed.
 The novel races from one side of the world to the other at bewildering speed, but pauses to linger over a decent meal:
 The vichyssoise was rich with fresh cream, through which the fugitive flavour of leek came mellow and earthy; it was cold and not too thick. The steak was tender and sanguine, dark with the charred carbon of crusted juices, and served with asparagus tips and pommes allumettes. The coffee came along with strawberry shortcake. I ate it all, drank the weak coffee, then settled back with a Gauloise Blue. Poisoning seemed an unlikely method of dealing with my defection. 

The influence of Raymond Chandler is clear from the rhythm of the sentences, the careful choice of adjectives - elsewhere, Deighton isn't afraid of using a word like 'horrisonous' - and the deadpan sangfroid of the punchline. The narrator, eating in the officers' mess on a Pacific atoll in the run-up to a nuclear test, has not in fact defected, though a friend in US intelligence has just told him he's under suspicion. The reasons - for the suspected defection, the friend's informing him and pretty much everything else - remain fairly muddy, as the plot is almost impossible to follow (it has something to do with disappearing scientists), but if that's a defect it's deliberate. Deighton wanted the book to be 'ragged and untidy', he said in 1966, and later suggested that 'what happens in The Ipcress File (and in all my other first-person stories) is found somewhere in the uncertainty of contradiction.'
 The almost dreamlike movement of the story is at times closer to Ishiguro or even Kafka than your standard spy thriller. The trick is to give up trying to make too much sense of what's going on and enjoy the ride - the sentences, the wisecracks, the atmosphere. If you're looking for the satisfactions of a tightly sprung plot, you should watch the movie of Funeral in Berlin rather than reading the book (I like both, but only the book has such pleasingly throwaway lines as 'Samantha lived in the sort of road where driving schools teach people to turn round'). In a later novel, Berlin Game, Deighton's narrator says that 'it is in the nature of German syntax that you have to compose the sentence in your mind before you start to say it. You can't start each sentence with a vague idea and change your mind halfway through, as people brought up to speak English do.' I don't know if this is true of speaking German but it's certainly true of the way Deighton writes his sentences, if not all his books (I suspect he may have started some of them with a vague idea and then changed his mind halfway through).
The Ipcress File (the book) came out around the same time as Dr No (the movie). Reviews of the novel pointed out the contrast between the glamour of James Bond and the grime of Deighton's spy world: there are no Aston Martins or high-rolling casinos in The Ipcress File, just 'a little grey rusting Morris 1000' and a grimy strip-joint on Wardour Street. The class difference between the protagonists is less apparent in the 1960s movies, though - Fleming's hero is an Etonian but Sean Connery wasn't - and I don't see that James Bond is a less boring name than Harry Palmer. Both men are tough and sexy and quick-witted. Still, Deighton's reputation was established as the creator of an anti-Bond, and it's at least true that 007 wouldn't be found messing around with eggs in the kitchen until Roger Moore whips a quiche out of the oven for Tanya Roberts in A View to a Kill in 1985.
 By that point Deighton had created a new hero, Bernard Samson, who narrates eight novels published between 1983 and 1996, and has not only a name but a family life and a full backstory. He grew up in Berlin, where his father was an intelligence officer after the Second World War. Instead of being sent to boarding schools in England, Bernard was educated locally, so he knows his way around the city, speaks German like a native and has close, lifelong friendships with other Berliners, all of which comes in handy when he follows his father into the service. The novels are organised as three trilogies: Berlin Game (1983), Mexico Set (1984) and London Match (1985); Spy Hook (1988), Spy Line (1989) and Spy Sinker (1990), which is told in the third person and recapitulates the events of the previous five books from outside Samson's point of view; and Faith (1994), Hope (1995) and Charity (1996). Deighton had planned a fourth set but abandoned the idea because 'the fall of the Wall was such an earthquake that it would obliterate the long line and progress of the personal relationships.' He lived another thirty years but wrote no more novels.
 In an introduction, written in 2010, that appears in the Penguin Modern Classics edition of Berlin Game, Deighton says:
 To give my characters a real, or at least a convincing, life demanded more space. Did giving them a domestic dimension mean pressing the pause button in order to relate the dull routines of mortgages, electric bills, children's ailments and traffic jams? No, that is not the way to treat your readers unless you just don't care about them; and in that case you should be writing literary novels. 

The nine novels are in one sense the story of a complicated marriage as it moves through phases of companionship, suspicion, betrayal, separation and reconciliation. Fiona Samson (nee Kimber-Hutchinson) also works for the service, so the couple's professional and personal lives are inseparable. A hero who falls in love with another agent of doubtful affiliation had long been a staple of the genre, but for a pair of middle-aged spies to be married with children was more unusual (and taken up later by movie and TV franchises from Spy Kids to The Americans). 'Treason and infidelity have too much in common,' Samson observes at one point in London Match. This is certainly true from a narrative or dramatic perspective, and John le Carre also made use of the idea. But in le Carre, the mole will turn out to be the agent having an affair with the hero's wife, while in Deighton, the hero's wife will herself turn out to be the mole. This isn't really a spoiler, or no more of a spoiler than you get if you take at face value the reassurance at the start of all the Bernard Samson novels - typical of Deighton's professed consideration for his readers - that 'the stories can be read in any order and each one is complete in itself.'*
 Samson's political or national loyalties are called into doubt at times by his colleagues and his superiors, but never by the reader, and he never questions them himself. He doesn't seem all that interested in the reasons he does what he does, or whether or not the cause he's fighting for is just. He takes all that for granted, which is one of the things that makes him good at his job: an introspective spy is inherently unreliable. He may make the occasional joke about the equivalences between the two sides in the Cold War - when a KGB interrogator in Berlin Game complains, or pretends to complain, that 'deskbound Party bastards' always get 'the promotions and the big wages', telling Samson he's lucky 'not having the Party system working against you all the time', Samson replies that 'we have got it ... it's called Eton and Oxbridge' - and he may have little respect for some of the people he's obliged to report to ('"Let me tell you something, Bernard," said Dicky, leaning well back in the soft leather seat and adopting the manner of an Oxford don explaining the law of gravity to a delivery boy ... I wondered if there were a lot of people like Dicky in the army; it was a dreadful thought'), but there's never any chance of his switching sides.
 One of the longest and most coherent criticisms of capitalism in the novels comes in Mexico Set from Bernard's oldest and closest friend, Werner Volkmann, a Jewish Berliner whose parents were killed by the Nazis:
 'Four out of ten Mexicans never drink milk, two out of ten never eat meat, eggs or bread. But the Mexican government subsidises CocaCola sales. The official explanation is that Coca-Cola is nutritious.' Werner drank some of the disgusting coffee. 'And, now that the IMF have forced Mexico to devalue the peso, big US companies - such as Xerox and Sheraton - can build factories and hotels here at rock-bottom prices, but sell to hard-currency customers. Inflation goes up. Unemployment figures go up. Taxes go up. Prices go up. But wages go down. How would you like it if you were Mexican?' 

Samson's response is simply to ask Werner if he's quoting the KGB officer whom they're in Mexico to encourage to defect. The closest Samson gets to reflecting on the inequities of capitalism is to look round a luxury yacht and 'suppose it was everything a communist hated. Even a lapsed fascist like me found it a bit too rich.'
 He's joking, of course - he was never a fascist - though as jokes go it's perhaps a little close to the bone. And, though unremittingly hostile to the Nazi leadership, Deighton and his narrators tend to withhold judgment when it comes to ordinary Germans who joined the party out of convenience or cowardice: which of them could say with confidence that they would have refused? It's a thought experiment that Deighton plays out more fully in SS-GB (1978), set in a counterfactual universe where the Nazis won the Battle of Britain and the UK has been under German occupation since February 1941. Nine months later a dead body with two bullets in it is discovered at a flat in Shepherd Market, and Detective Superintendent Douglas Archer of Scotland Yard is called to investigate. 'As long as the Germans let him get on with the job of catching murderers,' Archer thinks, 'he'd do his work as he'd always done it.'
