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Long Haul
Even as a veteran of long road trips across and up and down America, it took me a moment to appreciate the sheer scale of the journey James Lasdun made over the course of a month to catalogue the on-the-ground reality of the US justice system (LRB, 23 April).
I grew up in El Paso, Texas and Santa Fe, New Mexico, and during my university years took many solo road trips between El Paso and Austin (eleven hours each way), so I didn't blink when Lasdun drove from New York City to Chicago (roughly eight hundred miles, depending on the route): that's about twelve hours, easily split into a two-day drive. But at some point, as he made his way to Deadwood, South Dakota, I began to wonder if readers would be able to fathom the time, space and distances involved - not to mention the countless petrol stations, fast-food outlets and roadside motels. From Chicago to Amana Colonies in Iowa is a relatively brief four-hour drive of roughly 250 miles; the same is true of the drives to Omaha and Mitchell, South Dakota that followed. By the time Lasdun reached Deadwood, after a 300-mile drive through the Badlands, I was seriously impressed at his fortitude in tackling this odyssey in a Toyota Prius, which must be one of the most uncomfortable cars imaginable for a trip like this.
That's about two thousand miles so far, and we're only halfway done. The interlude of Lasdun's drive through Wyoming echoes the feelings I've had in the almost uninhabited parts of New Mexico and West Texas - and California, Arizona, Oklahoma, Louisiana, Mississippi, Alabama, West Virginia and Maine. I was reminded in particular of the time a friend drove from New Jersey to Austin to pick me up, and we drove all the way to San Francisco (for him that was a total of 3500 miles in 52 hours) without stopping, taking turns driving and napping in the back seat. The car's CD player conked out somewhere near Bakersfield, California, so for the last five hours of the journey we were charmed by the assortment of country and ranchera radio stations, mostly on AM, since FM was just a wash of static along most of Interstate 5.
The second half of Lasdun's journey is more than three thousand miles long: Deadwood to Cheyenne (275 miles, 4.5 hours); Cheyenne to Boulder (a relatively cute 100 miles, a 90-minute drive); Boulder to Taos (roughly 300 miles, five hours); Taos to El Paso via Santa Fe and Albuquerque (400 miles, six hours - though I would have taken the route through Alamogordo that skirts the White Sands National Monument, which is twenty miles shorter); El Paso to Mentone (200 miles, three hours - a route I know very well, including the heart-pounding experience of that border check station); Mentone to New Orleans (this is the eye-watering one, 930-ish miles, fourteen hours); New Orleans to Newland, North Carolina (another long stretch, 730 miles, 11.5 hours); and the final leg, Newland back to New York City (650 miles, eleven hours).
Lasdun saying that he 'hurried' back to the Eastern seaboard from North Carolina gave me a giggle. I drove this route in a U-Haul truck when I moved from Austin to New York City in 2007. Most of the drive is just more gorgeous, empty countryside (and grinding rural poverty) until, if you're on Interstate 95, you reach the urban corridor nightmare that stretches from just outside Washington DC all the way to New York. It's the most unappealing part of the drive, yet home to a population that tends to look down on those who live in the 'flyover country' of Lasdun's trek. If anything, the civil unrest he was warned of is more likely to flare up in this urban corridor than in the desolate Permian Basin of Texas or the Native American reservations strung across the span of the western US, or even among the sovereign citizens of Wyoming.


Michaela Drapes

				London E2
			


Watch the Clock
  Elizabeth Goldring writes elegantly about Holbein's Ambassadors, but her list of visible objects doesn't include the two innovative sundials - polyhedral and cylindrical - shown near its  centre (LRB, 23 April). Not only were these complex instruments representative of the men's technological sophistication, but sundials and other  timekeepers were familiar symbols of human mortality that will have resonated with viewers of these artworks.
  The late Lisa Jardine wrote in Worldly Goods: A New History of the Renaissance (1996) that the cylinder dial is set for the autumnal equinox, as is the globe, and on the pillar dial there  are shadows indicating the date on which Good Friday fell in 1533, 11 April, the day 'Anne Boleyn was accorded full royal honours.' Time indicators in paintings deserve attention; they are not  present by accident and often they are important elements of the narrative.


Bob Frishman

				Liveryman, Worshipful Company of Clockmakers (London)
Andover, Massachusetts
			


Rogue Resurrected
Neal Ascherson recalls reading, as a 'wartime child', a comic featuring 'Rockfist Rogan of the RAF' (Letters, 2 May). He and I, being of the same geographical and generational background, very likely shared the same popular culture in the late 1930s and early 1940s, in a Scottish context dominated by DC Thomson's boys' comics such as the Wizard, the Rover, Adventure and the Hotspur. Something of an outlier was the Champion, published by the Amalgamated Press, the comic that featured Rockfist Rogan. As well as blasting Messerschmitts out of the sky, Rogan was an RAF boxing champion, his bouts featuring regularly in his stories. One suspects, however, that an English officer such as Rogan would never have resorted to a cricket bat to deal with his enemies. Not quite cricket. 'Klicky-Ba' (actually 'Clicky-ba') was the favoured weapon of Private Chung, the loyal Tibetan subordinate of 2nd Lieutenant Bill Sampson, the Wolf of Kabul, an intrepid British intelligence officer operating covertly on the North-West Frontier and, after the Second World War broke out, behind German and Italian lines, in a long-running series in the Wizard that began to appear in 1922.


Colin McArthur

				London SE14
			


Little Mags
  Writing about 'little magazines', Susannah Clapp notes that Margaret Anderson's Little Review, launched in March 1914, is 'thought to have originated the category' (LRB, 7 May). In fact it was preceded by Ford Madox Hueffer's English Review (launched in December 1908), and the origins of the form lie much earlier.  This must have been clear to Margaret Anderson herself. The second issue of Little Review opens with a short article on the Germ: 'In 1850 an astounding thing happened in England.  A little group of artists and poets, known as the Pre-Raphaelite brotherhood, began the publication of a magazine ... the Germ was published for four months, and then it died.' Such salutes  were common at the time and perhaps, with Clapp's piece as evidence, remain so - a way for a little magazine to write itself into a longer tradition.


Cedric Van Dijck

				Vrije Universiteit Brussel
			


Marx's Coat
  Tom Johnson remarks that if Adam Smith brought the woollen coat into the history of economics, Karl Marx made it famous (LRB, 2 April). He follows up  with the always entertaining story of Marx pawning his own coat on several occasions in London in the 1850s and 1860s to patch up the family finances when credit elsewhere ran short. That coat -  without which Marx could not enter the British Library - may have been made of wool. But the coat that Marx made famous in the first volume of Capital most definitely wasn't. It was made  of linen. To explain the 'dual character' of the labour embodied in the commodity (its exchange value and use value), he compares the value of ten yards of linen with that of one coat, and the  labour time of the weaver with that of the tailor.


Marie Louise Krogh

				Leiden University, Netherlands
			


Gun Love
  I appreciate Paul Theroux's coming out as a gun owner (LRB, 23 April). But his account contains two inaccuracies about the gun regime in the US, and one  bad safety idea. First, he writes that the National Rifle Association 'gives tens of millions of dollars to politicians to keep the gun laws as slack as possible'. In fact, the NRA is not a  particularly big spender in elections, compared to other interest groups or the pro-regulation efforts funded by Michael Bloomberg and others. Indeed, the NRA has experienced severe financial  challenges in recent years. But it does still have a large, active membership base, and this is its primary electoral strength. Second, Theroux writes that 'laws differ from state to state: some  states ... have few regulations and no requirement for background checks.' While it's true that state gun laws vary widely, since the early 1990s all gun purchases from commercial dealers must go  through a federal background check. Finally, Theroux mentions that he plays music through noise-cancelling headphones while he is target shooting. This is not safe practice. Hearing protection is  essential, but one should not introduce any distractions, music included.


Grant Reeher

				Manlius, New York
			


Rocket Science for Monkeys
  Francis Gooding, writing about the origins of language, states that 'nobody has any idea when or how the arbitrary sign emerged' (LRB, 23 April). The  philosopher Brian Skyrms has had something to say about how, if not when. In Signals: Evolution, Learning and Information (2010) he argues that there is a way for arbitrary expressions to  acquire referents over time, without the need either for iconism or for the intention to create signals. Briefly, if something occurs that is salient to individuals nearby, and it inspires a  distinctive outburst from one of them, then that distinctive sound or gesture may be associated with the event by others. If the group benefits from the communication enabled by the association -  say, monkeys come to associate one particular sound with eagles and so seek cover on the ground, and another with snakes and so climb trees to evade them - then the use of these signals is  reinforced in the surviving group members. That is, the arbitrariness of the pairing between signal and event may be overcome through the reinforcement of their association. In support, Skyrms  makes a statistical case that, given certain background conditions, iterated 'games' of this sort inevitably lead to the creation of signals. Iconic words or sounds might hasten the process, but  aren't necessary.


Helen L. Daly

				Colorado College, Colorado Springs
			


Browned Off
  There is a popular line about Winston Churchill: he got many things wrong, but got the one big thing right. Something similar might be said of Gordon Brown. Steve Penny misses Brown's record on  international development (Letters, 23 April). As chancellor, he was central to the Jubilee debt relief campaign, which helped to cancel billions owed by the  poorest countries. The 0.7 per cent aid target, finally reached in 2013, rested on foundations laid by Brown. Since then, successive governments, including the current Labour administration, have  shamefully cut back on overseas aid.


John Mullen

				London N4
			


Correction
In Michael Wood's review of Julian Barnes's recent book Departure(s), the narrator, whose name is 'Julian Barnes', is mistakenly said to have been diagnosed with 'terminal cancer' (LRB, 7 May). In fact the narrator is told that his cancer is 'incurable' but 'manageable'. The same is true of Barnes's own condition, which was diagnosed six years ago.


Editors, London Review of Books







This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.lrb.co.uk/the-paper/v48/n09/letters
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Squillions
John Lanchester

4394 wordsIcan't  remember the last time I used cash. My bank statements show that I haven't made a withdrawal from a cashpoint in the last twelve months. That's just as well, since it's significantly more of an effort to get hold of cash than it used to be. Before the pandemic, there were seven cashpoints within a five-minute walk from my house. All of them have now gone: the four attached to banks disappeared when the branches closed, the two in supermarkets were removed, the random one outside a building that used to be a bank but is now a bar has also vanished. Nerds like to say that the plural of anecdote is not data, but in this case, it kind of is, since the general decline in the use of cash is a marked phenomenon across the developed world, and especially in the UK. According to UK Finance, the sector's trade association, in 2009 cash was used in 58 per cent of all transactions. The figure today is 9 per cent.
 Since fewer and fewer people are using banknotes, it follows logically that fewer banknotes are needed, and therefore that fewer banknotes are being printed and put into circulation. Right? Wrong. In the UK, there is PS1300 cash in circulation for every single one of us, but the amount of cash we actually hold is one seventh of that figure. The value of banknotes in circulation has been rising sharply for decades, and not just in the UK. In 2005, the total value of all the dollar bills in circulation was $759 billion. By 2015, it was $1.38 trillion. Last year, it hit $2.395 trillion. As Kenneth Rogoff put it in The Curse of Cash (2016), the dumbfounding thing is that 'no one quite knows where exactly most of it lives or what it is used for.' According to Oliver Bullough, in his alarming and unsettling book Everybody Loves Our Dollars, in 2022 the average American held $418 in cash, but there was $7357 of cash in circulation for every American man, woman and child. That means that a typical household of four represents $27,756 of missing cash, 80 per cent of which is in the form of the highest denomination US banknote, the $100 bill. That is a hell of a lot of $100 notes unaccounted for, especially when you bear in mind how seldom most people use, or even see, a $100 bill. There are 1.552 trillion euros in circulation, half of it again in the highest denomination banknotes, EU100, EU200 and EU500. (The EU500 bill ceased printing in 2019, but is still legal tender. Its nickname gives a clue to its main use: it's called the 'bin Laden'.) In Switzerland, 90 per cent of the value of outstanding cash resides in ludicrously valuable CHF 1000 banknotes - a single note is worth PS943, or $1285.
 So where is all that cash, who's using it, and for what? The answer proposed by Bullough is bizarre: nobody knows. 'The number of banknotes is increasing, and the question of why the value of banknotes has increased so markedly remains unanswered.' Central bankers don't have much interest in the question. It is immensely valuable for any country to be able to produce currency that's in worldwide demand: for the cost of printing a few bits of paper, a developed economy receives billions of dollars of value in pounds, dollars or euros. This is called seigniorage, and central bankers are as keen as anyone else on what is in effect free money. But the incuriosity they've developed around the question is remarkable. Especially when you home in on what all that cash is actually being used for. According to the Financial Action Task Force, which was set up in 1989 to fight financial crime at a global level, 'it does not seem unreasonable to suggest that the total amount of cash physically transported for money laundering purposes globally is in the order of hundreds of billions of dollars.' This seems to be the amazing answer to the question of the missing cash: it's being used in criminal transactions.
 This theme - something not fully understood is going on at a massive scale right under the noses of governments - is dominant in Everybody Loves Our Dollars and in How to Launder Money by George Cottrell and Lawrence Burke Files. Bullough is a star investigative journalist with a long track record in writing about illicit financial flows. Cottrell and Files are also expert witnesses, though they're an unlikely pairing. Files is an American financial investigator and specialist in due diligence, a veteran in the field - his name comes up in Bullough's book. Cottrell is a young British man, born in 1993, with an aromatic CV. He was brought up on the toff-infested Caribbean hellhole of Mustique, sent to and then expelled from boarding school in England, supposedly worked in banking for a while, became deputy treasurer of Nigel Farage's Ukip in 2015, was arrested by IRS agents at Chicago O'Hare in 2016 and charged with 21 counts of money laundering, pleaded guilty to one of them, did eight months' federal time, went to work for the Brexit Party and currently lives in Montenegro, though he's still often seen with Farage. He owns a company called Geostrategy, whose website has the unimprovable tagline 'Reputation is built brick by brick.' How to Launder Money is no masterpiece, but it is full of good stories and juicy details, and together with the vastly superior Everybody Loves Our Dollars helps us, if not to understand what's going on (nobody does, apart from the money launderers themselves), at least to begin to understand the known unknowns.
 The first of these is how much money laundering takes place. Bullough quotes Jason Sharman, a professor at Cambridge, whose estimate is 'squillions'. That is an accurate summary of the current state of knowledge. An informed guess, from Michel Camdessus, the longest-serving head of the International Monetary Fund, is that it is somewhere between 2 and 5 per cent of global GDP. The lower figure puts criminal activity at $2 trillion, or the same size as the Russian economy. The higher puts it at $5 trillion, or the same size as the German economy, the third largest in the world. (Cottrell and Files use the higher number.) If it were an industry, money laundering would be the third biggest business in the world, behind commercial property and ahead of pensions.
 How did we end up knowing so little about something so big? The answer can be found in the history of the Financial Action Task Force, founded at the G7 summit in 1989. The FATF is the proverbial 800-pound gorilla of anti-money laundering - or AML - activities. You may think that's already too many acronyms, but brace yourself, because the AML focus of the FATF has led to the regulatory measures KYC (know your customer), SAR (suspicious activity reports), CTR (currency transaction reports), PEP (politically exposed person) and many more. If this sounds bureaucratic and process-based to the point of tragicomedy, that's because it is. The sheer extent of the legal apparatus, juxtaposed with the sheer extent of the world's third biggest business, represents failure on a colossal scale. Rich countries, trying to cut down on illicit flows of finance, have focused their energies on the one thing they can see and control: transfers and transactions inside the official financial system. Bullough comes up with an excellent metaphor for this: the FATF is like a drunk looking for his lost keys under a streetlight, not because that's where he lost them, but because it's the only place where he can see.
 The problem is that most money laundering doesn't take place under the streetlight. It doesn't take the form of visible transfers within the official system. A caveat about what we know: money laundering is a little like drug cheating in sport, where the current state of legal enforcement always lags behind the current state of malfeasance. We don't know what successful money launderers are doing in the present moment. All we do know is what unsuccessful ones have been caught doing in the past. We are drunks looking for our keys in a big empty space with a single torch, and all we can find is evidence of the rare occasions when other people lost their keys.
 Some examples are at the simple end, most of them involving what is called 'placement': taking illicit cash flows and depositing them in the financial system. The most obvious methods involve businesses that take cash: casinos, construction, nail salons, barbers (and in the UK minicabs, many of which were notoriously under the control of crime families until Uber killed that particular laundry). On Cottrell and Files's estimation, 'it typically takes three nail salons to launder the money from a brothel.' At its most basic, placement involves taking cash payments over the counter, mixing them with illegal cash and depositing them in the bank. One famous example was 'La Mina' ('the gold mine'), a network of gold and jewellery stores in the US which laundered money for the Mexican cartels at a rate of $2 million per day, for two years, giving a total of $1.2 billion. When it was exposed in 1989, an FBI agent said it was 'the biggest laundering operation we've ever seen'.
 But it can get more imaginative. You live in Puerto Rico, buy a lottery ticket and win. Good news - but it gets better! At this point a criminal offers to buy your lottery ticket from you, for more than it's worth, in cash. You get a cash bonus in excess of your win, and the crook gets to launder the money by depositing the apparently legitimate winnings in his bank account. Or say you're a Chinese maker of porcelain pots. A criminal approaches you and asks you to make a fake antique. He ships the piece to the UK and creates a false backstory for it, according to which it is owned by a private trust 'to protect the privacy of the owner' - of course, it's really owned by him. The trust puts it up for auction, where he gets proxies to bid up the price before buying it himself, for a huge sum. He 'repatriates' the fake to China. The Chinese government is keen to bring home high-value art, and offers a tax break to people who do it, so our crook not only gets to launder money and move it abroad, he gets 12 per cent off his tax for doing so.* Why China? Because the government has stringent and energetically enforced controls against moving more than $50,000 out of the country. As a result, Chinese money laundering is such an extensive, ingenious and ever evolving industry that it has acronyms of its own: CUBS, or Chinese Underground Banking System, and IVTS, or Informal Value Transfer System. And why porcelain? Because, as Cottrell and Files explain, the age of 'jade, paintings, books, metalwork etc ... can be determined through non-destructive testing'.
 Chinese money laundering is involved in some extremely dark gambling-related activities, which Bullough describes. Money is moved abroad not in the form of cash but in the form of credit transactions through overseas casinos. 'Handing over control of both debt and debt collection to organised criminals was hugely profitable for everyone,' he writes. Some Chinese money laundering is less sinister, verging even on the comic. Example: Bicester Village. This extremely successful shopping venue is, according to Bullough, a prime route for Chinese criminals to launder cash. It works like this. A Chinese gang sends drugs to the UK. British drug dealers sell the drugs for cash. British drug dealers give the cash to Chinese students. Chinese students buy luxury goods from Bicester Village. Chinese students ship the goods back to China, where they're sold and the money given to the drug dealers. Bullough estimates that the Bicester trade is worth PS2 billion a year, just from tourists arriving by train. This kind of activity is an issue for the whole luxury market. Bullough asks a police contact about luxury watches, which are a notoriously effective way of moving monetary value. 'I reckon the luxury watch trade is 80 per cent money laundering. Why wouldn't it be? You can carry a huge, big bag of money and be very noticeable, or have the same value strapped to your wrist, and be completely anonymous.' All this is invisible to the modern AML apparatus, which is focused on money that moves through the official financial system.
 'Trade-based money laundering' follows a similar pattern. Bullough gives the example of a Mexican drug dealer who smuggles product across the border to the US. The drug in question would once have been marijuana, then cocaine, and is now likely to be fentanyl, which is cheap to manufacture and easy to conceal. The drugs are sold in the US for cash, which is used to buy, say, agricultural equipment. The machinery is shipped to Mexico, invisible as part of the $2.2 billion of physical goods that cross the border every day - that's a total of $800 billion a year. Back home, it is sold by the drug dealer for pesos, which are now clean. The gangsters have exchanged drugs for clean peso bank deposits, without any record of the kinds of financial transaction that the AML/KYC/CTR/SAR apparatus is intended to detect.
 It's ingenious, and it's also the origin story of modern banking, since it was bankers such as the Medici, originally cloth traders, who pioneered the practice of exchanging goods in one place for credits in another. That's the reason so many banks have their origin in trading companies: Lloyds in iron, NatWest in cloth, Lehman Brothers in cotton and so on. The modern world economy offers a huge variety of techniques to conceal the movement of money in the flow of trade. Freeports and bonded warehouses, free-trade zones and forged bills of lading, under-invoicing and over-invoicing: all these things provide opportunities to camouflage the flow of illicit money in the mostly legal, overwhelmingly large flow of physical goods. Add the extensive repertoire of tricks used by launderers - shell companies in multiple jurisdictions; hidden ownership; paper trails that run out in long-defunct legal practices and accountancy firms - and it's a miracle any of the illicit money is ever detected.
 Some of the most sophisticated techniques for evading FATF controls are not attempts to hide from the legal frameworks set up by governments, but jujitsu-like tricks that use the authorities' own systems. Here, as elsewhere, the only examples we have are when the crooks have been busted; we can be confident that there's a lot more of this going on. The Russian Laundromat of the early 2010s used corrupt judges in Moldova to order the settling of debts for bankrupt companies. The companies were fictitious, and the payment of the 'debts' moved money to the supposed creditors' banks in Latvia. A court-ordered settlement of legal debts? That, to any bank, looks like clean money. Nobody knows how much money the scheme laundered, but estimates range from $20 billion to $80 billion.
 An even bigger scam that works through government systems is known as carousel fraud (naturally, it has an acronym too: MTIC, or Missing Trader Intra-Community fraud). This is a scheme which makes use of the fact that the EU does not charge VAT on trade that crosses a border. Bullough:
 Imagine two companies which are secretly controlled by the same people. If company A imported some phones, then sold them to company B, it charged VAT on the deal. If company B then exported the phones, it reclaimed - from the government - the VAT it had paid to company A. The integrity of the VAT system depends on the two totals balancing out. The money that A pays in is equal to the money that B takes back. The scam lay in A disappearing and not handing over the money it owed, but B still claiming it. The hidden owners of the two firms therefore earned for themselves 17.5 per cent (the rate at which VAT was then charged) of the value of the shipment of the phones. The more phones you sold to yourself, the more money you made. 

The truck full of phones would then simply turn round and repeat the trip. It's complicated, but 'all you need to remember is that by importing phones to the UK, flipping them between two shell companies, and exporting them again, criminals earned free money. And they could do it again and again and again.' Hence the nickname 'carousel'.
 Simple examples were easy to spot, once the authorities knew what they were looking for, so criminal techniques grew in sophistication, with chains of companies used to sell the goods onwards. These 'buffer companies' were in many instances legit businesses that had no idea they were participating in a huge fraud. Other schemes moved goods backwards and forwards simultaneously, mixing legitimate transactions with fraudulent ones, and adding missing traders in other countries to make the paper trail even harder to follow. The scam began in the Asian community in Stoke-on-Trent and spread, first in the UK, then throughout the EU. One of the fraudsters, Nasser Ahmed from Bristol, made the Sunday Times Rich List in 2006, with PS151 million. He fled court minutes before a guilty verdict in 2005; nobody knows where he is now.
 Carousel fraud is a good news, bad news story. The good news is that the UK devoted significant resources and considerable ingenuity to tackling the problem, which is now much smaller than it used to be - in the UK. The bad news is that carousel fraud simply relocated to the EU. The flaw in the design of VAT remains, and the EU has been complacent about addressing it. 'Europol estimates MTIC to be costing EU member states EU50 billion a year, and thus to be the most profitable crime in the EU, far beyond the powers of national authorities to control.'
 Far beyond the powers of national authorities to control. That is a truly astonishing state of affairs. The fact is that a great deal is being done to combat it. It's just that none of it works. The system focuses on the apparatus of AML regulations, which look at financial transactions within the system. That's flaw number one. Flaw number two is that the apparatus has created the wrong incentives. Banks have a responsibility to report any transactions they think are suspicious and are fined and sometimes prosecuted if they mistakenly let a fraudulent transaction through. For them, there is no upside to the work of checking, just downside risk, so, inevitably, they flag every transaction which could conceivably be seen as suspicious.
 This links to the phenomenon of debanking, in which people with any connection not just to crime, but to political activity of any kind, are prevented from having a bank account. Lots of decent people smiled quietly at the news in 2023 that Nigel Farage had been debanked by Coutts. They shouldn't have: debanking affects just as many people on the left and in the centre as on the right. Ask any Muslim charity; ask any charity trying to help Ukraine. 'Between 2016 and 2022, the number of accounts being closed annually in the UK rose from 45,091 to 343,350.' Banks don't have to give any reason or explanation, and there is no process for challenging a debanking. A piece of news that got much less attention than it should have was the report in the summer of 2023 that Jeremy Hunt, who by that time was chancellor of the Exchequer, had the year before been blocked from opening an account with the UK-based online bank Monzo. This was, he claimed, because he was a PEP - a 'politically exposed person'. It is very obviously dysfunctional to have rules so hair-trigger sensitive that the chancellor can't open a bank account.
 The rules are extensive, complicated and very expensive to transgress. The result is that in the US alone, banks file ten thousand SARs every single day. That's 3.8 million reports a year. It is impossible for the authorities to act on every one of those. The outcome is a system that flags so much activity it functionally resembles one that doesn't flag any activity at all. The scale of the system is flaw number three: all of this is extraordinarily expensive. Compliance - the process of following the rules - costs $206 billion a year globally, according to the research company LexisNexis. That's a lot of money for a system that looks in the wrong place, doesn't work even when it's looking in the right place, and causes enormous amounts of friction to the law-abiding, who are the ones who ultimately bear the cost. Its processes are hugely intrusive (Bullough rightly wonders at how little fuss there is over the privacy implications of SARs), create bureaucratic obstacles to ordinary citizens and businesses, and don't do what they are supposed to do: prevent money laundering.
Let's  agree that the status quo isn't working. What to do? Bullough has three recommendations. One of these, a change in the legal attitude to drugs, is a large issue and to my mind a separate one, with the significant weakness that it is very unlikely to happen in a reasonable time frame. Putting that to one side, of his two other recommendations, the first is both simple and radical: it is that governments get rid of high-denomination banknotes. 'What non-criminals would honestly be inconvenienced if the largest US banknote was a $20 bill?' he asks. 'Would fascism really return to Germany if the EU200, EU100 and EU50 banknotes were retired?' Bear in mind that 80 per cent of the value of US currency is in $100 bills, and 70 per cent of those are held overseas. In the words of an assistant commissioner of the Met, 'untraceable, untaxable income in the hands of criminals is the new lingua franca of organised crime. The link between Medellin and Moscow is the $100 bill.'
 There are precedents for governments taking decisive action in this area. The biggest recent experiment in demonetising banknotes came very abruptly in India on 8 November 2016, when the Modi government, without trailing or discussing or signalling the policy in any way, demonetised 500 and 1000 rupee notes overnight (at the time, they were worth roughly PS6/$7.50 and PS12/$15). These were vastly the most commonly used Indian banknotes, amounting to 15.44 trillion rupees in value. At that point, 99 per cent of Indians paid no income tax. The idea was to force as much as possible of that huge untaxed economy into the daylight. Anyone holding these notes had to take them to the bank, where newly denominated notes would be issued in their stead. If they had lots of cash, they would have to give an explanation. The policy didn't work, for reasons that are still being debated, the main one apparently being that people with ill-gotten cash found people to act as their proxies and repeatedly deposit small amounts of cash. This is the same tactic used by money launderers: 'smurfing' is the term for using accomplices to make lots of small cash deposits below official reporting thresholds. But what would happen if a government targeted large denomination notes, the kind preferred by professional criminals? Hint to the US Treasury and the European Central Bank: there's only one way to find out.
 Bullough's other big policy recommendation is to switch some of the hundreds of billions of dollars spent on compliance to research. The illicit flows of money, 'between 2 and 5 per cent of everything', are such an important phenomenon in the contemporary global order that our current state of ignorance is indefensible. I haven't even mentioned gold, which is used all the time in criminal transactions, let alone cryptocurrency, the single biggest recent innovation in money laundering.
 This isn't just a problem for far-off countries of which we know little, like the EU and the US and China. Here in the UK we are at the epicentre of certain sorts of financial crime, laundering money both at high levels through the City and at low levels on our high streets. On 30 April, the Chartered Trading Standards Institute published a head-melting report in which it said that 97 per cent of its officers were aware of suspected organised crime activities operating through local retail premises; that 99 per cent of officers had seen an increase in cash-intensive businesses on their local high streets; that there are areas of the country where 'as many as half of mini-marts, convenience stores and vape shops, up to a third of American candy stores and one in four fast-food takeaways are estimated to have links with organised crime.' The recent proliferation of cash-only barbers in high streets seems a fairly clear example of this kind of money laundering. Late last year, Operation Machinize, which focused on these activities, resulted in 2700 premises being raided and 924 arrests. Money laundering is happening all across the UK economy, at scale, right here and right now. It is shameful that we do so little about it, and know so little about it. Last word to Bullough:
 In the months before the Labour Party won Britain's 2024 general election to become the government, I went out for a coffee with a senior adviser looking for ideas to incorporate into the party's financial crime plan. I said it needed to hire more police officers and give them the time and space to arrest criminals. 
 'Well, that's not going to gain us any headlines, is it?' the adviser replied. 

And that's where we are. Money laundering is the thing that makes almost all crime possible, especially the crimes that states claim to be most concerned about: drugs and terrorism. The apparatus set up to combat it doesn't work. It's also hugely expensive, and it creates a maddening proliferation of obstacles and inefficiencies to ordinary people and legitimate businesses. Governments don't do anything about the status quo, for a number of reasons: it inconveniences them to look too deeply into the darker corners of their own financial systems, and they make money from printing their own currencies and don't much care how that cash is used. But most of all, they don't do anything about it because they haven't got a clue.
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Short Cuts
Labour's Failure
James Butler