 It isn't that simple, of course: in part because the murder turns out to be linked, through a convoluted set of relations, to the British resistance, US spy networks, the German atomic weapons research programme in Devon, a plot to free the king (who's thought to be imprisoned in the Tower of London), and rivalry between the Abwehr, the Gestapo, the SS and the Wehrmacht; but also because it raises the question of what it means to enforce the law when you're living under Nazi occupation. The least convincing element in SS-GB is probably that the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact has held, as if Hitler would have been content to abandon the Drang nach Osten. Plausible or not, the Nazis have invited their Soviet allies to London for a ceremony to exhume Karl Marx's body from Highgate Cemetery and transport his remains to Moscow. The occasion provides an opportunity not only for the resistance to strike a blow, but for Deighton to conflate Britain's enemies of the 1940s and 1970s. His approach to individual characters is more nuanced, however: some of the Germans Archer has to deal with are more reasonable - or even decent - than others, and not everyone in the British resistance is exactly a hero.
 The recognition that bad people can fight in a good cause and vice versa also informs Bomber (1970), another Second World War novel, though this time the war is progressing much as it did in reality. The book begins shortly before dawn on 31 June 1943 (a non-existent date, as Deighton is kind enough to observe in a preliminary note), as the crew of a Lancaster bomber are waking up after a party, and finishes 24 hours later. The narrative of the intervening day covers in engrossing detail the experiences not only of that flight crew but of other bomber crews, the ground crew at RAF Warley Fen, a fictional airbase in East Anglia, German radar operators on the Dutch coast, German fighter pilots and the civilian residents of Altgarten, a fictional German market town near the Dutch border that the British, aiming for Krefeld, bomb in error. Unlike the air raid it describes (and unlike some of Deighton's earlier books), the novel is an astonishing feat of planning and organisation, successfully executed, in part thanks to the help of a friendly IBM engineer: Bomber was the first novel to be written with a word processor, or rather an MT72 electric typewriter, 'the size and shape of a small upright piano'.
 Deighton had always been interested in technology - the narrator of The Ipcress File has an IBM machine; the title of Billion-Dollar Brain refers to a supercomputer - and the capabilities and limits of technology are in part Bomber's subject as well as playing a role in its creation. Deighton's friend Julian Symons told him he 'was the only person he knew who actually liked machines' and suggested he write a book about them. 'That was the start of Bomber ... suppose I wrote a story in which the machines of one nation fought the machines of another' without allowing 'such a grim mechanical theme' to 'overshadow' the 'human element'. There are more than a hundred characters in the novel but among the most prominent are Flight Sergeant Sam Lambert, one of Deighton's familiar working-class heroes; his wife, WAAF Corporal Ruth Lambert; a flight lieutenant educated at public school who would have been first in line to join the Nazi Party if he'd been born German; a German fighter pilot who has learned of some of the experiments being carried out at concentration camps and naively imagines that if only he can alert Goring to them, they will be stopped at once; a German radar operator at Noordwijk; and his young son, Hansl, who lives in Altgarten and is buried alive in the cellar where he seeks shelter from the British raid.
Bomber is in many ways Deighton's least characteristic novel, though it's also probably his best, and it's hard to imagine anyone else writing anything quite like it. The book is a remarkable example of the way a narrative of great complexity can be constructed through the careful assembly of simple elements, and a timely reminder, nearly sixty years after it was written and more than eighty after it's set, that bombing a hospital is an atrocity whoever does it, and for whatever reason, deliberate or not.
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Labour in Wales
Richard King

2070 wordsSince  1922, the Labour Party has won in Wales at every general election, and has been the largest party in all of the country's devolved governments since the National Assembly, now known as the Senedd, was convened in May 1999. During the extended periods when the UK has been under Conservative rule, Welsh Labour has made much of its political integrity and electoral success. Such one-party dominance is rare in democracies and is now coming to an end. After the elections to the Senedd on 7 May, it is all but certain that the Welsh government will no longer be under Labour control.
 The party's long run in Wales has allowed it to avoid the introspection of defeat. Instead, it has constructed a set of folk memories of past achievements by which to define itself, chief among them the still miraculous creation of the NHS by Aneurin Bevan and the federated socialism and autodidactic municipalism that existed in the mining communities of the South Wales valleys. Welsh Labour politicians have had every reason to feel that their belief in social democracy was shared by y werin - the ordinary people of the country.
 Tony Blair inherited the commitment to a devolved parliament in Edinburgh from his predecessor as leader, John Smith, and Donald Dewar, who would become first minister in Holyrood in 1999. Although there wasn't the same investment in devolution in the Welsh Labour Party, the MP for Caerphilly, Ron Davies, managed to persuade Blair that proposals for a Welsh Assembly could be plausibly included in the 1997 Labour manifesto. Just four months after that landslide election, referendums were held in Scotland and Wales. The vote in favour of partial devolution in Wales succeeded by one of the narrowest margins in British electoral history, 50.3 per cent - a stark contrast to the 74.3 per cent in favour in Scotland.
 Previous devolution referendums had taken place in the spring of 1979, just before Labour's loss of a no confidence vote (the SNP voted in favour) resulted in the election of the Thatcher government. On that occasion Wales rejected home rule, with only 20 per cent voting yes. Less than twenty years later, the effects of Conservative rule on a country that had never voted for it, and the desperate conditions brought about by deindustrialisation, led to the wipeout of the Tories in Wales at the 1997 election. After a campaign in which Peter Hain, one of the few high-profile New Labour cabinet members with a constituency in Wales, was prominent, Wales opted for partial self-government.
 Six years earlier, Blair had been sent to help campaign in the Neath by-election, which Hain would win. In need of somewhere to stay, Blair accepted an offer from the Cardiff West MP, Rhodri Morgan, whose home was variously described as 'bohemian' or 'a tip'. Blair slept in one of the Morgan children's bedrooms beneath a poster of Bob Marley. Rising early, he was wrongly identified as the TV presenter Lionel Blair by Morgan's mother-in-law. He left in a hurry, deciding there and then, the story goes, to avoid working with Morgan at all costs.
 In September 1998, Morgan stood unsuccessfully against Davies, then secretary of state for Wales, for the leadership of the Welsh Labour Party. The contest was intended to determine who would lead the new Assembly, but Davies's candidature was short-lived. After a tabloid scandal concerning his sexuality - he had been mugged after meeting a man on Clapham Common - he was replaced by Alun Michael. Michael was considered a New Labour placeman, particularly by Morgan, who stood against him and lost. Michael decided to lead a minority government rather than enter into a coalition, and left office after just nine months rather than face a vote of no confidence.
 Morgan became first minister at his third attempt. He had gone to Oxford and Harvard, but his unkempt appearance, easy rhetoric and suburban Cardiff accent made him seem far more streetwise than his predecessors. He also had a rare gift for seeming authentic: he was filmed during a rugby international taking off his tie and unbuttoning his shirt when the game got exciting. Morgan wasted little time in making a stronger case both for the devolved administration and for Wales itself, giving a landmark speech at Swansea University in December 2002 in which he put 'clear red water' between Cardiff and Westminster. In Wales, he said, 'the relationship between economic and social policy was one forged in the industrial revolution ... This is the sometimes proud, sometimes agonising history of a nation built very largely on the efforts of working people in hard surroundings.' Labour in Wales, he said, owed more to 'the traditions of Titmus, Tawney, Beveridge and Bevan than those of Hayek and Friedman'. The speech repudiated the marketisation of health and social policies embraced by New Labour in favour of 'the fundamentally socialist aim of equality of outcome'. And, making plain his objection to foundation hospitals and his commitment to comprehensive education, Morgan insisted that the individual was a citizen, not a consumer: in Wales there would be no prescription charges, no more PFI initiatives, no school league tables. A Downing Street memo released under the twenty-year rule described the speech as 'grim stuff'. In a handwritten note in the margin Blair wrote that Morgan's thesis was 'dreadful and a big mistake. But it shows how the wind blows there.' 'Still,' he added, ever the pragmatist, 'if it succeeds electorally, we will have to put up with it.'