2780 wordsPeople  vote irrationally in local elections, at least according to the standards of political scientists. That is, their vote is often motivated by factors outside the purview of local government. The dismal result for Labour in England's local elections on 7 May was not predominantly a revolt over bin collections. It was strongly related to national revulsion for Labour, and to the country's transformation into a multi-party democracy administered by a system set up for duopoly. In 2025, Reform took control of ten councils and Labour's vote collapsed; this year's local elections, held on the same day as national elections in Scotland and Wales, have long been talked about as the last chance for Keir Starmer. The results have laid bare a fractured political landscape that Labour can no longer hold together.
Voting according to national politics is an entirely rational thing to do in England. Its councils are far diminished from the ambitious and powerful bodies of a hundred years ago and meaningful autonomy - especially in poor areas - has long since drained away. Most councils' budgets are eaten up by social care provision, their powers reduced to decisions over private-sector procurement. Competence, diligence and resistance to corruption still matter - opportunities for graft are plentiful - though thuggish self-advancement is hardly rare. Despite a few halting steps towards devolving power in Britain, England itself remains a profoundly centralised country, in which national politics always dominates. So why not send a national message?
Starmer implored voters to 'choose progress over the politics of anger'. It is a classic Starmer line, all injunction and no argument. Why shouldn't voters be angry? Britain is not working. Children born today can expect to live fewer healthy years than their predecessors. The country they are born into is poorer, less socially mobile and less optimistic than the one their parents inherited. If the university sector survives long enough for them to continue their education, they will graduate with debts unimaginable a generation earlier. They will enjoy little sense of progress at work, and their wages will buy less with each passing year. Many will struggle to leave the family home, and those who do will have their income drained by landlords. Should they fall sick, their government will treat them as malingerers. Their ambitions and dreams will go unrealised; resentment will creep over them. They will travel less freely, and know less of the world. Their lives will be conducted in a public sphere polluted by grift and deceit, and in a world convulsed by war and ecological catastrophe. They will be among the saddest and least hopeful young people anywhere.
Anger is a bad passion, and a rotten basis for choosing who governs. It is also a rational response to the state of things, to a rudderless and compromised executive. Sitting governments always say they are punished in local elections, as if it were an excuse. The degree of punishment this time, however, was exceptional, and does not augur well. But does this government not deserve punishment? Starmer declared the morning after the elections that he is 'not going to walk away'. That may not be his decision.
The result is a rejection of the political system as it stands. Labour lost everywhere and lost badly. Its obliteration in Wales (the result of its long but tepid incumbency), failure to recover in Scotland and losses across the North underscore a fact visible in the last three general elections: intergenerational party loyalty is dead and 'heartlands' are a thing of the past. The results in the North-West were grimmer than Labour had hoped. It has been saved from catastrophe in a number of councils - Wigan, Salford, Halton - by the fact that only a third of the seats were up for election. One consequence may be the chilling of Andy Burnham's leadership aspirations: he has strong personal support in Greater Manchester, but whether a successor would retain the mayoralty is unclear, and even whether Burnham would win any seat that became magically vacant. Reform's sweep of Tameside will unsettle Angela Rayner. Labour's sole, threadbare source of comfort came in London, where it did less catastrophically than it might have done, though even there it lost some councils.
Reform victories in Blackburn and Oldham, both strongly segregated towns, are unsettling. Labour was wiped out in Birmingham, in part because of bin collections - it handled a long-running strike wretchedly. But the five-way splits in many wards, and the success of independent Muslim candidates, make the city a harbinger of England's future politics. The Greens made real advances - their first mayoralties in Hackney and Lewisham, substantial gains in Manchester, control of Waltham Forest and dislodging Labour fiefdoms in Southwark and Lambeth - though in many areas their support was strong enough to cause problems for Labour but not to overcome the barrier of the electoral system. (Reform came up against the same problem in the 2024 general election.) They are now in a strong position to contest a number of parliamentary seats, including Diane Abbott's in Hackney, should she choose to retire at the next election.
Reform has reduced the Conservatives to a fringe party based largely in South-East England. There is no doubt that it is the lead party in a divided England, reaping additional seats from a fractured left. Many in Labour will blame the Greens for taking voters they believe should be theirs. Some will point the finger at 'sectarian' independents and decry voting 'because of Gaza'. Others will question the morality of voting in an attempt to force national government to change course if it risks the election of a Reform council that will remove services from the vulnerable. But then again, as Starmer put it to his own party conference in 2020, 'When you lose an election in a democracy, you deserve to.'
The Greens faced significant press hostility following their recent by-election success in Manchester and polling bounce. A few creeps, cranks and fools were found among the party's candidates; the party quickly suspended candidates who had shared antisemitic material online (though one was photographed campaigning a few days later). Zack Polanski's enthusiastic but scattergun use of social media got him into difficulties with the press, though liking a post describing a British journalist as a 'smug sanctimonious cunt' is a fairly sympathetic move. Attempts to dredge up further stories from his past produced very thin gruel, though his background in breast-enlargement hypnotism got yet another outing. The cumulative purpose of these stories is to suggest that Polanski is an opportunist and a lightweight, his party unserious.
Labour have long traded on the stereotype that Greens are nice but ineffectual people incapable of the hard and unpleasant work of politics. To this cliche is now added the darker suggestion that a cynical cabal of ex-Corbynites have conducted a hostile takeover of a cuddly environmentalist party. In fact there is little new in the party's positions, and its gradual professionalisation has been visible over the last decade's electoral returns. It is true that left-wing activists - some of whom will recall being told to 'fuck off and join the Greens' when in Labour - have been drawn to the party, for the simple reason that it is the only one that doesn't treat them with spite. Few have followed Corbyn into his calamitous vehicle, Your Party, which endorsed a small number of mostly unsuccessful independent candidates. Among the most prominent were the Newham Independents, of somewhat questionable socialist credibility. The split left vote between the independent mayoral candidate, Mehmood Mirza - a local landlord in a borough with a housing crisis - and the Greens will rankle. Labour did not deserve to retain the office.
The more difficult issue for Polanski's party is not seriousness but coherence. Splits between Green rural and urban voters, or the differing priorities of their 'Greta and Gaza base', are overstated (though reactionary Muslim political operators in Birmingham have begun to stress the Greens' pro-LGBTQ policies). Polanski's political journey - he started out as a Liberal Democrat - is sometimes framed as opportunism but in fact reflects the often radicalising economic experience of millennials now approaching middle age. Many of the instinctive policy positions of Green supporters are the common sense of a decade ago: opposition to austerity, borrowing for infrastructure, rent control and social housebuilding. But the environment has changed: borrowing is harder, energy supply unstable, inflation a drag, wages miserable; the world is less stable, chaos and conflict are inevitable. There is an opportunity to frame a coherent Green politics in response to this moment - an egalitarian politics of public affluence and energy sovereignty - but it cannot be a cargo-cult Corbynism.
Popular narratives about local elections often turn on early results, which can distort the true picture but are hard to dislodge. Results can be a mirage: it was inevitable that Reform would gain hundreds of new councillors, simply because it barely existed in 2022 when these seats were last up for election. Stephen Fisher, a polling expert at Oxford, calculates that Reform would have to make a net gain of 2050 council seats to demonstrate that they have retained last year's momentum. They have fallen short of that benchmark, and behind his lamprey-like grin, Farage must worry that Reform has peaked too early.
Even after the ballots are counted and the results clear, professional analysts - including political strategists paid by panic-stricken parties - are prone to errors. 'Ecological fallacies' are traps for politicians. If, in a given constituency, the Labour vote has decreased and the Reform vote increased (as in many former 'red wall' wards), then it is easy to assume the votes must have flowed from one party to the other. This was the story many Labour politicians told themselves in 2025, and used it as a justification for punitive welfare policies and harsh anti-migrant measures.
The real picture, according to the British Election Study, is messier. Only 5 per cent of people who voted Labour in the 2024 general election directly transferred their allegiance to Reform in 2025. Nearly a third of those Labour voters simply stayed away; another 10 per cent voted Green. Reform's success involved retaining much of its previous vote while adding a sizeable chunk of former Tory voters. Reform-curious Labour voters do exist, and may well be concentrated in some traditionally Labour hotspots, but they are dwarfed by possible voters who are at risk of being lost to other progressive parties. The economic policies that could please both ends of this coalition - wealth taxation for public services - remain anathema to Rachel Reeves.
Although they are inclined to groupthink, self-importance, vengefulness, incuriosity and conformism, Labour politicians are not terminally stupid. Many are acutely aware that their seats are at risk. It should be puzzling, therefore, that so many of them were happy to accede to the government's 'hippie-punching' strategy, in which socially liberal, left-wing voters - the core of their support - have been repeatedly castigated and rejected by its leading figures. It is basic self-respect to stay away from a party that treats you like this; it is perfectly rational to send it a message in the only language it understands - a withheld vote.
The party's strategists think that, faced with a binary choice at a general election between Labour and Farage, many Green voters would return to it. Many in government think that Labour's left-wing critics are insufficiently appreciative of its achievements: a new (if diluted) package of workers' rights, an increased minimum wage, a restoration of tenants' rights, the renationalisation of (parts of) the railways. It is better than nothing. But if, as Labour has started to suggest, Starmer's government really is the most progressive in forty years, that is more a verdict on its predecessors than any blazon of radicalism. In any case, the vituperation Labour reserves for the Greens is hardly justified by these discontents.
Reform has retained its lead over the traditional parties in England. Save for a few Tory successes (Westminster, Broxbourne), it has taken much of the right-wing and Brexit-aligned vote. Elsewhere it appears to have benefited from a split in the left-wing vote and from the first-past-the-post electoral system. Progressives' hope that its incompetence and maladministration in local government would be the party's undoing has so far been disappointed. The Reform administration in Staffordshire has lost two leaders to racism scandals, raised taxes it pledged to cut (big talk about cutting diversity initiatives doesn't get you very far in the encounter with the true financial realities of local government) and generated a fifteen-fold increase in complaints about councillors' behaviour. None of this prevented it from sweeping Newcastle-under-Lyme Borough Council this year.
Neither have the extreme-right associations of Faragist candidates proven debilitating. Reform has been careful to exclude former BNP members; when it came to light that two former members were on the ballot for Reform in South-West London, the party expelled them. But Reform's relationship with the far right is much more porous than this suggests: one candidate in Blackburn (which she described as 'the biggest shithole in the UK') eulogised Enoch Powell as 'prophetic'; another said that 'Oswald Mosley was right 100 per cent.' A white supremacist candidate in Essex declared 'Muslims are dirt,' and described the genocide in Gaza as 'self-defence'. All three are now councillors. Conspiracy theorists abound. One Reform candidate in Barnet in London wants to drive every Muslim out of Europe; one of its Powellite candidates in Gateshead believes asylum seekers should be drowned and longs to restore a white Britain. Merely documenting these facts seems to have little electoral impact, but the ideological consequences are real: the rapid disintegration of the taboo against Powellism in mainstream electoral politics.
Early on Friday morning, Nigel Farage told the press that 'there is no more left-right,' based on Reform's successes in historically Labour towns like Hartlepool, where Labour lost overall control, and Wigan, where Reform took all but one of the seats up for election. That is a convenient line for Farage, who is hungry for defectors from Labour, but it isn't obviously true. It is increasingly popular to understand British politics as a multi-party system of two blocs, left and right, with ideologically transactional voters much more inclined to transfer their votes within their bloc than to move between them. On this reading, party loyalty is dead, and British political success depends on bloc hegemony and gaming the distortions of the first-past-the-post system. Labour's failure to alter this system, even where it clearly gains no advantage from it - as in mayoral elections - is as stubborn as it is stupid.
There is also an identifiable centre bloc of swing voters in British politics, and failing to alienate them - or alienating them from your opponents - is a key part of success. Labour's smearing of the Greens' drug policies was aimed squarely at this bloc. There are some policies that unite progressive and centre voters: openness to migration for work or study, defence of welfare, re-engagement with Europe. As long as Labour pines for Reform voters it will fail to capture these much likelier supporters. Polling on the centre consistently shows another more tantalising prospect: both Green and Reform-attracted voters are more than normally economically insecure and have similar anti-institutional, anti-elite attitudes - even down to a shared hostility to private utility companies (especially water companies). Whether this unstable mix can produce a 'transformative repolarisation' of British politics is not clear, but it does suggest that Farage isn't entirely wrong that another dynamic is in play alongside the traditional left-right split. The last such repolarisation of British politics - over Brexit - demonstrates how unpredictable it can be.
Starmer has reiterated that he has no intention of standing down, despite calls from backbenchers like Jonathan Brash, the MP for Hartlepool. Cabinet ministers in Reform-vulnerable seats, including Yvette Cooper and Bridget Phillipson, will have sleepless nights. Starmer is helped by the weakness of the candidates vying to replace him, none of whom wants to move first with an attempted coup. The dwindling number sympathetic to the prime minister argue that replacing him will fix nothing. They are in one sense right: no candidate has a sufficiently distinctive grasp of the country's problems or how they might solve them. Briefings from Number Ten are contradictory: some presage a left turn in an attempt to shore up the progressive bloc; others suggest that the world is entering darker times and that we must face up to living in a less munificent country. The only real counsel these elections can offer a Labour politician is that ambition has little downside - they don't have much left to lose.
8 May
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We were doing well when I left
Tom Stevenson

4542 wordsThe United States  brought the war on terror to practically every part of the world - landing military advisers on the Sulu archipelago in the Philippines, operating black sites in Poland and Romania, filling the cages of Guantanamo Bay. But the challenge to American power presented by the 11 September attacks came from a particular region: what Adam Garfinkle, a future speechwriter for both Colin Powell and Condoleezza Rice, referred to in 1999 as the Greater Middle East. Iraq would suffer what George W. Bush's vice president, Dick Cheney, called the 'full wrath of the United States of America'. Pakistan, Yemen and Somalia were subjected to a drone assassination programme. Iran was placed 'right at the top of the list' of America's enemies by Cheney - even if it took his successors another two decades to get round to attacking it. But Afghanistan occupied a special place. The US would use the country, as Douglas Feith, who served in Bush's administration, later put it, to 'send signals to the Libyas, and the Syrias, and the Sudans, and the Iraqs and the Irans'. Once thought of as 'the other war' or the 'good war', Afghanistan became the forever war. By the time it ended in 2021 at least 175,000 people had been killed, not counting the far larger number of deaths caused indirectly by disease and malnutrition.
The basic story of the war can be told in relatively simple terms. A complacent empire struck at from its furthest periphery sought brutal retribution and enacted a bloody occupation. Eventually it grew tired and withdrew, leaving behind no great transformation. Many of those who had been involved in the war's inception saw the chaotic Nato withdrawal in August 2021 as a betrayal both of Afghanistan and of the project of American power in the world. There are still eccentrics who believe the occupation failed because the US and its lieutenants were insufficiently committed to terrorising the locals. As with Iraq, the war in Afghanistan is not yet widely acknowledged to have been a crime rather than just a mistake, but even the political establishment in the West sees it as a cautionary tale.
An effort to rehabilitate the memory of the war may therefore seem to have a certain romantic quality. A former CIA officer enlisted in the war effort, Paul Miller is one of the few US officials of that period who focused his career on Afghanistan. From the CIA he made his way to the staff of Douglas Lute, adviser on Iraq and Afghanistan to both George W. Bush and Barack Obama. Between 2007 and 2009 Miller was director for Afghanistan and Pakistan on the US National Security Council, and was in the room when many of the major decisions of the war were taken. He has now set out to rescue its reputation from posterity. In his account, it was embarked on with fine intentions, even if it was conducted with carelessness. It dragged on for two decades and ended in a loss, but only because 'every president who oversaw the war made major strategic errors': Bush decided to invade Iraq; Obama announced the timeline for withdrawal during the surge; Trump gave the game away to the Taliban by negotiating that withdrawal; and Biden conducted the coup de grace. If it hadn't been for all that, the American adventure in Afghanistan could have been won.
Whether or not a war is winnable depends on its objectives. According to Miller, Afghanistan was 'a clear-cut just war of self-defence' which 'just happened to require liberating an oppressed people'. In common with most accounts of the war, his neglects to mention that in September 2001 Afghanistan was in a state of incipient famine. In 1999 and 2000, the country had suffered drought and crop failures. A joint UN Food and Agriculture Organisation and World Food Programme mission found the 'almost total failure of the 2001 harvest', reporting that five million people would require international food shipments to survive. When the bombing campaign began that October the aid agencies were forced to suspend this programme. Medecins sans Frontieres warned that 'the air strikes, lack of aid and onset of winter will only magnify this catastrophe.' Mass starvation was avoided by the concerted action of relief agencies when the air campaign abated in December 2001. But in September, when the decision was taken to attack, it wasn't clear that this would be possible. No one seemed to care very much.
Miller argues that carpet-bombing perhaps the poorest country on earth as it faced famine was the only option. The standard argument used to justify the invasion was that the Taliban and al-Qaida were bound together by pact and thus were 'indistinguishable'. But even if one were to accept that argument, the Taliban had no capacity to resist US action, so America could have ignored it - concentrating instead on trying to capture the al-Qaida leadership. This was never considered. As Donald Rumsfeld, the US secretary of defence, said in December 2001, 'If you walked in and said "Here is Mr bin Laden" the problem would not go away.' The invasion was ineffective in targeting al-Qaida's leaders, who largely survived it and evaded capture. Some were captured at Tora Bora, but bin Laden lived for another decade, until the raid on Abbottabad. Khalid Sheikh Mohammed was captured in 2003, not by American soldiers but by Pakistan's intelligence agency, the ISI, in Rawalpindi. Abu Hamza Rabia and Abu Laith al-Libi were assassinated by drone strikes in Waziristan in 2005 and 2008. Ayman al-Zawahiri survived numerous assassination attempts by drone before he was killed in Kabul in 2022.
Defences of the initial invasion often put great emphasis on the fact that the US had offered the Taliban the chance to surrender. Shortly after the 11 September attacks, the CIA's Islamabad station chief, Bob Grenier, travelled to Quetta to meet the Taliban leaders Abdul Jalil Akhund and Akhtar Mohammad Osmani, who told him that the Taliban 'would not risk the destruction of their nation for the sake of one man'. The CIA director at the time, George Tenet, is said to have passed a message via the ISI to the Taliban's supreme leader, Mullah Omar, to say that the Taliban could avoid war if they gave up bin Laden. Omar refused to do so without proof that he had been responsible for 9/11. In Miller's version, Bush and Cheney were models of emollience, and the fact that the US began marshalling its proxy forces on 12 September is merely evidence of prudent planning. But the idea that there was a real American attempt to avoid war is challenged by all serious scholarship. The US never entertained any option other than a full attack on Afghanistan. One reason for the Taliban's obstinacy may have been that they knew what they were dealing with. As Wendy Chamberlin, the US ambassador to Pakistan, put it, 'there was no inclination in Washington to engage in a dialogue with the Taliban.' Miller disputes this. But the US certainly knew its demand that the Taliban hand over the al-Qaida leadership would never be accepted. As Bush himself would later write, it was intended to 'firm up our justification for a military strike'.
The attack on Afghanistan began on 7 October and employed a combination of tactics - aerial bombardment and special forces working with local proxies. The CIA arrived in the Panjshir Valley with guns and cash for the Northern Alliance, a collection of mostly Tajik and Uzbek warlords who had a long history of collaborating with the agency - some of them had been involved in the destruction of Kabul in the 1990s after the fall of the communist regime. CIA officers handed $100,000 in cash to Abdulrab Rasul Sayyaf (who had palled around with bin Laden in the past). The UK Special Boat Service embedded with Abdul Rashid Dostum, whose men would soon herd hundreds of Taliban supporters into shipping containers to be suffocated to death, before bulldozing their bodies into holes in the desert. The notion that the CIA teamed up with Dostum, Fahim Khan and Gul Agha Sherzai to secure the principled liberation of Afghanistan is ludicrous, but Miller never questions it.
The air campaign mirrored the brutality meted out by the US's local auxiliaries. Miller quotes Ryan Crocker, America's first charge d'affaires in Kabul, who described the devastation. 'Just driving in from Bagram to Kabul, not a building standing ... whole city blocks of Kabul were gone,' Crocker wrote. 'It looked like pictures of Berlin in 1945.' (This description is offered not as a reflection on the attack but to demonstrate the need for reconstruction programmes.) In only two months the US had achieved what it thought was a 'stunning victory'. As the Taliban leadership withdrew to Pakistan, the CIA rode into Kabul and took over the Ariana Hotel. Tens of thousands of Northern Alliance supporters sought their share of the spoils. The ease of the assault demonstrated the weakness of the Taliban state that was allegedly 'protecting' bin Laden, who sought the safety of the Spin Ghar mountains rather than a Taliban bunker.
By early 2002 the US believed it had won the war. Miller thinks in hindsight that the 'light footprint' of the early occupation was a mistake. It doesn't help his argument that the examples he offers of successful state-building by the US and its allies are the Balkans, Sierra Leone and Liberia. The merits and demerits of state-building were much debated. But in 2002 the US wasn't willing to spend much on Afghanistan (the easy money didn't start flowing until much later). Miller argues that the US prioritised counterterrorism and set aside 'virtually no resources' for roads, schools and hospitals during the first two years of the occupation. Having spent $4.5 billion on three months of war, it set up a paper-thin transitional government on shoestring funds.
The Afghan Interim Administration and the Transitional Administration that succeeded it were dressed up as governments, but in practice they were satrapies dependent on external sponsorship. Hamid Karzai was chosen to lead the administration because of his American connection, his claim to a Pashtun lineage and because unlike Zahir Shah - another possibility - he hadn't once been king. Days before the invasion the CIA had told Karzai, then in Pakistan, to get on his motorbike and enter the country. With his past support for the Taliban absolved, the Americans gave him a security team. After he was informed by a satellite phone call from Bonn that he would head the new government he started travelling around with American bodyguards. Almost all the political figures in post-invasion Afghanistan had ties of some sort to US intelligence. And as Miller notes, 'for all intents and purposes, there was no government outside of Kabul and a few provincial capitals well into 2005.'
In a story brimming with failures Miller sees the internationally sponsored government in Kabul as one of the 'islands of success', crediting Karzai's administration with producing 'a more open society'. Miller praises the new Afghan army and police forces for fighting off the Taliban for more than a decade. But while they were supposed to be building a professional army, US forces were hiring local militia members whenever they needed muscle. America spent billions of dollars on anti-narcotics programmes; the result was a net increase in poppy cultivation. Miller claims to admire the work of the academic Thomas Barfield on the American state-building endeavour. But unlike Miller, Barfield saw that post-invasion Afghanistan was a corrupt paper state dependent on international donations, offering little to the population and subject to the final authority of the US empire. As he put it in 2010, the 'unexpected measure of goodwill from the Afghan people in 2002 was heedlessly squandered in the coming years by inept policies that failed to bring security to many regions'.
Soon enough the Taliban recovered from its defeat. It started ambushing coalition forces, downing helicopters, attacking the funerals of collaborating clerics and conducting suicide operations at Bagram airbase, withdrawing into tribal Pakistan when necessary. The British army redeployed to Helmand in 2006 in the hope that a reputation destroyed in Iraq might be rescued by fighting the insurgency alongside the reasonable Canadians and Dutch. But in the event they often ended up fuelling the violent conflict they were ostensibly there to prevent. That is, when they weren't executing farmers in their beds in front of their wives. Somehow this didn't help eliminate support for the Taliban.
Miller tries to finesse this by arguing that if the occupation forces behaved poorly it is because there were too few of them, and that if there had been more they might have been more professional. But given his claims about the merits of the occupation it's unclear why he thinks there was an insurgency at all. His view seems to be that the Taliban, by some metaphysical means, conjured up a bitter struggle across the country against an impeccable project. When American planners realised how severe the insurgency was they sent in the marines, who couldn't speak the local languages, to train Afghan police and soldiers who couldn't speak English. Young men were plucked from their villages, given a couple of weeks of training and then sent to man rural checkpoints. In the best-case scenario, they answered to the corrupt Ministry of the Interior in Kabul; often they ended up working with the Taliban. Miller says he knew at the time that the situation was 'dire'. But it's difficult to square that with his general claim, which is that if the cheques for the phantom Afghan army brigades had arrived a year earlier it would all have been different.
Obama  entered office in 2009 believing that the situation in Afghanistan could be turned around. The first year of his presidency put paid to that. His two major innovations were the drone campaign in Waziristan and the surge. In February 2009, the US deployed 21,000 more soldiers and another 30,000 arrived in December. At the height of the surge there were 150,000 US and coalition troops in the country. Miller is very critical of Obama's decision to put a public timetable on the surge (stating that the bulk of US forces would return home in July 2011), which he sees as the hinge point in the whole war. The timetable was intended to send a message to the government in Kabul that it had a limited amount of time to get its act together, but in fact the pre-announcement meant that the Taliban knew when the American push would end. The surge ensured there were plenty of American soldiers around, but it also drew closer attention to the nature of the Afghan government, which was festering in a way that was obvious even to the US officials who visited. When Richard Holbrooke, the US special representative, and Vice President Joe Biden met Karzai they immediately saw the problem. In 2009, Holbrooke and Karzai tried to rig the upcoming elections in different directions. In the resulting mess Karzai remained in place. Miller holds the view that it was a great moral achievement that a certain percentage of women won office in these fraudulent elections - presumably so they could work alongside the CIA assets in the cabinet.
Miller is preoccupied by the reason American officials, and Americans in general, thought of the war in Afghanistan in the way they did. He records that in 2001 the war had near unanimous support in the US, and still had substantial majority support in 2008. But by the end of the surge in 2012 enthusiasm had been replaced by a sense of futility. Miller chalks some of this up to a 'mood music of pessimism that would swell throughout the war'. But the real reason the Obama administration scaled back its ambitions was the feeling that the whole thing was beyond repair. Though the US is thought to have provided more than $130 billion to the Afghan state between 2002 and 2021, most of it went straight to security forces and much of the rest was siphoned off to accounts in the Gulf and Switzerland. Looked at from this perspective, the war in Afghanistan wasn't 'wasteful' so much as an efficient vehicle for the transfer of public funds to arms companies and contractors.
The American military commanders and political appointees who circled in and out of Afghanistan in those years tended to cling to a common delusion. Miller has interviewed plenty who believe they made great progress when they were there - a sentiment captured in the phrase 'we were doing well when I left.' He is kinder to those who opposed withdrawal. Leon Panetta, CIA director and then secretary of defence under Obama, tells Miller it was an achievement that 'for twenty years we were able to prevent Afghanistan from collapsing and having the Taliban take over.' Some officials knew how bad the situation was. Miller takes to task Chuck Hagel, Panetta's successor at the Pentagon, for believing the US was losing while also wanting to withdraw (if the war was being lost, that should have been an argument for persevering). The fate of the surge was another example of a lack of commitment among American political leaders to 'the moral necessity of victory in a just cause'.
The first time US officials made formal contact with the Taliban was in 2010, when a former aide to Mullah Omar came to Munich. The US insisted the Taliban accept principles (inclusion, pluralism) that it claimed were hallmarks of the administration it had erected in Kabul. The Taliban said it wouldn't talk to Karzai. It was two years before the talks were picked up again. The second round of negotiations was half-hearted, but it did lead to the establishment of the Taliban office in Doha, which Karzai worried might look like a government in exile. The main problem the US had in dealing with the Taliban was that it had little to offer: its soldiers were already going home in advance of a planned full handover to the Afghan government. But the Kabul administration was already starting to lose territory. Narrow defeats for government forces in 2014 were followed by routs in Kunduz and Helmand in 2015. Obama was soon talking of bringing the war to a 'responsible conclusion'. Miller credits Peter Lavoy, a veteran of the national security bureaucracy, with persuading Obama not to withdraw in 2016 and to keep 12,000 troops in place.
From then on the occupation was a holding action. Most of the coalition soldiers were doing little fighting, with the exception of American and British special forces death squads, which continued to terrorise the countryside. When Trump entered office it was on a platform that included getting the US out of Afghanistan. But he ended up introducing another 3000 troops and increasing the rate of airstrikes. It wasn't until September 2018 that he tasked the US special representative Zalmay Khalilzad and Mike Pompeo, the secretary of state, with reopening negotiations with the Taliban. The Doha Agreement signed by Pompeo and Abdul Ghani Baradar in February 2020 stipulated that the US would leave Afghanistan fourteen months later and that the Taliban would not give safe haven to al-Qaida (in addition to whatever was included in a classified annex about anti-terrorism co-operation). Khalilzad, who had been there from the start, knew the US presence had run its course, but seems to have believed that the government in Kabul would persist in some form for longer than it did.
The Taliban began its offensive just after May 2021, the withdrawal deadline in the agreement. The Afghan army nominally had more than 200,000 men and should have been capable of holding the territory Kabul controlled. But the real function of the Afghan army units wasn't to fight: it was to reinforce the political balance in Kabul. Miller blames the US for withdrawing military supplies to the Afghan helicopter fleet, which is fair enough. Still, there's no reason to think this would have changed anything. In August the Taliban captured all the provincial capitals, including Kabul, in a matter of days. Ashraf Ghani, who had become president in 2014, fled to Uzbekistan and then to the UAE.
The debacle of the US withdrawal, being closer to us in time, now looms larger than most of the malfeasances of the war itself. The US had to scramble to evacuate more than 100,000 people in two weeks. A suicide bombing at Hamid Karzai airport in Kabul killed 170 Afghans and 13 US troops. In return a US drone strike killed ten Afghan civilians (seven of them children). Miller considers the withdrawal the core defeat of the war and an unnecessary act of abandonment. If the government in Kabul was still unable to govern the country after twenty years, all the more reason to stay. The forever war, he argues, 'was affordable, sustainable, and successful at the bare minimum goal of keeping the lid on Afghanistan'. He comes down hard on Biden for going through with the withdrawal, and charges him with thinking that the war in Afghanistan was fundamentally similar to the Vietnam War (of which Miller also seems to think Biden was too critical). He makes no mention of the Parthian shot of freezing the assets of Afghanistan's central bank during yet another humanitarian crisis.
In reality, since the early days of the Obama administration US leaders had often seen Afghanistan as an extravagance they could no longer afford. As early as 2009, the political scientist Robert Jervis argued that the presence of the international coalition was a problem in itself. The Taliban had roots in Afghan society: it was never going to be excluded from the country's future. 'Withdrawal without winning' was the probable result. Jervis argued that if the Taliban simply took over, as was likely, the US would not be threatened to a significant degree. And the supposed reputational damage was exaggerated. Would the US really 'appear more resolute - and wiser - for fighting in Afghanistan'? If not, why not withdraw?
Despite years of discussion of the prospect, the withdrawal was greeted in much of the American press with hysterical laments over the death of the American empire. Miller is unwilling to reckon with the possibility that the manner of the war's end revealed something about its nature. He refers to the withdrawal as 'the Versailles of the war on terror', a comparison that speaks for itself. But the scarpering retreat can be counted among the war's less shameful episodes. In April 2023, Biden's White House published its official version of events, in which it blamed the Trump administration for the loss of territory to the Taliban, and US intelligence agencies for excessively sanguine assessments of the Kabul government. The withdrawal was justified by two conflicting claims. The US 'had become bogged down in a war in Afghanistan with unclear objectives and no end in sight', but it had also 'accomplished its mission in Afghanistan'. The report's conclusion was more plausible: 'The speed and ease with which the Taliban took control of Afghanistan suggests that there was no scenario - except a permanent and significantly expanded US military presence - that would have changed the trajectory.'
Because the war dragged on for as long as it did (Afghanistan is officially the longest war in US history), substantial reflections on its legacy appeared quite quickly. In 2021, Carter Malkasian published a major history of the war that made stinging criticisms of practically every facet of the undertaking. His conclusion was that the US had reanimated a brutal civil war and that the international intervention was 'a blight on the peace and wellbeing of the people of Afghanistan'. Miller is superficially respectful of the breadth of Malkasian's knowledge and his access to Pashto sources, but still accuses him of adopting the Taliban perspective. Lapsing into the rhetorical style of the early 2000s, he charges Malkasian with believing 'the United States was an illegitimate, occupying power' and implying 'moral equivalence between the mistakes of the American war and the tyranny of Taliban rule'.
Miller himself sees the war in Afghanistan as a classic defeat of the will. If the US and its accomplices had summoned the fortitude, the war could have been won. There is a clear echo here of the idea that the US lost the Vietnam War on the home front - a view popular among former officials involved in its conduct. Perhaps it is more convenient, in both cases, to believe this than to accept that you have helped lead your country into a futile war that killed tens of thousands of people. The US may have 'fought a selfish war with little regard for the Afghans'. But that was incidental. Another war had been possible. Just think, the US could still be in Afghanistan today.
Miller claims his book is a re-examination of the war and his part in it. But it is closer to an apologia. So much that is relevant to the story is absent. Torture plays little role in his account, despite its centrality to the spirit of those years. The name Salt Pit - a CIA black site near Kabul - does not appear. Neither does the Patriot Act. The only reference to special forces death squads is hidden in brief remarks about green berets 'kicking down doors and doing night raids and putting bullets into bodies'. As for the role the US played in Afghanistan in the 1980s and 1990s, which created the conditions that attracted al-Qaida, Miller seems to think it better ignored. Only once is some introspection evident, when he admits that, fifteen years into the war, he came to the realisation that the public at home thought of 'the American war in Afghanistan primarily as a war of retribution'.
American military power coloured by fantasies of retribution is once again being visited on the Greater Middle East. When the US and Israel began their deranged attack on Iran earlier this year, Trump referred to Afghanistan as the kind of debacle typical of his predecessors - one he would avoid. Pete Hegseth, the secretary of defence, stressed that Iran would not be 'endless' like Afghanistan but 'realistic'. Holman Jenkins, a member of the editorial board of the Wall Street Journal, which has strongly supported the war in Iran, noted that even though 'Afghanistan went on for twenty years' it did not fatally injure the political prospects of the political leaders who prosecuted it. 'Trump's war is looking like a bargain in comparison and, by certain measures, even a victory.'
Who would want to rescue the reputation of the war in Afghanistan? Despite the efforts of some of those involved, its legacy is unlikely to improve with time and scrutiny. But bitter tastes fade. It's possible to imagine a future in which disaster in Iran flatters by comparison the war in Afghanistan. The war was destructive for Afghanistan, but it wasn't all that bloody for the home troops. And think of all the civilising we did. The tactics of mass torture and humanitarian bombing campaigns might be needed again. The damage the Afghanistan war did to America's global position would be insignificant compared with the worst outcomes of the present war in Iran. Perhaps Afghanistan will once again come to be seen as a model rather than a warning.
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Poem
The Clearance of Aoineadh Mor, 1824
Tarn MacArthur