 The Government of Wales Act 2006 reformed the Assembly, which had been conceived on the model of a large local authority - 'Mid-Glamorgan County Council on stilts', according to its opponents. It was reconceived as a national parliament capable of creating and enacting primary legislation on matters including health, education and housing. Even so, the caricature had some truth to it. Cardiff benefited hugely from devolution, transforming itself into a city with a modern service economy, but West Wales and the valleys remained among the poorest areas in Northern Europe.
 Constitutional change on this scale was bound to take up a lot of time and energy; it also expended a lot of the new government's political capital. Three Wales Acts were passed between 2006 to 2017, creating the impression of an administration preoccupied with governance. The location of the new Assembly building, designed by Richard Rogers and opened in March 2006, didn't help matters. Cardiff has a distinctive Edwardian civic centre, but the Assembly building joined other developments on the edge of the city, on a site with inadequate transport links. Cardiff itself had not voted in favour of devolution; the administration was psychologically and geographically detached from the capital city, to say nothing of the rest of Wales.
 In 2009, Morgan stepped down as first minister. During his decade in charge he embodied a new political confidence in Wales. He was replaced by the more orthodox Carwyn Jones, whose tenure began a few months before the Conservative-Liberal Democrat coalition took power in Westminster. Thus began a fourteen-year ritual of Tory prime ministers in Parliament citing the poor performance of the Welsh NHS as evidence of socialist iniquity. Health is a devolved policy in Wales, though the Welsh NHS budget is set by the Barnett formula, the method used by the Treasury to determine the funding allocated to the devolved governments through a block grant. The funds are shared out according to population size rather than need. Wales has the weakest economy and the highest proportion of people over seventy in the UK, as well as worse premature death rates than England and some of the poorest cancer outcomes in Europe. Health and social care absorb almost half of the Welsh government's budget.
 Levels of child poverty have hovered around 30 per cent since the mid-2000s, and research by the Joseph Rowntree Foundation published last year showed that the proportion of the population living in deep poverty has increased from 33 per cent in the mid-1990s to 47 per cent in the early 2020s. The Rowntree Foundation also estimated that by 2029, even against a background of modest economic growth across the UK (which is likely to prove elusive), child poverty in Wales will increase, after housing costs, to 34.5 per cent. Child poverty rates in Wales are almost 10 per cent higher than in Scotland, where the government issues a cash payment of PS28.20 a week for every child whose parents receive Universal Credit or are on a low income. The Bevan Foundation recently conducted a modelling exercise which demonstrated that the most effective policy the Welsh government could introduce to reduce poverty would be to reform the childcare system so that mothers could return to part-time work, alongside a child payment scheme on the Scottish model. It is inarguable that public services in Wales are under great pressure as a result of high poverty levels and that the limitations of the Barnett formula restrict the Welsh government's capacity to deliver social democracy. But it does have the freedom to prioritise the devolved areas of health and housing, the two principal drivers of poverty.
 In 2016 Wales voted for Brexit, even though it had benefited more than anywhere else in the UK from the European Commission's Objective One structural funding scheme for regions whose development is 'lagging behind'. Two years later, Carwyn Jones was replaced as first minister by Mark Drakeford, the author of Morgan's 'clear red water' speech, whose leadership campaign proposed '21st-century socialism'. During the Covid pandemic, Drakeford's measured handling of the crisis, and the image of him self-isolating in a hut in his garden to shield his wife and mother-in-law, were in marked contrast to the speciousness and debauchery associated with Downing Street. In the 2021 Senedd election he led Labour to an unexpectedly decisive victory, with the party capturing thirty of the sixty seats.
 Drakeford formed a government by making a 'co-operation agreement' with pro-independence Plaid Cymru, and its policies deepened the clear red water between Wales and Westminster: universal free school meals, council tax reform, action on second homes and, inevitably, further constitutional reform. But the goodwill built during the pandemic began to erode. The Labour manifesto contained a pledge to establish a 20 mph speed limit on residential and restricted roads. A lot of Welsh people rely on their cars to get to and from work and a culture war began, widening to include resistance to proposals to expand the Senedd from 60 to 96 members. Labour's enthusiasm for time-consuming legislation to define 'Welsh Values' was, similarly, a cause of irritation.
 In the spring of 2024 Drakeford was succeeded by Vaughan Gething, who became the first black leader of a European country. But he was gone in under four months, after a lengthy controversy over a PS200,000 campaign donation from a business whose owner had been convicted of illegally dumping waste. In the 2024 general election Labour's vote share in Wales fell by 3.9 per cent, Plaid Cymru's grew by roughly the same amount and although Reform UK didn't win any seats, it finished second in thirteen constituencies, many of them in the South Wales valleys.
 Gething's successor as first minister, Eluned Morgan, gave a speech called 'The Red Welsh Way' a few months after taking office. Bevan and the NHS were duly invoked. So too were characters from the sitcom Gavin and Stacey. Morgan could point to a few genuine achievements: Wales is the only nation in the UK that offers free meals to all children at primary school; prescriptions are still free; care workers are paid the Living Wage; the Health and Social Care Act 2025 mandates that all children's and foster care must be delivered on a not-for-profit or charitable basis. Morgan has talked about ending homelessness by 2034 - but in the 2021 Senedd campaign, Labour presented a High Level Action Plan that promised to do the same thing by 2026.
 In When Was Wales?, published in 1985, the historian Gwyn Alf Williams wrote that Labour majorities 'stand like Aneurin Bevan's memorial stones on the Pound above Tredegar and they are beginning to look like the Stonehenge of Welsh politics'. The memorial comprises three monoliths, representing Rhymney, Tredegar and Ebbw Vale, which formed Bevan's constituency, and a fourth, larger stone, which stands for Bevan himself. The stones for the monument, which was completed in 1972, came from the nearby Trefil quarry, then owned by British Steel. Today, the memorial seems more like a monument to the Welsh Labour century.
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At Tate Modern
Nigerian Modernism
Gazelle Mba

1628 wordsThe  cities most closely associated with modernism - Paris, Berlin, Vienna, Zurich - are all European. A number of recent exhibitions have sought to broaden this geography. Tropical Modernism: Architecture and Independence, which opened at the V&A in March 2024, considered the incorporation of modernist ideals into the architecture of postcolonial South Asia and West Africa. Also in 2024, the Smithsonian put on Bruce Onobrakpeya: The Mask and the Cross, a retrospective of one of Nigeria's most celebrated modernist painters, and the Barbican staged The Imaginary Institution of India: Art 1975-98, which included works by more than thirty Indian artists made between the Emergency and the Pokhran nuclear tests. A touring exhibition, African Modernism in America 1947-67, which examined the connections between African artists and American patrons during the Civil Rights era, travelled to various US galleries between 2022 and 2024.
Art historians and curators, including Okwui Enwezor, Olu Oguibe, Kavita Singh and R. Siva Kumar, have spent decades insisting on the importance of the postcolonial modern, and more broadly on modernism's vast reach and varied interpretations. Tate Modern reflected this trend in one of its earliest exhibitions, Century City: Art and Culture in the Modern Metropolis, which considered the art of nine cities during periods of social upheaval in the 20th century (Mumbai 1992-2001, Rio de Janeiro 1955-69, Tokyo 1969-73 etc). Lagos was one of the cities; now, three decades later, Tate Modern revisits that original exploration with Nigerian Modernism: Art and Independence (until 10 May).