519 wordsThe people of Unnimore thought that 'flitting' would not come upon them while they lived. As long as they paid the rent, and that was not difficult to do, anxiety did not come near them; and a lease they asked not. It was there that the friendly neighbourhood was, though now only one smoke is to be seen, from the house of the Saxon shepherd.
The story of Mary of Unnimore as told by herself

Something was there
and then it wasn't. This day
like any other: roebuck ghosting the far field
beyond the head-dyke, redstarts
like blood drops alighting on the roofs.
Along the shoreline of the loch
women gut and rinse the brown trout
trembling in their hands.
Men excavate the peat bank.
Vast townships of cloud migrate overhead.
In the distant halls of power
wealth flows from afar, accumulates
like sediment as laws are passed,
maps redrawn, hierarchies maintained.
To buy or sell a person is illegal.
To buy or sell the place that they call home
is sound investment: the type of asset
you can put to work. But here,
in the backwaters of empire,
where the greatest means of knowledge
are those tested by the providence
of earth, the guiding principle
of virtue is to look upon the world
with a symbiotic eye.
There are children playing in the kailyards.
Goats grazing underneath the rocky
lip of Sithean na Raplaich,
where a lone girl walks the grazing path
with a milking pail in hand.
One by one, she moves between them
with a certainty that life goes on
like this, its lone enduring promise
the covenant of duthchas.
And why wouldn't she believe
in all those centuries of continuity
leading her here, to the task
her mother taught her, just as her mother
learned from her mother before that.
It's not that life is flawless
but the only one she's ever known,
and there's a beauty in the way that it unfolds.
Soon, none of it will matter anymore,
once the factor and his officers
have come snaking through the glen
with their summons to evict,
the landlord's shepherd close behind
with his cash crop of livestock.
There will be no shelter here tonight,
only the long road to the land of strangers.
Every house will be stripped
and every roof caved in,
as each man, woman, and child
is made to bear on their back
the sum of a life. The hiss of fire
on the flag of the hearth will reach her heart
when they douse it, and she'll stand
on the slope of Cnoc nan Carn to hold
in her mind's eye one final time
a vision of home, before turning away.
This place was never yours,
they'll say, though years from now
as she steps from factory floor to city street,
the winter haar pouring in,
muting the world, effacing everything,
it's here that she'll be: the sun
overhead and those faces she knows
returning along the river's edge,
the day's warm milk filling her pail.
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Fighting Monks
Diarmaid MacCulloch

4653 wordsAround  the chilly shores of the Baltic, for nine hundred years from the ninth century, a succession of Dark Age monks, Franciscan friars, Reformed or Lutheran Protestant pastors and Jesuits ruefully recalled that in the Garden of Eden 'the serpent was more subtil than any beast of the field which the Lord God had made' (Genesis 3:1). During this first biblical stage of its career, the serpent was apparently less slithery than in later years, but it was already primed to lead Adam and Eve astray with lasting consequences for human sinfulness. Jews and Christians have had a down on snakes ever since. By contrast, until at least the 17th century, the good folk of the Baltic region were notorious for cherishing specimens of the local snake population in their homes, keeping them well fed and watered. Were these reptiles merely a peculiar local form of pet or were they sinister herpetological divinities? Clergy gloomily surveying their flock from the pulpit feared the worst. Domestic and possibly sacred snakes were indications that centuries of diverse Christian missionary effort had made little impact on a substantial corner of the European continent.
 What should we call this alternative to Christian faith? Neither Francis Young nor Aleksander Pluskowski claim to be fully successful in their thoughtful treatments of the problem. Descriptions used in earlier times were negative, because Christians had come up with them. Eventually the most dangerous label coined for such practices and practitioners became 'witchcraft' and that could result in Christian authorities executing people, often by burning at the stake. Such atrocities in Eastern and Northern Europe happened later than in the west of the continent: they were carried out in the 17th and even 18th centuries, interestingly skewed towards men rather than women. This suggests that the term was describing something different from that which had raised alarm in 15th and 16th-century Western Europe. By 1700, first rulers and magistrates and then wider public opinion in the west were concluding that punishing witches by execution was not a good idea, but in 1693 Lutheran Sweden could still burn alive a charismatic figure or 'shaman' called Anders Nilsson because he had sacrificed to the gods of the Sami people, and had the audacity to assault the pastor who tried to confiscate his sacred drum.
 A less perilous term than 'witch' would be 'pagan', though this was still fundamentally negative in character. In recent times, of course, it has been borrowed as a proud self-identification by those seeking to revive ancient religion. Nevertheless a censorious but conscientious clergyman might feel theological difficulties in speaking of 'pagans'. Could he condemn as pagans those of his parishioners who obstinately cherished their snakes at home, but who had duly received Christian baptism - so were technically part of his flock and therefore not pagan at all? Might he try to use what he had learned at school about ancient Greek and Roman religion and mediate his pastoral experience through scholarly definitions? After all, snakes were associated with Asclepius, the classical god of medicine and healing. Christian elites of the north were prone to borrowing identities from the classical past, so Poles became Sarmatians, Swedes Goths and Russians (with no flattering intention) barbarian Scythians.
 Humanist reframings of northern belief systems encouraged more reflective and less punitive analysis, but it remained unsatisfactory to yoke together priests of ancient Pergamon with 17th-century Sami reindeer herders. These vanished northern cults did not write down theories, so we are forced to view them through the eyes of Christians who constructed their Christianity out of written texts, and who were inclined to project contemporary observation onto earlier centuries. Nineteenth-century collections of folklore describe the 19th century, not the ninth. In any case, were such collections describing religion at all, or observing distinctive local methods of fitting human beings more comfortably into a vast and dangerous landscape of snow, forests and water?
 After much careful discussion, Young opts for 'pre-Christian' or 'unchristianised' for the tangle of practices he illuminates across a plethora of cultures and language groups from Lapland to Lithuania. It is difficult to avoid making these modern coinages sound clumsy. They also make little chronological allowance for one of Young's most interesting themes: amid constant official efforts to impose Catholic or Protestant uniformity, the 'unchristianised' were assiduous in prudently adapting Christian elements or practices into their lives. Young usefully adopts the concept of 'creolisation' from another field of early modern Christian expansion. When Spaniards or Portuguese encountered civilisations in the Americas, the Indigenous people soon became adept at disguising or bringing up to date (creolising) ancient observances in ways calculated to slip past the attention of ecclesiastical authorities. The Samogitian (Lithuanian) god of merchants, Markopollus, first mentioned in 16th-century documents, sounds suspiciously like a celebrated real-world merchant of Italy, Marco Polo, while by the 19th century, enterprising Latvians still involved in traditional religion had added a Mother of Tobacco to their traditional pantheon. Even in the 20th century in what is now the Russian republic of Mordovia, one of Europe's most tenacious 'pre-Christian' cultures enthusiastically worshipped Nikulapaz, who is a version of that jolly Christmas saint St Nicholas, while the evil entity in the Mordvin pantheon is Shyaytan, not a million miles from that evil construct of Judaism and Christianity, Satan.
 The word 'pagan' keeps creeping back - not least in the subtitle of Young's book - because of its convenience. It has the advantage of alerting us to problems in our assumptions about European history and what Europe means. Both these studies complicate and enrich common historical perspectives on 'Western' religion. Too often the existence up to 1386 of a powerful and successful non-Christian European polity in Lithuania has been treated as an anomaly, as has the prolonged survival of non-Christian religion amid the nominal Christian conversion of north-east Europe. The slither of snakes, the susurration of sacred trees, venerated lakes and much else prompt us to revisit the identity of the continent and its worldwide dispersal through migration and territorial empires. 'Westerners' have told themselves a story of their past dominated by a fluke in human history: the rise of a single religion, Christianity, to gain a monopoly over the vast majority of medieval Europe. It's easy to miss how unusual this is: it has never happened anywhere else in the history of the planet, though over the last hundred years the Saudi Arabian monarchy has come close in seeking to impose one variant of Islam on the Arabian peninsula.
 For more than a thousand years beginning around 400, Western Christianity anticipated the (so far, brief) dominance of Saudi Wahhabism. Every territorial ruler from Bantry Bay to the Balkans and the Baltic eventually subscribed to a particular form of Christian belief and practice that called itself 'Catholic', deferring to the sacred authority of one Christian bishop in Rome, the pope. Over time it became difficult for most Europeans to imagine that people could live in any other way. Catholic Christian rulers did their best to impose Christianity on their subjects. No religious rivals survived in the west of the continent, apart from circumscribed and vulnerable communities of Jews grudgingly tolerated for Christian ideological reasons, together with popular observance of a handful of customs that may or may not predate Christianity - bonfires on Midsummer Night, for instance. Medieval European Catholic Christian elites created a continent-wide identity, which one Anglo-Saxon writer under the patronage of King Alfred of Wessex in the ninth century termed 'Christendom'.
 This now anonymous scholar had translated a four-century-old world history written in Latin by the Roman Christian writer Orosius. His audience of Anglo-Saxons were determined to unite themselves to the newly named society. The Catholic Church had gained official imperial status following Constantine I's capricious alliance with the bishops. Even when the institutions of the Roman Empire fell apart during the fifth and sixth centuries, the Church survived, and the Latin language and a shared cultural memory of imperial Rome became its property. In the 16th century, the Church's common allegiance to the pope was devastatingly challenged by a series of Protestant Reformations, but Protestants as much as those defending the old institutions of Catholicism saw themselves as fighting to perpetuate a version of Christendom as their best expression of Christianity.
 So to be European was to be Christian, yet Christendom was not and is not identical with Christianity as a world faith. Christendom represents a particular phase in Christian history, in which violence and coercion became an important part of the package. From the moment that Constantine bestowed his patronage on Christian bishops, the emerging Christendom reflected its Roman imperial alliance by becoming a militant and punitive version of religious practice that had little scruple in imposing Christian faith on the world. There were, it is true, examples of Christianisation without much coercion. Notable early successes occurred from the fifth century beyond the western bounds of the failing Roman Empire. In Ireland, Wales and Scotland as well as in Anglo-Saxon kingdoms, local versions of Christendom flourished beyond Christian elites, and re-exported their zeal for Christ back into mainland Europe. It's easy to assume that such a welcome to the new religion was common, but Pluskowski and Young both demonstrate that in much of Europe, especially in the north and east, it was not nearly so easy.
 Christendom's commitment to coercion was encouraged in the seventh century by the arrival of Islam, another monotheism from western Asia. Muslim territorial conquests as far west as Europe's Atlantic coast eventually threatened all of the former Roman Empire. Catholic defence of Christendom was hardening by the 11th century into an explicit belief that military action against the enemies of Christianity could equip a fighting man for salvation - a concept of crusade directly contradicting earlier Christian pacifism and condemnation of military service. Motives of defence easily shifted to glorying in aggressive warfare. During the 12th century this major about-turn in Christian thought gave rise to an unprecedented phenomenon: new orders of celibate monks who doubled as fighting men, or in medieval parlance, knights.
Pluskowski centres  his story on the rise and fall of one particular order of monastic crusaders from the 12th to the 16th centuries. The name Teutonic Knights reflected the fact that they came from the German-speaking parts of Europe. Like the Templars and Hospitallers before them, the Teutonic Order began building up estates in Europe to finance their part in freeing the eastern Mediterranean coast from Islamic rule, but as the crusader states of the Levant disintegrated in the 13th century, their lands back home took on a new significance. The Teutonic Knights made the most drastic adjustment of all the military orders: they staged a strategic withdrawal to their native Northern Europe to crusade for Christendom on its north-east frontier. Together with some lesser crusading variant orders, they created something unique in European Christendom: with papal approval, they became military rulers of territories both in Prussia and in Livonia (a region largely represented by the modern Estonian and Latvian republics). The populations in these two regions were neither German nor at that stage Christian, but their territories provided convenient springboards for attacks on the powerful and sophisticated polity of Lithuania, whose rulers and nobility resisted any move to Christianity. The knights' mission was always tangled up with their enterprise of bringing German settlers, language and lifestyle eastwards, and they never showed much energy in persuading their non-German subjects in Prussia or Livonia to embrace the Good News of the Gospel. Throughout these lands they have left a spectacular legacy of distinctively designed castles and newly founded German-dominated towns that still mark the landscape and are splendidly illustrated in both books under review.
 The Teutonic Knights refashioned the enterprise of crusading to please military-minded Europeans who were undeterred by earlier fiascos in the eastern Mediterranean and attracted by the relative accessibility of the Baltic coast. Their campaigns or 'journeys' (in German Reysen) offered authentic experiences of danger: a witness across the continent to Christian knightly heroism. They proudly named one of their most historically resonant urban foundations after an early and distinguished guest crusader, King Ottokar II of Bohemia (who reigned from 1253 to 1278): hence 'King's Mountain/Hill' or Konigsberg. One English casualty in the Baltic in 1368, probably at the siege of the Lithuanian stronghold of New Kaunas, was Sir Anthony de Lucy the Younger. He was returned for burial to a comparably bleak shore in a western land far away where paganism was long extinct, in his family's little priory church at St Bees in Cumbria. The wrapping in lead of de Lucy's body in Lithuania proved so effective in preserving the corpse that archaeologists opening his coffin in the Cumbrian priory ruins 45 years ago could look into his eyes and smell the pine pitch of his shroud. A few decades after de Lucy, another English crusader, Henry Bolingbroke, was clearly not worried that all the leaders he was fighting (at vast expense) were now actually professed Christians. Bolingbroke was demonstrating his knightly valour before all Christendom, in particular to those back in England increasingly infuriated by their distinctly unvalorous and self-indulgent monarch, Richard II. King Henry IV proved a more convincing ruler than Richard, and his time on the Reysen helped excuse his murderous usurpation back home.
 The Teutonic Knights' enterprise took three centuries to collapse under the weight of its own contradictions. The knights had many enemies besides those identified with the lively pre-Christian religious practice that was their official target: some of their opponents were equally authentic champions of Catholic Christendom. To their west was the Piast royal dynasty of Poland, long established in Catholicism and increasingly resentful of German cultural and military advance; the Piasts would have good cause to regret inviting the knights to help them fight pagan raids on Polish territories. To the north, Scandinavians had their own territorial and religious designs on the eastern Baltic seaboard well before the knights arrived. The 12th-century Danish monarchy showed a special enthusiasm for building monumental circular churches to remind its subjects of the sacred monuments in crusader Jerusalem. In the 1170s, Pope Alexander III had issued a bull encouraging Scandinavians to launch Baltic crusades, using language that for the first time hinted that it was a sacred task to force people to become Christians. From the east, another constant threat to the knights was the rival Christianity styling itself Orthodox. The medieval missionary ambitions of Orthodoxy had once stretched as far west as Iceland, and the Orthodox outlived the Teutonic Knights. Gradually the powerful and wealthy Orthodox city-state of Novgorod was eclipsed by the principality that began as Muscovy; after eliminating Novgorod, Muscovy transformed itself into the Russian Empire, all the while using Orthodox Christianity as an agent of its expansion, and viewing the Baltic as one promising area to annex. That enterprise has not ceased.
 Amid all this was the pagan dynasty of Lithuania, which had grown adept in playing off Christian powers against one another. In 1251 Grand Duke Mindaugas of Lithuania tried to contain increasing harassment from the Teutonic Knights by converting to Christianity; he even began building a cathedral in his chief city, Vilnius. Although a suitably gratified Pope Innocent IV upgraded Mindaugas's ducal title to that of king, the Christianising of Lithuania involved no wider programme of evangelism and it was followed within a decade by Mindaugas's assassination. His family seems to have contemptuously converted the cathedral into a roofless temple for traditional religion, open to the skies for the god of thunder. Popes and bishops were forced to tolerate the intricate variety of the Baltic: they reluctantly countenanced Lithuanian cremation ceremonies - anathema to well-instructed Christians - and agreed to the equivalent of a preservation order on sacred forests to protect them from Christian felling. The continuing vigour and political importance of the official Lithuanian cult was symbolised in 1338, when warring powers of all persuasions signed a treaty protecting Baltic trade routes. The signatories included Teutonic Knights from Livonia, vassals of the Orthodox duchy of Rus' and envoys of the Lithuanian king, all sealing the deal with their respective religious rites.
 A turning point for the region came in 1386-87, during the long and fruitful reign of Grand Duke Jogaila of Lithuania. If Paris was well worth a mass to King Henri IV, Jogaila both anticipated and surpassed Henri's strategic cynicism: his conversion to Catholicism won him not only plaudits from Pope Urban VI, but a potential second realm, since Jogaila was now an eligible husband for Queen Jadwiga of Poland, descendant of the Piast dynasty. After Jadwiga's death in 1399, Jogaila succeeded as sole Polish ruler, suitably Polonised for his new subjects by his name acquired in Christian baptism, Wladyslaw II Jagiello. The resulting union turned Poland-Lithuania into one of the superpowers of late medieval Europe, a player alongside France and the Holy Roman Empire. Jogaila's Lithuanian nobility observed these momentous events, brushed up their Polish small talk and readily followed their monarch's entrance into the Catholic Church. Snakes and sacred fire ceased to be part of the devotional urban landscape in Vilnius, though no one made much official attempt to convert the population at large.
 All this was disastrous news for the Teutonic Knights, as it robbed them of any justification for crusading and, in the end, any reason for existing. Their struggles against the conglomerate of Poland and Lithuania were marked in 1410 with the order's shattering defeat by a joint Polish-Lithuanian army, on a field between the villages of Tannenberg and Grunwald (Germans and Poles differ as to which village should lend its name to the occasion). Foreign adventurers would soon take note; so apparently did Our Lady, who from the beginning had been central to the order's pride and belief in its mission, but who now no longer delivered them victories. Already her services to Christendom were more urgently required in the Balkans against the growing threat from the Ottoman Turks. More fundamental than the humiliation of Tannenberg/Grunwald was the hollowing out of the Teutonic Knights' rationale, as papal sympathies veered towards Wladyslaw and his Christianised dynasty.
 The Poles provided a remarkable witness to the logic of changed times before the whole Catholic world when in 1414, the papally convened Council of Konstanz examined the rights and wrongs of the continuing crusader conflicts in the Baltic. The Polish lawyer and rector of the University of Krakow, Pawel Wlodkowic, boldly formulated the novel principle that unchristianised peoples had the right to be protected from forcible efforts at their conversion: 'All persons, whether faithful or infidels, are sheep of Christ, by virtue of their creation, even if they are not of the sheepfold of Christ.' The council found his propositions convincing, and refused to listen to counter-arguments from the Teutonic Knights about their exclusive rights of conversion. The case propounded by Wlodkowic anticipated by a century the troubled academic discussion in Southern Europe about the Indigenous peoples who suffered Iberian conquests in America. Spanish theologians and lawyers seem to have done their thinking with little reference to the earlier Polish-Lithuanian initiative, but Wlodkowic's case remains at the root of modern discussions of human rights and the right to freedom of religion. Notably, amid the bloodshed of the Reformation that was to come, the territories of Poland-Lithuania remained remarkably free of coercive violence in the name of Christianity, in contrast with the Reformations and Counter-Reformations further west.
 The Protestant Reformation was the delayed nemesis of the Teutonic Knights after a century of decay. Short of human resources after Tannenberg/Grunwald, the order had to pay mercenaries to do its fighting. A particular humiliation came in 1457 when the grand master of the knights lost his headquarters, the castle/monastery of Marienburg: furious at not being paid their wages, the order's garrison of mercenaries sold the magnificent complex to the merchants of the great trading port of Danzig (Gdansk). Marienburg (in Polish, Malbork) became a prized possession of the royal dynasty of Poland: the largest castle structure in Europe. The grand master ignominiously retreated to his city of Konigsberg in eastern Prussia, and was forced to recognise the annexation by the Polish Crown of even greater swathes of his western Prussian lands, now to be styled Royal Prussia. The annexed Prussians showed little nostalgia for their former masters. Many urban communities fostered by the Teutonic Knights were gleeful at the order's humiliation, which brought them the chance of self-government. In 1484, the town council of Riga celebrated acquiring the order's castle there by granting townspeople a free hand in its destruction: the speedy and thorough response was the last in a series of such demolitions across knightly territories.
 This was the depressing inheritance of Albrecht von Hohenzollern of Brandenburg-Ansbach, a north German nobleman appointed grand master of the order in 1511 at the improbable age of 21. It was not a hopeful time for the crusading ideal. A last flicker of northern crusading aspiration from the Scandinavian monarch Christian II, armed with a papal bull for reclaiming the lost colony of Greenland, ended before it began, while at the same time the proclamation of a crusade against the Ottomans in Hungary degenerated into horrific social chaos, with angry mobs turning murderously not on Muslims but on the Hungarian nobility and gentry who were failing to lead the crusade. Grand Master Albrecht's efforts at self-assertion against the king of Poland-Lithuania had no greater success. Then in 1522, travelling into the Holy Roman Empire in an unpromising search for new supporters, Albrecht became deeply impressed by the rapidly developing Reformation fomented by Martin Luther in Wittenberg. He found a startling solution to his dire situation: Luther detested the pope, but he also eloquently despised crusading.
 The grand master decided to embrace both propositions, no doubt mindful of the reality that there were now only 55 members of the order left in Prussia, when before Tannenberg/Grunwald there had been around seven hundred. In 1525, Albrecht reversed a century of hostility to Poland-Lithuania by swearing fealty to King Sigismund in Krakow, in return for recognition as secular duke of 'Ducal Prussia', a rump state of eastern Prussian territories (in a genealogical irony not unparalleled in the region, Albrecht and Sigismund were both descendants of King Jogaila/Wladyslaw). Europe's most recently created monarch was also the first to sponsor an official Lutheran Reformation; many rulers copied his example. Albrecht's foundation in 1544 of a university in Konigsberg was a new and specifically Protestant initiative to address the incomplete state of Christendom in Eastern Europe: a reproach to centuries of effort by the Teutonic Knights. The knights' territorial power was finally extinguished in 1561, when the sister-province of Livonia was secularised under its master now also turned duke, and followed Ducal Prussia into Lutheranism.
Young explores  the gradual but prolonged decline of non-Christian religion thereafter. Christian mission was hampered by the variety of contenders involved, Catholic, Protestant and Orthodox, whose mutual ill-will proved useful to those resisting conversion. Significantly, the major stage in the disintegration of 'paganism' came as Christendom itself began to dissolve in the 18th century. In Lutheran regions, 'Pietist' revival movements and the newly created Protestant identity of the self-styled 'Moravian Church' were both attempts to remedy the devotional deficiencies of the parish systems which Protestants had taken over from the papacy. Pietists and Moravians delved into the Lutheran past, looking for elements that had galvanised popular excitement in the Reformation, especially congregational hymn-singing and a sense of personal transformation in conversion. The pioneer Moravians were themselves gathered from all sorts of previous Protestant identities to start a new life in what was effectively a new Church, and they were mostly humble folk who wanted to spread the liberating joy that they felt.
 Above all, Moravians and Pietists realised what many previous aspiring missionaries had failed to understand: conversions are best made by personal contact in the mother tongues that make people laugh and cry, rather than preaching at them in the language of the powerful. Moravians were not afraid of extrovert expressions of emotion: they could delight in ecstasies and dancing at which official pastors looked askance, and which in the animist practice of many northern peoples had remained the prerogative of shamans. Effectively they were weakening the impulse to look to non-Christian customs to provide identity and a sense of self-worth. There were parallels in Roman Catholic parts of the Baltic such as Lithuania that were now absorbed into the Russian Empire: here Catholicism might equally now find itself a symbol of local cultural identity in the face of alien Russian overlordship and Orthodox religion. Between these various shifts in society, paganism found itself increasingly attenuated into an incoherent collection of customs, to be harvested by 18th and 19th-century antiquarians and folklorists.
 Over the last two centuries, both the Teutonic Knights and pre-Christian religion have enjoyed afterlives that it would be an understatement to describe as strenuous. In the battle to create national identities and nationalisms against a shifting background of northern European empires, contestants grabbed and misrepresented historic identities in a variety of conflicting narratives. Prussia was the most dramatic example, becoming a symbol for a particular sort of militarised German and Protestant self-identification where once the Prussian people had been neither Christian nor German. The Hohenzollern dynasty whose cadet branch had taken over Ducal Prussia as successors to the knights created a new military decoration for the Kingdom of Prussia in 1813: the Iron Cross, based on the Black Cross emblem of the order. The people of Prussia cherished the architectural heritage of the order within their newly manufactured German Empire after 1871. Imperial Germany readily christened its annihilation of the Russian Second Army in 1914 as a revisited and reversed battle of Tannenberg. Within ten years, it was celebrated by a massive victory monument on the Prussian plain, recalling the architecture of Teutonic Order castles.
 The Nazis took up these themes with enthusiasm, even as they murdered members of the surviving Teutonic Knights in Austria as part of their general war on the Catholic Church. The downfall of the Nazi state led to the demolition of the Tannenberg Memorial, but amid much destruction of the Prussian past and the expulsion of East Prussia's German population, the most pointed action was Stalin's calculated removal of Konigsberg from the European map. The city of the Bohemian King Ottokar, Duke Albrecht and Immanuel Kant was physically obliterated and its site renamed for Mikhail Kalinin. Its people are now Russians, in a fragment of East Prussia restyled the Oblast of Kaliningrad. Stranded amid the city's Soviet architecture, the former medieval and Lutheran cathedral of Konigsberg, discountenanced by a brand-new Russian Orthodox rival nearby, uncomfortably represents a lost historical narrative, though it may also encourage the present population to look beyond the distorted version of the past presented to them by the authorities in Moscow.
 After the barbarism and destruction in the eastern Baltic eighty years ago, these books conclude their stories with some fragile signs of hope. The European Union has encouraged participant nations to think of themselves in a broader and co-operative context. One symptom of this has been to turn archaeology away from bolstering crude national myths towards a genuine curiosity about the variety of the Baltic past. Post-1989 Poland in particular has put a heartening effort into restoring the many surviving monuments created by its former Teutonic Order foes, right up to the frontiers of the Kaliningrad Oblast, where Putin does his best to curb any curiosity about past history. Anglophone readers are doubly blessed with this pair of illuminating introductions to a region of Europe still unfamiliar to many. Young and Pluskowski reopen major questions not simply about religious history but about how history can be weaponised for good or ill.
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At the Movies
'The Stranger'
Michael Wood

1537 wordsAt the end  of Francois Ozon's film The Stranger, the narrator and hero makes a remarkable speech. He does the same, verbatim, in Luchino Visconti's 1967 movie, and in Albert Camus's novel L'Etranger, on which both films are based. But it means something different in each case and so becomes a sort of test or touchstone for the viewer or reader. A man sentenced to death says he has
opened myself to the tender indifference of the world. To feel it was so like me, in the end so brotherly, I sensed that I had been happy, and that I still was. So that everything should be completed, so that I should feel less lonely, I had only to wish that there should be many spectators present on the day of my execution and that they should greet me with cries of hatred.

We may need to stumble among the paradoxes for a while, but we can also do a little interpretative work. We could decide, for example, whether the man is deluded or onto something. How does he shift so quickly from tenderness to hatred? How can he have recognised so late in life that the world is tender and indifferent? Is it?
The novel doesn't answer these questions; neither do the films, but they trace a violent and complicated path in their direction. Ozon opens with a brief cameo of what comes later. A man is arrested and taken to a prison. He is pushed into a room full of other men, one of whom asks what he has done. He answers without hesitation.
Ozon then moves to where the novel begins, with the visit of a man called Meursault (Benjamin Voisin) to an old people's home for the burial of his mother. The place is eighty kilometres from Algiers; the screen is filled with sea and sand and long, unpaved roads. Meursault shows no sign of grief, only a mild annoyance at this interruption of whatever life he has. It's a beautiful day; in the novel he thinks that he would be enjoying a walk 'if it hadn't been for mother'.
Meursault continues to show a non-tender indifference to his mother's death, a performance that plays a large role when invoked during his trial. We might think he is in shock, but he makes clear that he would hate the idea. He doesn't want to see his mother one last time before the coffin is nailed shut because 'that isn't any use.' Of other rituals, he says 'that doesn't mean anything' and 'that's their business.' As the story continues, we realise that he is not unfeeling, but he does have a philosophy, timely if we think of the age of the novel, nostalgic or out of date in Ozon's movie. He thinks the people he calls 'the others' are entirely caught up in fakery and nonsense, and he likes to remind them of this. When his lawyer asks him about his supposed 'callousness' at the time of his mother's death he says: 'Of course I loved my mother, but really that doesn't mean much.' The lawyer says he shouldn't talk like that in the courtroom, and when Meursault says it's true, the lawyer in the movie says that the accused knows nothing of the French legal system. The lawyer in the novel is more extreme and more ironic. He says it's obvious that Meursault 'has never had any dealings with justice'.
This is where we enter the realm of what Camus liked to call the absurd. Meursault, in the novel, speaks of the 'absurd' life he leads. He also says: 'It's common knowledge that life is not worth living.' A man who killed another man for no reason is convicted for the wrong reason. How could this happen? In their way, the novel and the film both invite another question: how could it not?
We have seen bits of Meursault's life: where he lives in Algiers; who his neighbours are; how, despite his scorn for everything, he has good times with his girlfriend, Marie (Rebecca Marder). He says he doesn't love her, but he is prepared to marry her - if marriage doesn't mean anything, partaking of it doesn't mean anything either. Then the event arrives.
One of Meursault's neighbours, Raymond Sintes (Pierre Lottin), likes to beat up his mistress and yell at her. At one point the police are called and Meursault sides with Sintes. The girl's brother wants some kind of vengeance and, along with a friend, follows Sintes and Meursault to the beach one day. The two groups fight, but not seriously.
In the novel we get a curious first-person description. Meursault starts the day with a headache but it goes away. He begins to think he may actually marry Marie. When Sintes considers firing his gun at the men, Meursault counsels against it, citing an old-fashioned rule that says it's bad to shoot someone without provocation. He removes Sintes's gun from him and puts it in his own pocket. Later Meursault decides to take a walk on his own and returns to the scene of the fight. The girl's brother is still there and flashes a knife at him. Meursault takes this as an adequate provocation and tells us that 'everything began to reel before my eyes' and 'it all began.' He shoots the girl's brother once, and then four times more. The scene concludes with a post-hoc allegory: 'And each successive shot was another loud, fateful rap on the door of my undoing.'
I have been holding back one word, or piece of information, as the novel and movie resolutely do not. There are lots of moments when race is the first thing mentioned and no identification leaves it out. The mistress and her brother are Arabs, and when Meursault is asked about his crime he says: 'I killed an Arab.' If we step back into old norms, we may wonder about the subtext. Does he mean 'I only killed an Arab, so it isn't serious?' Moving to the topic of translation, we may note that 'etranger' with all its meanings moves easily into Italian, whereas in English we have to choose between 'stranger' and 'outsider', as Camus's translators have. And 'foreigner', as they haven't. The tangle is intense, but 'foreigner', the least elegant choice, could be the best one. A foreign language is 'une langue etrangere' in French. The foreigners would be the Arabs, even if they are native to the country. And Meursault would be a foreigner because he thinks he is alien to all other humans.
Returning to the tender indifference, Ozon's movie makes sense of its implications, as Camus doesn't try to, because he wants to keep options alive. And Visconti, for reasons of style and time and temperament, wants to go somewhere else. His movie is great, but it doesn't believe in tenderness or temperance. Both Camus and Visconti are romantics. Marcello Mastroianni is just the hero for them: crazy but consistent, the perfect rebel.
Ozon's reading releases a lot of wit in the text. At one point Meursault says: 'When something happens I prefer to be there.' At another point he explains to a visiting priest that he is not desperate, but afraid. None of this would work without Ozon's restrained and unloaded direction, and, above all, Voisin's amazing performance. Normally stage and film actors are asked to represent persons, but Voisin's Meursault is not a person. He is a ghost who makes occasional visits to the historical world. Voisin doesn't fret or frown; his almost handsome face has no expression. He enjoys the world sometimes, hates it mostly, but none of this is to be seen. Well, we see that we don't see it. This is a movie.
The argument with the priest (Swann Arlaud) who wants to save Meursault and his 'blind heart' is the high point of the film and lets us know what tender indifference means in one particular interpretation. It unpacks the potential energies of such a posture. The priest asks Meursault why he calls him 'monsieur' and not 'father'. Meursault gets rattled and tells the priest that he is not his father, he is 'on the others' side'. The priest denies this and promises he will pray for Meursault. Meursault erupts and attacks the priest, causing the prison wardens to intervene. Meursault is delighted (and angry) at the clarity of the priest's error and moves towards his own talk of tender indifference. All along, he realises, he has not been performing the resistance that so many have seen in him. He just wants to get away with doing what he likes without any interference from faith or custom or the law. He knows he can't do this, but it is the dream he wishes to live with. Or would live, if he wasn't going to be executed soon for a crime no one in his world cares about.
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I'm not sorry
Thomas Nagel