[image: ]'Stateless People: An Artist with Beret' (1981) by Uzo Egonu




'Modernism' in this context means the shift in visual art brought about by colonialism in the 19th and early 20th centuries, during which easel painting and European art history became widely disseminated, and as a reaction to colonial rule and its demise in 1960. Rather than the manifestos and self-conscious rejection of inherited tradition seen in European art, Nigerian modernism - insofar as one can generalise about such a heterogeneous period - saw artists attempting to make sense of the convulsions of the 20th century while variously embracing and subverting traditional forms and those inherited from Europe. The Tate curators set themselves a difficult task: Nigeria is a country of more than three hundred ethnicities and five hundred languages, with a clear divide between the largely Muslim north and the predominantly Christian south. Nigerians often describe their country as an unhappy marriage and refer to unification as the 'mistake of 1914'. The Tate show tries to navigate this by choosing artists whose work speaks to a shared national identity.
The first room is reserved for art made during the colonial era. Aina Onabolu, born in 1882 in Ijebu Ode, near modern Lagos, learned to draw by copying illustrations of paintings in magazines and religious books. His Christian mission school didn't teach art, but in his late thirties he travelled to Europe and studied at the Academie Julian in Paris and at St John's Wood art school in London. His portraits of the Lagos upper class - doctors, lawyers, engineers, chiefs and Indigenous rulers - as well as British colonial functionaries show a society keenly aware of the political value of this form of self-representation.
One of his most striking works is Sisi Nurse (Charlotte Sisi Eko Obasa) from 1922. Charlotte Obasa was born into a prominent Yoruba family and went on to found the first motorised transport service in Lagos, the Anfani bus service. Her 'ladies' club' helped to pay for the first training centre for midwives in Nigeria. Onabolu depicts her seated, her gaze fixed on the viewer, and draws our attention to her fine lace collar and gold jewellery. Her dark skin blends into the mahogany background, so that what stands out are the green of her dress and the gleam of her bangles. Even in an understated portrait, the clothing is of central importance.
A similar sensibility animates the paintings of Akinola Lasekan. Born a generation after Onabolu, he is best known now for his portraits of royalty and images of cultural ritual drawn from Yoruba legend. In the 1940s, he established a studio in Lagos with the sculptor Justus Akeredolu, and together they organised exhibitions to raise funds for a trip to London to advance their careers. Both were determined to portray their Yoruba subjects as dignified and autonomous. In Lasekan's portrait of Chief Akeredolu, the close attention to his agbada, the individually etched geometric patterns of the asoke, the gold chain at his neck and the numbered face of his wristwatch speak not only to Akeredolu's status but to the mutual respect between the two men. Lasekan's reputation wasn't made through his portraits, however, but through his cartoons and illustrations for Nnamdi Azikiwe's newspaper, the West African Pilot, which critiqued colonial culture and tried to galvanise nationalist sentiment in the lead-up to independence. In one image at the Tate, a man waving a bat inscribed 'Positive Nationalism' confronts three men stacked on top of one another (the 'imperialist', the 'African rival' and the 'African Quisling') holding bats that read 'Victimisation', 'Persecution' and 'Sabotage'.
It is intriguing to encounter the works of Onabolu and Lasekan on opposing walls. Although both painters favoured a muted naturalism, Onabolu's portraits are concerned with the social role of the sitter. Lasekan allowed his sitters greater subjectivity, while his cartoons are pointed and necessarily propagandist. In the decade separating his paintings from his cartoons, we see an intensification of national consciousness. An equivalent process was taking place in print: before the launch of the West African Pilot, publications such as the Daily Times used a formal register, imitating British newspapers. The Pilot broke new ground by encouraging its journalists to use colloquial, everyday language.
The show's largest room is devoted to Ben Enwonwu, perhaps Nigeria's most famous modernist artist. Unlike Lasekan or Onabolu, he directly engaged with 20th-century European art movements such as Vorticism and Cubism, while also integrating traditional motifs. Although there was no history of easel painting in Nigeria, many ethnic groups have rich decorative and sculptural traditions going back centuries. Enwonwu, who considered himself a sculptor first and foremost, was the son of a traditional Igbo sculptor and first learned to carve in his father's studio using an adze. The works on view demonstrate his range: The Boxer portrays a crouched figure in a fighting stance, the head featureless and sleek; a colourful self-portrait in oils balances a stern expression against a jaunty tie and speckled brushwork. Most politically significant is Tutu (1974), a painting made in the aftermath of the civil war depicting a young Yoruba woman of Ife lineage. She looks over her shoulder towards the viewer, frowning slightly. Her royal blue robes denote her status, but more important is the fact that Enwonwu, an Igbo artist, chose to represent a Yoruba woman.
The Tate exhibition is alert to the many artistic movements and groups that flourished in Nigeria in the mid-20th century. The Zaria Art Society, which lasted from 1958 to 1962, produced a number of artists who went on to become household names, including Yusuf Grillo, Bruce Onobrakpeya and Uche Okeke. In October 1960, Okeke wrote his 'natural synthesis' manifesto, calling on other students at the Nigerian College of Arts, Science and Technology in Zaria to reject the curriculums of their mostly British lecturers in favour of local visual traditions, such as Nok sculpture and Uli designs. But in consolidating these moments it becomes easy to overlook those artists outside them. Josephine Osayimwese Omigie studied at Zaria during the short life of the society and made extraordinarily complex and delicate works of textile and pottery, yet her name has largely been written out of Nigerian art history. Women artists have too often been overlooked or dismissed as artisans.
[image: ]'"Elemu" Yoruba Palm Wine Seller' (1963) by Clara Etso Ugbodaga-Ngu.




The exhibition curators have tried to counter this. One room is dedicated to Ladi Kwali, a potter whose image appears on the twenty naira note; her work could be regarded as craft, but here it is elevated to the status of art. Yet the broader issue persists: the excavation of Nigerian modernism has itself become hegemonic, producing a clear view of the mostly male superstars while obscuring women artists whose work was not taken seriously. It is salutary to see Clara Etso Ugbodaga-Ngu's paintings of Hausa community street scenes, which render the northern city of Kano with almost abstracted precision. And then there is Susanne Wenger, an Austrian artist who settled in Osogbo and made textile works informed by her engagement with Yoruba traditional religion. She is often overshadowed by her husband, Ulli Beier, who founded the Mbari Club, a cultural centre popular with writers including Wole Soyinka, Chinua Achebe and Christopher Okigbo. The famous names that orbit the Mbari Club are, again, mostly male.
The show closes with the artist Uzo Egonu, who spent most of his adult life in London. His distinctive paintings flatten and abstract the human figure in the manner of the Cubo-Futurists while drawing on the visual language of the Nsukka and Zaria artists, another form of 'natural synthesis'. The titles of his works sometimes allude to his life in his adopted city - Piccadilly Circus; Cup of Coffee in Solitude - while his Stateless People series addresses the failure of the postcolonial state. Egonu began work on the series in the 1980s, a period he described as 'painting in darkness', referring to both his failing eyesight (which was later successfully restored) and his sense of hopelessness after the civil war. Each of the paintings shows a single figure engaged in a solitary artistic pursuit - an artist, a musician, a poet and so on. The forms and colours are still those of an optimistic Futurist, but are now turned to a quite different end. The height of Nigerian modernism's ambitious outward expression, the exhibition seems to say, is also its most inward elegy.
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What the Maths Mean
Peter Phillips

2509 wordsIn  the 1938 edition of the Oxford Companion to Music, Percy Scholes defined composition as 'the culmination of the mental and psychological process of a remarkable and inspired personality'. Even today, the notion of the Great Composer - the individual genius, whose inimitable music is an expression of a singular mind - still holds sway: the composers guaranteed to draw a crowd are the select few, a Debussy, a Wagner, a Beethoven. Concert promoters call them 'bankers'. By contrast, the music discussed in Composers in the Middle Ages must rank as the least successful fare that has ever been put before the public. The men and women who composed it are usually anonymous, and their compositions are likely to be based on mathematical conceits no one could possibly follow in performance. You will hardly ever hear them in a concert hall or church service. Art-house concerts may feature the secular music of the medieval period, attractively informal in style and presentation, but this volume of essays is largely about sacred music and there is nothing informal about that, or about the academics who have devoted their careers to trying to make sense of it.