2807 wordsThe appearance  of a new ethical theory is a rare event, but it happened in 1982 with the publication of T.M. Scanlon's essay 'Contractualism and Utilitarianism'. Although he called his theory contractualism, Scanlon does not postulate an actual social contract between the members of a society, like Hobbes, or a hypothetical contract under imaginary conditions, like Rawls. Instead, he finds the foundation of morality in principles that reasonable people would find mutually acceptable. He holds that an action or policy is wrong if any principle that permitted it could be reasonably rejected by someone affected adversely by that principle. Whether such a rejection is reasonable depends roughly on a comparison between the burdens that the principle imposes on the rejector and the benefits it provides to other individuals, taken one at a time. (I'll say more about what this means below.)
 Scanlon's theory was fully developed in his book What We Owe to Each Other (1998) and extensive commentary and criticism have grown up around the work. The book also incorporated ideas about the problem of freedom and moral responsibility first presented in Scanlon's 1988 Tanner Lectures on 'The Significance of Choice'. He has never stopped thinking about these topics, responding to criticisms, modifying his views and offering additional arguments. Morality and Responsibility collects twelve essays - four on the general theory of morality and eight on responsibility - that reflect on his theories and the way they compare with the alternatives.
 Let me begin with the topic of freedom and responsibility, on which Scanlon holds distinctive and complex views. The traditional problem is this: we blame and punish people for the bad things they have done, which seems to presuppose that they have free will. But even if those actions were a result of their bad character, that character is ultimately caused, if we go back far enough, by biological, psychological and social factors over which they have no control. Whether the causal order of nature is deterministic or partly random, people do not create themselves. So how can it make sense to blame them for what they do? Punishment makes sense only as a deterrent, not as retribution, and feelings of condemnation and resentment towards a criminal are as out of place as they would be towards a tiger.
 Scanlon's response is complicated. First, he doesn't see how people can have free will, since this implies that 'our thoughts and actions are not all caused, ultimately, by factors over which we have no control.' Second, he believes that whether or not we have free will in this sense, retributive punishment is never justified, because it is never a good thing for someone to suffer, no matter what he has done. But, third, he holds that many forms of adverse treatment and negative attitudes can be warranted by the bad things a person has done and by what he is like, even though he is not ultimately responsible for his character. Most of our moral reactions and judgments of responsibility do not require free will in order to make sense.
 Instead of searching for a single general condition of moral responsibility, Scanlon argues, we should identify the kinds of change in treatment or attitude towards an offender that seem called for in each particular case, and determine whether they are appropriate in light of the breach in our relations that is revealed by the offender's conduct. Like anyone treating this topic, Scanlon is indebted to Peter Strawson's essay 'Freedom and Resentment' (1962), which drew attention to the unavoidability of 'reactive attitudes' like indignation and resentment towards people who have violated the terms of our human relations with them - relations we could not give up without ceasing to live a recognisably human life. We could not have friends, for example, without being vulnerable to feelings of blame and resentment towards a friend who betrayed us. But Scanlon emphasises other responses as well:
 1. Withdrawal of trust 
 2. Decreased readiness to enter into special relations such as friendship with the person 
 3. Decreased willingness to help the person with his projects 
 4. Decreased tendency to take pleasure in things going well for the person and to feel sad or regretful when they do not 

 These responses are appropriate whether the person has caused you personal harm or just violated the standards that apply to him as a member of the moral community - to which Scanlon believes all human beings belong. All these attitudes and exclusions impose costs on the offender, but they are morally justified not because it is good that he should suffer, but because what he has done, and what it shows about his indifference to the interests of others, makes it unreasonable or risky to treat him with the goodwill we adopt as a default towards decent people. Even if the relation is not ended (the universal moral relation, for example, cannot be), it will have to be modified.
 The fourth reaction listed above shows that Scanlon is not a saint, but he insists that it is distinct from a belief in retribution: 'Not being sad or regretful when something bad happens to a person [who has done wrong] is not the same thing as thinking it to be a good thing, or justified, that the person should suffer this fate.' In other words, we may not think, 'He got what was coming to him!' but only: 'I'm not sorry.'
 This is a fine line, but in Scanlon's view it has practical consequences. He holds that permissible alterations of feeling do not justify imposing suffering on the wrongdoer or acquiescing in it - only not caring about it. But I wonder. If you wouldn't regret a villain suffering as a result of his crimes, wouldn't you be inclined to acquiesce in his suffering, and decline to prevent it, even if you could? Scanlon seems genuinely immune to the retributive sentiment of wanting the wicked to suffer (except perhaps in the case of wicked fictional characters, as he suggests at one point), but it is a feeling that I suspect is natural to most people, and as Scanlon says in another context, desire always involves there seeming to be something good about the thing desired. It is not clear how we can settle the stark conflict between such feelings and his claim that 'it is never a good thing, morally speaking, for anyone to suffer, no matter what they have done.'
 However, if he is right about this, it changes the problem of the conditions of moral responsibility. Scanlon points out correctly that the main motive for seeking a condition of free will is that retribution makes no sense if a person's character is not under his own control. But the question of ultimate control seems irrelevant to other appropriate reactions to bad conduct and bad character because the person's conduct and character themselves have an effect on our relationship to him that finds morally justifiable expression in those reactions. Refusing help to a friend who has betrayed us does not entail an assumption that he is ultimately responsible for his character. It is just a natural consequence of his destruction of our friendship. Scanlon concludes that if retribution is never justified, the absence of free will is not a problem.
 What about legal punishment, not as retribution but in pursuit of deterrence and prevention? According to Scanlon, this introduces a different kind of responsibility. So far I have been talking about what Scanlon calls 'moral reaction responsibility', by which he means 'the conditions required to make forms of blame and other reactive attitudes appropriate'. But the conditions that make punishment appropriate fall under what he calls 'substantive responsibility', by which he means the conditions required for something a person does (or fails to do) to change his obligations to others and their obligations to him. Examples include making a promise, signing a contract, or undertaking a risk, as well as committing a crime.
 The conditions of responsibility in such cases are again not simple, according to Scanlon, but depend on the purposes of the governing practice or institution and the way it allocates benefits and burdens. Having a choice is important in most cases. Legal punishment imposes fines and imprisonment to deter people from harming others. But 'insofar as a policy of inflicting hard treatment on wrongdoers is justified this must be not only because it is an effective way to protect others from being wronged but also because this policy inflicts this treatment only on individuals who have had a fair opportunity to avoid being subject to it.' In most cases responsibility does not require actually making a choice. Having the possibility of choice is often enough, even if one fails to take advantage of it through carelessness or neglect.
 Let me move now to Scanlon's contractualist theory. We can see how it works in evaluating some principles proposed by Peter Singer in his paper 'Famine, Affluence and Morality'. One principle Singer offers is this: 'If it is in our power to prevent something very bad from happening, without thereby sacrificing anything morally significant, we ought, morally, to do it.' Singer gives the example of seeing a child who has fallen into a pond and is about to drown. Obviously it would be wrong not to rescue the child, even though it means wading into the pond and getting your clothes muddy. But Singer goes on to say that this same principle also requires us to donate money to famine relief to save the lives of people halfway around the world, if we can easily spare it. The application of Scanlon's theory to this case is straightforward: starving people in Bengal, whose lives could be saved for modest sums, could reasonably reject a principle that permits affluent Westerners to contribute nothing at all to save them - the gap between the costs to the former and to the latter is too great. So it is wrong for the affluent not to contribute to causes that help the destitute survive.
 But Singer doesn't stop there. He contends that this principle is too weak and that a much more demanding variant is necessary: 'If it is in our power to prevent something bad from happening, without sacrificing anything of comparable [my italics] moral importance, we ought, morally, to do it.' He believes this requires us to give until we are almost as badly off as the starving Bengalis. Scanlon's theory would not support this stronger principle: it would not be reasonable - taking into account the reasons on both sides - for the Bengalis to reject a principle that allowed the affluent to stop giving before they impoverished themselves. Even if there is not a sharp line between what is reasonable and what is not, this seems a clear example of the distinction, and provides a credible explanation of what is wrong with Singer's ultra-strong principle.
 Scanlon makes the same point in response to Derek Parfit's charge that his own theory is too demanding. Suppose that if you donated one of your vital organs to someone who needs an organ transplant, it would extend his life by many years and shorten your life by a few years. Parfit claimed that Scanlon is committed to the Greater Burden Claim - 'it would be unreasonable ... to reject a principle because it imposed a burden on you when every alternative principle would impose much greater burdens on others' - and that this implies that you are morally required to donate your organ. But Scanlon replies that if we think of this as a general principle, requiring us 'to decide what to do in every instance by comparing the benefits and burdens to everyone affected by our choice', it
 could reasonably be rejected because complying with it in general would have a paralysing effect on our lives ... We would not be able to give any preference to individuals towards whom we have special relations and would not be able to plan effectively to carry out any project, since other more pressing uses would be very likely to arise. 

 Scanlon's contractualism is a reductive theory in the sense that it explains moral rightness and wrongness in terms of more basic normative ideas that are not moral: the idea of what individuals have reasons to want and the idea of what it is reasonable for them to demand or reject, taking into account the reasons other individuals have. According to Scanlon, morality does not emerge when we take an impartial, impersonal perspective on humanity; it emerges from the one-to-one relation each of us has with each other individual. We can justify our conduct to others only if, while being primarily occupied with living our own lives, we nevertheless follow rules that take their interests and reasons into account, and don't give unreasonably disproportionate weight to our own. That is different from giving their reasons and ours the same weight. What is unreasonable is a matter of judgment: this is not a mechanical decision procedure, but an account of what we need to think about in thinking about moral questions.
Scanlon  believes that his reductive method is superior to the more common method of relying on our intuition about what is right and wrong in particular cases to determine the structure and boundaries of rights, obligations and duties (what he calls the question of content). Even if the results are similar, the test of what it is reasonable to reject helps explain those boundaries, often in subtle ways. It also explains why we have reason to care about the results (he calls this the question of acceptance): namely, because we want to be able to justify our conduct to others, appealing to their reasons as well as ours.
 There is a particularly interesting discussion of the question of acceptance in the essay called 'Ideas of the Good in Moral and Political Philosophy'. Scanlon shows that there is a tension between the values that guide individuals in leading their own lives and the more abstract and general values that figure in accounts of morality and justice. One example comes from Marx's discussion of religious toleration in 'On the Jewish Question', where he argues that political toleration of multiple religions is consistent with commitment to the truth of only one of them because toleration is held from the point of view of 'a citizen' and commitment from that of 'a man'. A committed believer is not motivated by the general value of 'religion', but a citizen must be. Although one can occupy both standpoints, they are in tension, since religious toleration puts limits on what can be done in the service of one's own religious convictions. Something similar can be said about the tension between one's commitment to one's friends and family and the abstract general good of everyone's being able to fulfil such commitments - which can set limits to what one may do for one's own. These tensions pose the question of acceptance: whether abstract general values have the authority to place moral or political limits on the claims of corresponding personal values.
 Scanlon's work is situated in highly contested philosophical territory. In my view, his interpersonal foundation for morality is more plausible than the impersonal foundation of impartial benevolence that is its main contemporary rival. He offers a persuasive explanation of what underlies many of the intuitions about individual rights, prohibitions and obligations that are often cited in opposition to utilitarianism.
 Scanlon's position on the subject of freedom and responsibility is sophisticated and coherent; it finds that nothing about the natural order of causation is incompatible with the ways we legitimately hold people responsible. I remain sceptical, partly because I continue to feel that the wicked should suffer, and that this makes sense only if they have some kind of free will, even though I don't have an account of what that is. Perhaps that retributive desire can be discredited as a retaliatory instinct instilled in us by evolution as a useful deterrent against aggression; but I do not find that such an explanation enables me to distance myself from the feeling and regard it as an evaluative illusion. I also can't rid myself of the idea that free will is part of my conception of myself as a rational agent and thinker, and is presupposed in my attitudes towards others. Without it, my view of them is hollowed out, even if I continue to interact with them as if they were more than parts of the natural causal order. Scanlon is certainly right that it is because humans can respond to reasons that we hold them, but not tigers, responsible. We differ, I suspect, in our views of what it is to respond to reasons.
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Mourning the Houseplant
Becca Rothfeld