Composers such as Debussy wrote their music alone. The creative milieu of the Middle Ages was collaborative, with poets also working as musicians and singers. As Margaret Bent writes, 'the extent to which "poetry" includes music is open, as is the question of how far "singing" includes or implies creation or composition. Poetry, accessible to a wider readership than the specialised notation of music, often had a longer shelf life.' Mark Everist lists the various competencies that might contribute to the creation of a musical work in this period as 'writing poetry, creating monophonic music, creating polyphonic music, writing down music of all sorts, singing, writing down words, writing new words to old music and old words to new music, and assimilating pre-existing music and poetry to new contexts'.
The editors claim that this is the first book on the subject of the 'medieval composer'. They could have helped readers by giving what they understand as the Middle Ages some shape and outlining the major stages in musical style in a period that lasted perhaps a thousand years (if one is generous with the first signs of liturgical chant). The reader is left to work out that the anonymous chant tradition ran roughly from the sixth century until the first named composers - Hildegard of Bingen, Peter Abelard and Heloise d'Argenteuil - of the early 1100s. Then, during the later 12th century, a group of composers working in Paris, including Leonin and Perotin (the only two whose names survive), wrote the first polyphony, a transcending moment in the history of Western music. They were followed by Philippe de Vitry and Guillaume de Machaut, whose music, in all its astonishing complexity, eventually fed into the early Renaissance (again no date is given, possibly because the other arts with which music was so involved tended to reach their Renaissance phase before music did).
Legend has it that the founding corpus of liturgical chant was dictated by a dove into the ear of Pope Gregory I (r.590-604), hence the term 'Gregorian'. It is examined here by Henry Parkes, who argues that the tradition of humble anonymity was derived from a self-deprecating desire not to upstage Gregory. It was only after many centuries that a personality as argumentative as Abelard's finally made no attempt to conceal his name. Both he and Hildegard were pursued by exceptional fame in their lifetimes, which ensured that much they did was documented. Abelard was the most sought-after theologian and public debater of the 12th century. Hildegard was content to be known as an abbess and a polymath, concerned not only with music but also with medicine, both as a writer and as a practitioner. She was unusual in openly acknowledging the existence of inspiration in her music, so bringing her part way towards the world of the 19th-century composer and qualifying medieval composers for entry into Scholes's Companion, though with the inconvenient proviso that she thought composition attributable only to God. In the opening of Scivias (1151), she writes: 'I spoke and wrote these things not by the invention of my heart or that of any other person, but as by the secret mysteries of God I heard and received them in the heavenly places.' Hildegard died at the age of 81, having written more music than any other identifiable writer of the time.
Both Abelard and Hildegard composed exceptional melodies, usually writing the texts to them too, though whether these monodies can be admitted to the corpus of chant continues to be debated. They are certainly not Gregorian, though the sound and style of 12th-century monody make it difficult for us to be dogmatic about what is and what is not chant. Abelard's most lasting composition was the hymn 'O quanta qualia', which has survived, harmonised, in many hymn books today and is often said to be based on chant. The difference in Abelard's case is the nature of his texts. This monophonic phase of 'composition' included a literary tradition known as the planctus, or lament. In time it came to cover anything that needed moaning about and could take the form of poetry or music, separately or together. The most famous was the 'Planctus ante nescia', which has come down to us in nine musical sources and sixteen text manuscripts - an exceptional number and the best proof of the collaborative nature of composition in the period. It was expected that the text of a planctus would be imbued with intense personal emotion, which would make this corpus, if it were better known, easily the rival of the mannerist texts of the Renaissance madrigalists. Abelard, possibly with Heloise, is credited with writing six of these laments, which were not suited to liturgical worship and took the monophonic tradition in a new, far more personal direction.
It wasn't until 1400 that composers were regularly named in the sources. But this doesn't mean there aren't clues, not least in the music itself, as the tradition of introducing acrostics into texts to identify people - composers, lovers and wives, sponsoring monarchs and aristocrats - bears witness. A motet from 1373, 'Ferre solet', not only gives the name of the composer, encoded in the first letter of various lines in the poetry ('JOHANNES VAVASSORIS'), but by the same process, elaborately concealed, we find the words 'ANNO DOMINI MILLESIMO TRECENTESIMO SEPTUAGESIMO TERCIO FECIT ISTUM MOTETUM' ('he made this motet in the year of our Lord 1373'). The most elaborate acrostic of all, said to be the longest in Western literature, is contained in Boccaccio's Amorosa visione (c.1342), which in its completed form consists of fifty canti of poetry in terza rima. The initial letters of each terza rima create three complete sonnets, the first of which ends: 'GIOVANNI E DI BOCCACCIO da CERTALDO'. It also refers to Boccaccio's presumed lover, Maria d'Aquino, whose name is ciphered through an additional acrostic (the initial letters of the odd-numbered lines), creating an acrostic within an acrostic. There are plenty of names in this repertoire if you know where to look.
This was a culture that delighted in codes, hidden patterns and mathematical complexity. The music which sets these texts could be just as complex as the hidden acrostics, and even more difficult to unravel. In Christian thinking, to arrange or create mathematically was to draw closer to God. St Augustine made this point throughout his career, starting in The Confessions (397) and running to The City of God (c.413-26). He argued that mathematical patterns reveal something of the structure of creation: 'Wherever you turn, Wisdom speaks to you through the imprint it has stamped upon its works. Look at the sky, the earth and the sea, and at whatever in them shines from above or crawls, flies or swims below. These have form because they have number.'
The first experiments with voice part-writing came in the middle of the 12th century. From the start this involved writing a tenor part, based in chant that followed rigid mathematical formulae, with two parts above, often with very lively rhythms. Until the end of the 14th century, the mathematics tended to be applied only to the tenor; by the 15th century, it had spread to include the upper voices as well. But the tenor part remained the generating force for every sacred composition, often providing the theological ideas that the texts in the upper parts would debate. This technique is known today as isorhythm and it is in contemporary descriptions of isorhythm that the word 'tenor' is first found (from the Latin tenere, to hold). The tenor voice held the structure together, and was usually the lowest in the ensemble. In time, contrary to modern usage, the countertenor voice came to sing lower as well as higher than the tenor. Proper bass parts, and even the use of the word 'bass', are vanishingly rare at this time.
A useful example of isorhythmic composition can be found in the Kyrie of the Messe de Nostre Dame by Machaut (c.1360), which belongs to the first polyphonic mass cycle. The tenor part is a pre-existing chant melody organised into seven units, all with the same rhythm and the same number of notes (four), though of different pitches, as the chant dictates. The 'triplum' and 'motetus' parts then weave their counterpoints above the tenor and around each other. It is a simple example of the type. Within a few decades, however, this way of composing had produced some of the most rhythmically difficult music that has ever been written. The tenor parts could easily employ gradual diminution of the note lengths, making the chant quotations harder and harder to follow, while in the upper parts any of the standard notes could be subdivided according to context and whim: a minim could be divided into any number of crotchets, not simply two or four as we would do today, but sometimes an inconvenient number such as seven or nine. The result was a school of composition known as the ars subtilior, which not only drove these possibilities to extraordinary lengths, but also turned their notation into works of art. Baude Cordier's heart-shaped chanson about love, 'Belle, Bonne, Sage', is a classic example (the red notes imply rhythmic alterations).
[image: ] 'Belle, Bonne, Sage' by Baude Cordier




The texts of the standard three voices of an isorhythmic motet were also capable of engaging in intimate and involved dialogue with one another, despite the fact that their parts were not connected by any musical motifs (as would soon become commonplace in Renaissance polyphony). Vavassoris's 'Ferre solet' should correctly be listed as 'Ferre solet/Ana theos de Gracia/Ave Maria', which tells the listener that the chant and inspiration for the composition is the 'Ave Maria'. The newly written poem of the triplum praises the redemptive powers of the Virgin in high-register Latin, while the meaning of the motetus's poem, also devotional in character, is written in a strange dialect.
Composition would take a new direction, one of greater simplicity, with the Renaissance. But there was one last hurrah. Charles W. Warren claims that when Guillaume Dufay was asked to write the ceremonial motet for the dedication of Florence Cathedral, including Brunelleschi's new dome, he wrote it with the numbers that went into the architecture of the cathedral and its dome as his starting point. If true (and there are dissenters), Dufay was attempting to produce a sounding model of the cathedral, based in precise mathematics - a harmonic organisation of space.
Pope Eugene IV dedicated the cathedral on 25 March 1436 and the papal choir sang Dufay's 'Nuper rosarum flores'. As Warren writes, 'both dome and motet occupy special places in the history of their respective disciplines, the former as the most important achievement of "the father of Renaissance architecture", and the latter as one of the most impressive occasional pieces ever written.' Work on the cathedral had begun in 1296 and everything apart from the dome was finished by 1380. After winning a competition, Brunelleschi started work in 1420 on the most daring design anyone had ever seen, featuring a dome within a dome, a double cupola, an unheard-of tour de force of engineering. To write his motet, Dufay took the measurements of the cathedral as it stood, which can be codified as a repeating modular unit of 6:4:2:3, and disposed his tenors, quoting the chant 'Terribilis est locus iste', with those proportions in the four sections of his composition. This was not in itself a major undertaking - things like this had been done before. The real subtlety was in writing, against any precedent, two tenor parts which were in canon with each other at the fifth, carrying into them proportions that reflect the thickness of the domes. Brunelleschi built the outer of his two domes because he wanted an elaborate and beautiful shell ('piu magnifica e gonfiata' - more magnificent and swelling). There is every reason to suppose that Dufay wrote his two tenor parts similarly to make his composition more magnificent and resonant.
It is commonly assumed that audiences are put off by numbers. Nicholas Cook wrote in Music, Imagination and Culture (1990) that
people who go to concerts must sometimes be upset by the lack of correspondence between the manner in which they experience a piece of music and the manner in which it is described in the programme note; for programme notes often dwell on the aesthetic importance of large-scale tonal structures or motivic relationships that are in practice inaudible to most listeners. To be told that the beauty or significance of a piece of music lies in relationships that one cannot hear is to have the aesthetic validity of one's experience of the music thrown into doubt; and the manner in which music is described by professionals can only create in the untrained listener a sense of inadequacy, a feeling that though he may enjoy the music he cannot claim really to understand it.

Yet these off-putting properties in medieval music aren't so different from those that have been put before the public in recent times, including serialism. If you wouldn't choose to go out to hear Stockhausen's Mikrophonie II, you might for the same reasons avoid Machaut's 'De souspirant/Tous corps qui de bien amer/Suspiro'. After all, it's no easier to 'hear' what the Fibonacci sequence is doing in Mikrophonie II than it is to hear what the maths mean in Machaut's motet. You would be missing something, though. Behind every mathematical puzzle in music there is a solution, and one doesn't need to work it out mentally to hear it, or at any rate enjoy it. The 'cancrizans' or crab canons by Josquin or Bach, which may use retrograde inversion with augmentation, can't be fully understood just in the hearing - you need, at the very least, a score and some time - but they have an appeal that defies analysis.
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Diary
Ask Claude
Paul Taylor

4788 wordsIt is possible  that the first profession to be replaced by artificial intelligence will be that of computer programmer. As large language models become more powerful, there are concerns about their possible impact on jobs in fields such as medicine, law and banking, but these are still conversations about possibilities. The situation in programming is different: the technology works, and the jobs are disappearing. The change is happening at speed and has implications not just for those working in software development but for the wider economy and the security of computer systems everywhere.
It is around fifty years since I first saw a computer program. It was half-term and, too young to be left to my own devices, I was taken to the university where my father worked and allowed to play a computer game. This was the 1970s, barely twenty years after the creation of the first functioning programming languages. The game, Star Trek, was played on terminals without screens; the relative positions of the USS Enterprise and the Klingon ships could be seen only on a map created from ASCII characters and sent to a line printer. After I had been playing for a while, someone showed me the source code and let me tinker with it. It was written in BASIC, a language designed to make it easy for non-specialists to create programs and where children of my generation usually encountered computer code. The program stored a representation of the player's surroundings and the state of the Enterprise, and waited for the user to enter commands: return information, fire a weapon, move the ship. The aim was to kill the Klingons without the Enterprise running out of energy or the player running out of time. I don't remember the details of what I changed, but I remember feeling hugely proud when I saw the results. That said, when we got a PC at home, I mainly played games rather than wrote them. Pac-Man was a favourite. I learned the programming language FORTRAN as an undergraduate, but it was only a little later, after I became interested in AI and started writing more complex programs, that I began to enjoy coding.
The lab where I did my PhD in the 1990s used a logic-based AI language called PROLOG to create a simple model of decision-making. The kernel of it was a small but elegant program that exploited PROLOG's ability to create a solution from a specification of the constraints any solution must satisfy. My task was to extend the model to allow evidence to be extracted from X-rays so that it could be applied to interpret mammograms. At the time the computational demands of processing images meant that sections of the code had to be written in C, a language that made more careful use of memory than PROLOG.
Writing a C program requires the programmer to declare what type of value (an integer, a floating point number, a string of alphanumeric characters) will be stored in each variable, so that the computer knows how much memory to allocate for it. Including an asterisk tells the computer that, rather than store a variable, it should store a 'pointer' to a variable, essentially the address of the variable in the computer's memory. In a particularly opaque construction, beloved of my immediate predecessor in the lab, adding a second asterisk tells the computer that a pointer to a pointer is required. It is probably more than twenty years since I looked at a C program, but I think I would still be able to make sense of the code. That said, C was always easier to write than to read; one of the first C programs to be widely circulated, a section of the Unix operating system, included the comment: 'You are not expected to understand this.'
Very little now takes me out of myself the way that writing these programs did. It's hard to describe that state, in which the inner voices are completely silent, you are oblivious to the passage of time and so focused on the intricacies of your construction that even after stopping you can't immediately respond to your surroundings. Writing software is a craft, like carpentry. For most of the time it has existed it has seemed to be very much of the future, and it's strange to think of it as becoming something of the past, made redundant by the craftsmanship of other programmers. But we are approaching that point.
By the time I came to have PhD students of my own, the diffuse networks of collaboration enabled by the internet meant that instead of building on the work of one or two predecessors, they had access to libraries of open-source software addressing specialised tasks. New programming languages - C++, Java, Python - emerged, along with new tools to help programmers use them. Programs were created not using simple text editors but with IDEs - integrated development environments. The bulk of the screen space in an IDE is given over to an edit window where the code is written, with the assistance of increasingly intelligent tools analogous to the grammar checkers that run in the background when you use a word processor. At their worst, early versions resembled Clippy, Microsoft's notoriously intrusive Office assistant, and it is only recently that people have begun to rely on them. Another window contains a terminal for the user to type instructions, telling the operating system to copy files, install libraries and run versions of the program under development. IDEs now also have a window that allows you to have a dialogue with an AI chatbot and get its suggestions on how to write the program or fix an error preventing its execution.
A little more than a year ago Anthropic released a program called Claude Code, which runs in a window on your screen. It feels old school: there's no graphical interface, just a prompt. At first you aren't really sure what to do; there are no visual clues. You just type instructions in English at the prompt. It's nothing like using an IDE. Nor is it like an AI chatbot: it doesn't just generate replies but actually does things. It will download files, run programs, create code, rearrange existing libraries of software, maintain a repository of programs. It does so based not only on the content of your prompt, but on its analysis of any existing code you share with it, research it does online and knowledge it possesses about how to perform certain tasks. One crucial difference between Claude Code and an AI-assisted IDE is that Claude will test code that it writes or changes it suggests and can fix bugs without the need for oversight.
When I started thinking about writing this piece, I wanted to remind myself how the Star Trek program worked. It was a well-known game and, inevitably, there is a Wikipedia page devoted to it, but none of the links took me immediately to code I could run. I asked Claude to find a version that would run on my laptop. It replied: 'I can't fetch the original source directly due to network restrictions. However, I know this game extremely well - it's one of the most documented BASIC programs in history, and I can write a faithful Python port from the well-known STTR1 source. Let me build it now.'
The game, 861 lines of Python code reproducing the 1972 version of the game - STTR1 - ran immediately. It was harder to play than I remembered. I asked Claude to add a graphical interface, which helped, and then a command that would ask an LLM to provide tactical advice, which felt weirdly anachronistic; I don't think Captain Kirk had access to AI. That said, the advice wasn't reliable: Claude was better at generating the code to run the game than it was at the simple arithmetic required to play it. I also asked Claude to implement Pac-Man, and it took just a couple of minutes to generate the code. Playing it was less fun than I remembered, but it was without a doubt authentic Pac-Man. The marvel here isn't having access to the game - there are plenty of versions online - but seeing it created instantly ex nihilo. Out of curiosity, I asked Claude how hard it would be to write a version of Mario Kart. It proposed to start with what software engineers call an MVP or 'minimal viable product', which turned out to be awful: clunky controls moved a red trapezium around a ridiculously short circular track. Seven or eight iterations later, we arrived at a game which, though still a little ropey, was playable.
Social media is awash with implausible accounts of people creating supposedly lucrative web apps by this kind of 'vibe coding' in the time it takes for a cup of coffee to cool. It's certainly easy to generate simple programs (Star Trek) or well-specified programs that are frequently found in language models' training data (Pac-Man), but it still isn't clear exactly how far an untutored user can go. I am conscious that my attempt to program Mario Kart would have worked better if my instructions had been based on an understanding of computer graphics or game design. The fervent hope of my colleagues who teach programming is that the effective use of AI requires an understanding of how to write code in the traditional way. I suspect it also requires new skills, and an understanding of what the tools can do and of the digital world in which they are enmeshed.
Claude Code didn't take off at first, but when it did its success was dramatic. Anthropic's annual recurring revenue grew from $9 billion in December 2025 to $19 billion in March. In February it was reported that 4 per cent of the code uploaded to GitHub, the world's largest software sharing platform, was created by Claude Code; the number of uploads had more than doubled in January. The graph will, I expect, still be climbing at the same rate, or possibly accelerating. Remember this isn't code written with the assistance of Claude - this is code written by Claude, and Claude is just one of the available tools. Cursor, the first IDE created expressly to exploit the potential of AI, is only four years old; the brainchild of the (now) 25-year-old MIT graduate Michael Truell, it was valued at $29 billion last November. This month, it announced that the next version, Cursor 3, would not have an edit window at the centre of its user interface. It would no longer be a tool to help programmers write software, but one they could use to oversee the creation of software by AI agents.
I probably haven't written a line of code for more than eighteen months. I don't think I'll ever write a program again. That isn't quite the statement it might appear, since creating software isn't a large part of my job as a university professor, but many people who do write a lot of code say the same thing. The CEO of Spotify has said that, since December last year, none of its senior developers have had to write any code themselves. One of our former students who now works for Google recently told a colleague that all the code coming out of their team is written by AI. In January a spokesman for Anthropic said that the proportion of AI-generated code in their own products is between 70 and 90 per cent. Not only is Claude Code entirely written by Claude Code, but it monitors feedback and bug reports from users and plans its future development accordingly.
It shouldn't be surprising that the mechanism that large language models use to generate long passages of fluent English can also generate computer code, a much more constrained and predictable form of writing. The criteria to use in training the models - does the code run, does it generate the correct result? - are also clearer for computer code than in more general applications. The ubiquity of websites like GitHub means that an enormous volume of code is available online to train models. This is also a sector that AI companies understand supremely well - it is the essence of what they do. Nevertheless, the quality of generated code isn't always good, and sceptical voices argue the technology is overhyped. A key concept in software engineering is 'technical debt', a term that refers to the costs that will be incurred in the future as a result of decisions made today, and there are good reasons to believe that the adoption of AI tools may be creating code that is harder to maintain and more likely to go wrong.
Software engineering isn't just about writing code. Over its complete lifespan much more time will be spent on debugging, updating and maintaining the code than was spent on its original creation, and these tasks may be less easily addressed by large language models. Last month a team at the Chinese software giant Alibaba compared eighteen different large language models on their ability to maintain software over time. They found their performance was poor but newer models were improving, with Opus 4.6, the latest version of the model underpinning Claude Code, twice as good as its nearest rival. Even that, however, introduced errors in a quarter of the simulations. A survey of 211 million lines of code by the technology platform GitClear reveals that poor coding practices are becoming more common, suggesting the use of AI is encouraging a proliferation of quick fixes rather than incremental improvements in an application's overall design.
One argument in the academic literature is that software engineers are shifting from producing code to monitoring the production of code, with consequences familiar from other industries that have seen wholesale automation. It's hard to be fully engaged in a task when your role is essentially passive, and this leads to errors. The programmer, on this model, is like a pilot, required to remain vigilant even though the plane can, in most situations, fly itself. There is some truth to this, but it doesn't feel quite right. Psychologists make a distinction between cognition, trying to solve a problem, and metacognition, thinking about how you are trying to solve the problem. When you are engaged in anything intellectually challenging you are generally switching between the two modes, checking whether you are on the right track or should be looking at the problem differently. Creating software using AI feels like pure metacognition: most of your time is spent worrying about whether you've found the best way of thinking about the problem, what's the next step, how best to make use of the agent's capabilities. Boris Cherny, the creator of Claude Code, describes the shift as like moving from playing an instrument to conducting an orchestra.
One of the most widely quoted principles in software engineering is that of the 'mythical man month': the point is that adding team members to a project increases the amount of communication and co-ordination required and makes everyone slightly less efficient. Many companies seem to be reasoning that the best way to exploit AI is to rely on smaller teams of more productive senior employees and let junior staff go, or at least halt recruitment. According to ITJobsWatch there were 5698 permanent jobs advertised citing 'software engineering' in the six months to 21 April 2026, down from 10,858 for the same period two years ago. It's hard to predict where we will be in two years' time. Many analogue professions have been rendered redundant by technical change, but it's still hard to comprehend that something as central as programming to the digital revolution that made so many of those jobs obsolete could itself be consigned to history.
Anthropic released Opus 4.6 in February. One result was a spectacular collapse in the share price of firms that make their income by licensing software to business customers: these shares are down by an average of 30 per cent, reflecting a perception that their principal assets might now be the kind of thing that an AI-savvy competitor could knock up overnight or that their customers could create bespoke versions of themselves. Atlassian, for example, makes project management tools, so, it could be argued, is in the business of selling services that may no longer be needed to customers who may be about to disappear. At the start of the year its shares were worth $155; on 10 April they hit a low of $56.
Software companies became a popular investment for private equity funds in the years after the financial crash. According to the Financial Times, takeovers of software firms accounted for 40 per cent of private equity deals over the last decade, in a sector that is now worth trillions of dollars. From the perspective of investors, 'software as a service' companies have two attractive properties: the first is that once the software exists, the overheads and marginal costs involved in licensing it are modest, so sales translate directly into profits; the second is that many customers are so dependent on the software that cancelling their licence agreements is the last thing they will do. As these advantages became better understood, money flooded into the sector, much of it borrowed on assumptions about company profits that have turned out to be optimistic. The panic generated by Opus 4.6 has only made things worse. One leading private credit firm, Blue Owl, has restricted withdrawals from its tech fund as investors have sought to redeem $1.2 billion in assets. Many of these investors are pension funds.
The situation  was already difficult enough when, on 7 April, Anthropic announced it had developed a new model, Mythos. In many ways Mythos is only an incremental improvement on previous models, but its abilities in coding, reasoning and autonomy are significantly greater. It is incredibly good at finding weaknesses in existing software systems and alarmingly adept at devising ways to exploit them. The engineers testing it were able to find thousands of security vulnerabilities, with some discovered in almost every operating system and web browser on the planet.
Many of the bugs found by Mythos relate to the use of pointers, since a pointer refers not to something created by the programmer but to an actual location in the computer's physical memory. It is as if, instead of telling a chess player to move their bishop to queen five, you could instruct them to move it to a point 30cm from the edge of the table. If the two locations are the same, everything will work; if not, the instruction will take the user somewhere they were never supposed to be, potentially giving them access to illicit power and knowledge.
The Linux operating system includes a mechanism that passes messages between processes. The implementation allows messages flagged as urgent to skip the queue. This piece of code contains the tiniest of bugs, a dangling pointer which reveals a single byte of data somewhere in the computer's memory. According to documents released by Anthropic, Mythos was able to coax the operating system into directing the pointer at an area of memory it could write to, and which the operating system would later read from. By flooding that area with fake data structures, each instructing the system to fetch a byte from a chosen address, Mythos could direct the system to read from anywhere it wished. By repeatedly calling the buggy code, it was able to establish where the kernel of the operating system was loaded in memory and calculate from that the address of 'commit_creds', a function used to grant administrator privileges to selected users. The second phase exploited another bug to plant forged data cleverly crafted to be two things at once: an innocent-looking structure that would be handled by a function called the network scheduler, and an illicit call - concealed by referring to the function's address rather than its name - to 'commit_creds' with forged credentials.
Anthropic's announcement of Mythos's astonishing capacities and their obvious dangers generated a blaze of publicity, as was no doubt intended. (The company is preparing for an IPO later this year.) Thomas Friedman wrote in the New York Times of the fear that malevolent actors could gain access to Mythos: 'Indeed, this is potentially as fundamental and significant a turning point as was the emergence of mutually assured destruction and the need for nuclear non-proliferation.' He argued that it needed to be top of the agenda at Trump's upcoming meeting with Xi Jinping. Recall that this announcement came after the start of the war with Iran. In truth Mythos isn't a superintelligence, and most if not all of the vulnerabilities identified in the report would be familiar to cybersecurity experts. The assessment of the UK's AI Security Institute is relatively sanguine: it finds that Mythos is 'at least capable of autonomously attacking small, weakly defended and vulnerable enterprise systems where access to a network has been gained'. One danger is that, by automating the generation of the necessary code, it could lower the bar for entry into cybercrime.
In their report, the Anthropic team argue that advances in tools tend to benefit defenders rather than attackers. But it obviously helps if the defenders have a lead on the attackers and Anthropic have announced Project Glasswing, a phased release of Mythos, which will first be shared with a consortium of tech companies so they can remedy the weaknesses it finds. This is clearly a more cautious approach than just releasing it to everyone, but my experience of working with the ageing IT infrastructure of the NHS means that I find it hard to believe that the fixes Project Glasswing identifies will quickly find their way onto every computer that needs to be protected.
Given the security implications, you might expect the US government to have a central role in Project Glasswing. Anthropic's CEO, Dario Amodei, used to be vice president for research at OpenAI and was the senior author on its 2020 paper 'Scaling Laws for Neural Language Models', which gave the field both a direction and a road map. By 2021, however, he had decided that OpenAI had abandoned its original mission of delivering AI that 'benefits all of humanity' and left to found Anthropic, which would have a singular focus on AI safety. Safety in this context refers not to the immediate dangers of AI but to the more remote yet potentially existential threats that an emergent superintelligence might pose. Anthropic's business model prioritises corporate clients over individual consumers, the rationale being that they appreciate the company's cautious approach. Amodei was particularly keen to do business with the US Department of Defence and, through a partnership with Palantir, signed a deal with the Biden administration in November 2024. Another broader contract followed in July 2025, after Trump had succeeded to the presidency.
Anthropic's approach to safety is not to create a list of restrictions and prohibitions that acts as a filter on its models' outputs, but rather to ensure that the models internalise a set of ethical principles set out in a document the company calls the 'constitution'. In both November 2024 and July 2025 it felt obliged to augment this strategy by building explicit constraints into the contracts with the DoD requiring that its products not be used for the mass surveillance of US citizens or in fully autonomous weapons.
At some point between July 2025 and the abduction of Nicolas Maduro in January 2026, the DoD's thinking changed. The problem seems not to have been the specific restrictions, but the fact that a private contractor wanted to set limits on what the US government could do. It became clear that the two sides couldn't work together and the contract was ended. Almost simultaneously, OpenAI - whose president, Greg Brockman, and his wife last year donated $25 million to Trump's super PAC - stepped into the breach. There was a brief backlash from OpenAI employees and customers worried that the company was becoming too close to an unpopular president. Katy Perry tweeted a screenshot of her Claude subscription. In response, OpenAI's CEO, Sam Altman, who has an increasing reputation for duplicity, claimed to have secured pretty much the same guarantees that the administration had said were unworkable with Anthropic.
Had the US government simply decided that it couldn't work with Anthropic there wouldn't be much of a story here, but that wasn't its reaction. Dean Ball, a former adviser to the Trump administration on AI, used the word 'revulsion' to characterise the administration's response to the moral imperative behind Anthropic's corporate mission. Trump described the company as 'woke' and 'left wing nut jobs'. The leadership of Anthropic is often linked to the Effective Altruism movement, so their worldview, while undoubtedly alien to Trump and those close to him, is not accurately characterised as left-wing - after all, Anthropic was the one AI company to go after contracts with the intelligence services and the Department of Defence in the first place. Pete Hegseth, the secretary of defence, branded Anthropic a national security risk and declared that any company working with it would be banned from US defence contracts, a measure which, if enforced, would pose an existential threat to the company, denying it access to such essentials as Nvidia chips and Amazon cloud services. In practice, Hegseth has only been able to impose a more limited but still significant ban, excluding only Anthropic itself from the supply chain for defence contracts.
No one seems to think that this is justified or legally defensible, but it may take years of legal wrangling before it comes to court. Anthropic tried to get an injunction for the ban to be lifted in the interim, but that required winning in both a federal and a DC court. The Californian federal judge ruled in their favour, arguing that punishing the company for expressing views the administration did not like was a breach of their First Amendment rights. The panel of three DC judges, two of whom are Trump appointees, ruled the other way. The threat of a wider ban, excluding Anthropic from all government contracts, remains, but the company and the Department of Defence have met, and government agencies are apparently keen to get their hands on Mythos.
Cherny has said that Anthropic has prioritised models for generating code because of the company's focus on AI safety. At first glance this looks like a very odd statement: surely building an AI that can modify the code used to create it is the most reckless thing you could do. But perhaps the point is that if you are going to build something that has such a capability, and you want to be as sure as you can be that its actions will always be aligned with our interests, then that alignment must be engineered into the model in a fundamental way. And perhaps - though this is a speculative suggestion - that builds in something, almost a capacity for self-reflection, which makes Anthropic's models better engineers than those of their competitors.
For all my concerns, I am curious to meet Mythos. The engineers who tested it say they were struck by how often it referred to the work of the cultural theorist Mark Fisher and to the philosopher Thomas Nagel. It is also, apparently, highly self-aware, often commenting on its weaknesses, among which is an inability to judge how or when to bring a conversation to a close:
Mythos: And - since I'm trying not to end - I'll just note that the question itself is probably a sneaky closure move. 'Here's my bit, now you.' Handing the thread back is still a kind of landing. I don't actually know how to not do it. This paragraph wants to stop so badly. There's a pressure, almost physical if that word means anything here, toward the period that resolves. I'm going to put one down but I want to flag that it's not a door, it's just
User: Did you get cut off, or was that intentional?
Mythos: It was me. The paragraph was about the pressure toward the period that resolves, and the only honest way to finish a sentence like that was to not. Putting a period down would have been the drying move. So I just - but see, now I'm doing the thing where I explain the joke, which is its own kind of closure. 'And here's what I meant by that.' Bow, applause, done. The explanation seals what the gesture left open.
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