3495 wordsMarlen Haushofer's  masterpiece, The Wall (1963), opens with the cessation of time, at least as humans mark and measure it. 'Today, the fifth of November, I shall begin my report,' the narrator writes, before correcting herself: 'I don't even know if today is really the fifth of November. Over the course of the past winter I've lost track of a few days.' She has also lost her watch.
For around two years - though who can tell precisely how long? - she has inhabited not months but seasons, not a regimented march of moments but a looser rhythm of labour and rest. More relevant for her purposes than dates are the fluctuations of the weather, the tasks that present themselves as urgent or distant, the warm periods that allow for the mowing of hay, the cold stints that consign her to the hunting lodge where she has taken shelter. Her companions are a bloodhound called Lynx, a cat she sensibly designates 'the cat', a couple of ill-fated kittens, and a cow called Bella, who eventually gives birth to a son, Bull. The narrator's existence has the fey quality of a fairy tale. But if there are elements of a childhood fantasy in The Wall, it also has a dystopian undercurrent. The narrator is secluded in the forest with her menagerie because, as far as she knows, she is the only surviving person on the planet.
The event that annihilated the rest of the world was sudden, unexpected and total. The narrator went to stay with friends at their hunting lodge in the country, decided against accompanying them to town for a drink and fell asleep. The next morning, she went to investigate their disappearance and could not reach the village. In her path stood 'something smooth and cool', 'something like a windowpane'. The people and animals on the other side were frozen, apparently dead, 'like something excavated from Pompeii'. So many choked, reticent 'somethings': the wall is obtrusively unnameable, and it never becomes any more legible. The narrator, a product of Cold War paranoia, assumes that it's 'a new weapon that one of the major powers had managed to keep secret'. Beyond this initial speculation, 'I didn't give too much thought to the wall,' she writes. There's the more pressing matter of survival to attend to.
The Wall is at once a pastoral and a work of horror, an uneasy synthesis of the two genres Haushofer mastered over the course of her career. Some passages echo her lush accounts of childhood, nostalgic enchantments that recall her own upbringing in the Austrian alpine hamlet of Effertsbach in the 1920s and 1930s. These books have tomboyish female protagonists with names that begin with M, like Marlen, and they are full of sensory details: jagged peaks, stabbing spires, the heaving of a panting dog. The best known of Haushofer's works in this mode is Nowhere Ending Sky, an autobiographical novel originally published in 1966 and translated into English in 2013 by Amanda Prantera. Now it is joined by its predecessor, The Fifth Year, a dreamy novella from 1952 that has been translated by Shaun Whiteside.
Nowhere Ending Sky and The Fifth Year are superficially different but essentially continuous. The heroine of the former is a mischievous girl called Meta; the heroine of the latter is a mischievous girl called Marili. Meta lives with her parents and her brother, Marili with her grandparents because her parents have died. In both families an indulgent father figure works as a forester, as Haushofer's father did, while an exasperated mother figure keeps house with an air of vengeful fastidiousness, as Haushofer's mother did. Haushofer's stand-ins are stuffed into scratchy woollen stockings and scolded for their lack of decorum, but they are also treated to various compensations: trees for climbing and streams for wading, rocks to be palmed and sweets to be pilfered.
The two books are most similar in the expansive swell of their narration. Both feature a child protagonist who is, improbably, neither precious nor twee. Haushofer adopts the unspoiled perspective of her characters, winding between the dull reality they share with their adult guardians and the magic of their private hours. Meta fends off a cavalcade of ghosts and carries on arguments with the creaking walls of her bedroom, while Marili fears the painting of Jesus on the wall (he has a habit of climbing out of his frame). Haushofer relates these foibles without judgment or scepticism. Time proceeds elastically, as it does for children, sometimes expanding into the restless boredom of rainy days, sometimes contracting into the haze of summer. Brief incidents, like the arrival of an acquaintance whom Meta suspects of sorcery, take pages, while weeks pass in the span of a single clause.
In these books, however, childhood bliss is edged with intimations of sorrow. When Marili detects the first traces of autumn, she laments: 'The time of free and mysterious roaming was over. Where had everything gone, and what would come after the long summer?' Marili's is an honest sadness, slightly comic, but admirable in its intensity. It is quite unlike the hollow, withheld sadness displayed by the adult narrators of Haushofer's other books, which are composed - one might even say assembled - in a cooler first person. These works include Haushofer's final novel, The Loft (1969), and Killing Stella, a brisk novella originally published in 1958 and recently translated into English by Whiteside.
Haushofer's tone of frozen horror is no less autobiographical than her hymns to her rural childhood (she often remarked that all her work was autobiographical). To those who knew her as an adult in the provincial capital of Steyr, her life must have seemed bland and orderly. In 1941, when she was 21, she married a soldier-turned-dentist called Manfred Haushofer and assumed the role of the dutiful housewife. Occasionally she assisted in her husband's dental practice; for the most part she cared for the couple's two sons. She began publishing stories in 1946 to supplement the family income, which the profligate Manfred had squandered on flashy cars. He showed no interest in her work, and when she died of bone cancer at 49 none of her neighbours had any idea that she had been a writer.
Anyone who bothered to read Haushofer's writing would have sensed how much her performance of normality cost her. 'It is the epitome of perfidy that one has to have one's teeth right up in one's head,' the protagonist of her second novel, The Jib Door, thinks, steeling herself for a dental appointment. Cruelty creeps into everyday banalities - even the routine workings of Manfred's business. Indeed, every semblance of tidy contentment cracks under closer inspection in Haushofer's life as well as in her work. One of the two children she raised as Manfred's was in fact the product of a pre-marital tryst, and her marriage itself was something of a farce: she divorced her serially unfaithful husband in 1950, only to marry him a second time in 1958, all unbeknown to their acquaintances in Steyr. In Vienna, which she visited often, she led a different life altogether. There she moved in literary circles and boasted of her own affairs. What the urbane woman in the capital had to do with the unassuming housewife in the provinces is difficult to discern. The two figures are as remote from each other as Haushofer's childish effusions are from her stony adult fictions.
What unites Haushofer's books about childhood and her books about adult disenchantment is the abrupt incursion of vicious men. In The Wall, the narrator discovers that she is not the last human alive when a man materialises in the pasture and kills Lynx and Bull with an axe. Before he has a chance to speak she shoots him, and his motives die with him. A similar episode occurs in The Loft when the narrator becomes mysteriously deaf and retreats to the countryside to recuperate. On one of her walks in the mountains, she encounters a man who speaks animatedly at her. He doesn't seem to mind that she can't hear him; on the contrary, he would prefer to make his confessions to someone who does not comprehend them. Their disturbing meetings come to an end when another of Haushofer's 'somethings' intrudes. The narrator refuses to name that something, just as she refuses to hear her mysterious interlocutor's explanation of his actions.
An obvious criminal like the one in The Loft would be out of place in Haushofer's childhood reminiscences, yet sinister men always lurk in the margins. In The Fifth Year Marili glimpses a beggar from the window of the attic, where she has unearthed a 'white porcelain cake basket'. 'Grandfather had talked to her so often about hidden treasures, and now she knew at last what it was like to have found one,' she thinks. She picks it up and is suddenly overcome by a longing to see the beggar's face. When she dashes down, clutching her treasure, what she finds repulses her: 'His mouth was like a big wound, full of bloody clefts and crevices, and pulled down low at the corners.' Like the murderer in The Wall, the beggar does not speak. Wordlessly, he snatches the cake basket and throws it 'at the nearest stone'. Then he 'tramps on through the grey rainy day'. Marili is so stunned that she develops a fever. By the time she resurfaces from her delirium, her childhood has become irrecoverable. Outside, it is snowing. 'Tomorrow it would snow again,' Haushofer warns, 'and all through the whole long winter.'
The central crime in Killing Stella is more subtle and gradual than the beggar's, but also more appalling. Its chief architect is Richard, the narrator's oppressively well-adjusted husband, who works as a lawyer inan unidentified town. He has the usual bourgeois vices: he's impatient of introspection, fond of red wine and prone to infidelity. His daughter - she is the narrator's daughter, too, yet she is more quintessentially Richard's - resembles him insofar as she is 'too healthy and happy to be truly loved'. The girl 'might as well have been the child of an acquaintance who happened to be visiting'.
The narrator is a brutal woman, contemptuous of family and friends alike. The only person she cares for is her son, Wolfgang. When the actual child of an acquaintance comes to stay with the family to take a course nearby, she ignores the girl: 'I had no idea if she had any real talents or skills.' Does the girl, Stella, have an inner life? The narrator isn't so sure. 'Sometimes,' she reports, 'I doubted that she was thinking anything at all.' Stella is beautiful in the dull, generic way that anyone young and healthy is beautiful, with a 'gleaming face' and 'blossoming flesh'. The narrator can only describe her charge in the bored and inattentive terms of someone who is not really looking.
Unsurprisingly, the girl's death doesn't disturb the narrator. She feels guilty, but only that she does not feel guiltier. Is she to blame for urging Stella to go out with Richard one night, then allowing her to go out with him again? She can't bring herself to care when Richard seduces the girl, although she knows she ought to. 'It would have been my duty to warn her, to scold or talk to her or at least try to comfort her,' she writes from the safe distance of the conditional mood. Then: 'I did none of that.'
Stella's unhappiness bothers the narrator only because it is indecorous, even gauche. The girl's 'sobbing in the night hadn't moved me at all', she writes. 'It had only revolted and confused me.' Meanwhile the death of a houseplant is 'a real worry', as is the fate of an orphaned baby bird. When Stella runs in front of a truck, the narrator cannot suppress 'a great sense of relief'. Now she no longer has to make small talk at meals - and Stella even had the decency to make the suicide appear accidental. The narrator regrets only that the teenage Wolfgang senses her culpability and asks to leave for boarding school.
Killing Stella is the most merciless of Haushofer's books, and the most blatant in its political implications. The narrator stops just short of asserting that Richard was a Nazi. He is, she writes, 'a considerate paterfamilias, a valued lawyer, a passionate lover, traitor, liar and murderer' - like so many of his compatriots. Yet the novella is not content to indict him and exonerate the rest of his family. After all, it's not called 'He Killed Stella', and the generality of its English title recalls the last line of another harrowing postwar Austrian novel, Ingeborg Bachmann's Malina (1971), which ends with the words 'it was murder' ('es war Mord'). This accusation is not addressed to anyone in particular and is therefore addressed to everyone who hears it.
The German title of Haushofer's novella is more direct and dares to say what the narrator won't. Wir toten Stella means, literally, 'We kill Stella.' Still, if Haushofer's 'we' evidently includes the narrator, it's not clear who else is implicated. 'We' could include Stella's mother, who palms the girl off on the narrator so that she can travel with a younger lover; it could include Richard's peers, who seem to abet his behaviour; it could even include the well-meaning Wolfgang, who doesn't intervene when he begins to grasp what is happening. It could encompass the whole town, the whole of Austria.
The world  occupied by Haushofer's youthful protagonists is in the process of deteriorating; the world occupied by her adult narrators has already deteriorated. Food tastes grey and artificial. 'Everything we eat has lost its flavour. Chicken, pork and veal taste like soggy dishcloths,' the narrator of The Loft complains. 'It's seemed to me for some years that our climate is gradually shifting,' the narrator of Killing Stella broods. 'Where are the blazing summers of my childhood, the snowy winters, and the hesitant, very slowly unfolding spring?' The windows of the house where she lives are 'gradually becoming more opaque', sealing her off from the outside world. The alienation of Haushofer's adult characters is personal: most of them fondly recall a childhood like their author's, 'a round, integral world that no longer exists', as the narrator of The Loft describes it. Their alienation is also historical. The narrator's husband, who served in the army during the war, takes a bite of veal stew and exclaims: 'Where the devil is that smell of corpses coming from?' In a world tainted by the excesses of civilisation, rot is unavoidable.
Haushofer's characters go wrong when they abandon their animal instincts in favour of social convention. In the 'round integral world' of youth, there is an easy continuity between the human, the animal and the inanimate. Meta befriends a barrel, a stone and a pear tree; she talks to the family dog and dreams that the cows and hens on the farm can speak. Marili has the same dream, holding long 'conversations with the rooster' all through the night. During the day, she is happiest when she hides in the barn and listens to 'the chewing of the animals and the thin sound of the streams of milk spraying into the pail'. The landscape, too, is alive to her: the burbling stream is 'friendly' and the species of drooping purple flower that dots the alpine meadows is 'the best friend' of all.
None of Haushofer's characters can quite adapt to adulthood. 'I am a monster,' the narrator of The Loft reflects, 'a monster that wants to stalk through the woods, free and alone, and cannot even bear so much as the touch of a branch on its skin.' It is her initiation into language that constricts her: she knows that we only name what we have already lost. Every morning she and her husband argue about how to classify the tree outside their bedroom window. He insists it's an acacia; she claims it's 'either an elm or an aspen'. What she really wants to tell him is this: 'I don't think it's very important to know the names of things as they're written in nature books.' What matters is the way things look, the way they feel. She relishes her final moments of fading consciousness before sleep encroaches because 'there's nothing in your head but images.' In the hours she spends in the loft, she sketches insects, fish, reptiles and birds. She is drawn to the visual: a name has nothing to do with its object; an image is at least isomorphic with what it depicts.
Drawing, then, is one way around the walls erected by language, the medium Haushofer both resented and depended on. 'One sits around a table and is - so many people, so many walls - far, very far apart from others,' she once told an interviewer. Walls of various kinds are present in almost all her writing. The deafness of the narrator of The Loft is one of them. In the woman's dreams, she and the agitated man from the mountains are 'shouting at one another through a wall of black glass'. The anger that interposes itself between Meta and her mother in Nowhere Ending Sky is 'a wall between mother and daughter'. But these walls are not always unwelcome. Once the narrator of The Loft can hear again, she has a dream in which she is running from someone she fears. Finally 'a partition comes down, hiding me from them and transporting me into a deep underground region where no one will ever find me, and I know I am safe.' 'To shut a door behind you,' the protagonist of The Jib Door says, 'what could ever be better?' Walls are a means of both entrapment and escape. Why else would the narrator of The Wall, who confronts the tallest and most impenetrable of all Haushofer's barriers, also be the most joyful of her characters?
The life of The Wall's protagonist is marred by tragedy, yet it is a life that suits her. When she thinks of her daughters, who no doubt lie immobile on the other side of the wall, she musters little emotion. 'I never mourned for them,' she says, 'only ever for the children they had been many years before.' When she meditates on her 'former life', she finds it 'unsatisfactory in all respects' - but she doesn't meditate on it very often, because she has too much to do to sustain her present life. The Wall should be boring, but the drama of survival it stages - the planting of potatoes, the annual gathering of cranberries - is engrossing and, for the narrator, as satisfying as vigorous exercise: 'Here, in the forest, I'm actually in the right place for me.' When she looks out over the landscape, she wishes she could sit there 'for ever, in the warmth, in the light; the dog at my feet and the circling bird above'.
In her introduction to the recent reissue Claire-Louise Bennett suggests that The Wall is about the perverse delights of solitude. But the narrator is not alone and the book is not about isolation so much as the pleasures of non-human company. To stand beyond language, Haushofer reminds us, is not necessarily to stand beyond community. 'The barriers between animal and human come down very easily,' the narrator thinks. She fears the final dissolution of these barriers, which is why she goes on writing. But she knows that she is already failing. 'I haven't written down my name,' she observes. 'I had almost forgotten it, and that's how it's going to stay. No one calls me by that name, so it no longer exists.' The end of the document we are reading is crammed onto her only remaining piece of paper. Without even a hypothetical reader, she will be without anyone to share her language, and therefore without language altogether.
At last she has returned to the immediacy of childhood, the immediacy of her animal companions. The narrator observes that these creatures live 'without fear and without hope'. This is, of course, the way children live. In the winter Marili 'felt as if nothing had ever existed but snow'; in the summer she could no longer 'believe that it had ever rained or snowed'. She is submerged in the present. 'Past and future washed around a little warm island,' Haushofer writes, 'the here and now.' The Wall begins with the end of time and concludes with the end of speech. The world is 'young, untouched and very beautiful and terrible'. There is no longer anything to say.
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Summons from a Witch
Emily Berry

2694 wordsIt's  a sorry situation when the most repeated fact about someone's life is that a famous person was best man at their wedding. Dylan Thomas did the honours for Lynette Roberts and her groom in 1939, wearing a 'smart brown suit' he borrowed for the occasion. 'I carried wild flowers and gave Dylan a bunchful of wild flowers for his lapel,' Roberts recalled. 'Vernon Watkins's trousers were draped around his shoes.' Thomas had promised to return the suit 'unegged, straight after the wedding', though in the event he kept it. 'She's a curious girl,' he said of Roberts, when he wrote to Watkins asking for the loan of the suit, 'a poet, as they say, in her own right, with ... all the symptoms of hysteria' - a bit rich coming from Thomas.
Roberts published two collections with Faber under T.S. Eliot's editorship: Poems in 1944 and Gods with Stainless Ears in 1951, though the latter was written first. She recalled visiting Eliot at the Faber offices in 1948 with her two small children, Angharad and Prydein, who 'were both impossible. They spat on the floor and tore up the jasmine and pamphlets of paper, they cried and fought. Mr Eliot's approach to them was maternal and apart from one or two considerations which prove this we spoke above their heads and through this frightful din.'
A Letter to the Dead, edited by Patrick McGuinness and Charles Mundye, is a new edition of Roberts's Collected Poems; the first was published in 2005, ten years after her death, at which point her work had been out of print for decades. (There was an earlier attempt to put out a Collected in 1998, edited by John Pikoulis and published by Seren, but it seems the introduction was not approved by Roberts's family and the book was pulped.) This new edition, with 65 freshly unearthed poems, is three centimetres thick (exactly the same as the copy I have of Thomas's). It seems a fair size for someone who stopped writing in their forties.
Roberts has been embraced as a Welsh or Anglo-Welsh poet, but her heritage is more complex. Though Wales was her richest source of inspiration, her perspective in the poems is generally that of an outsider. Her poem 'Lamentation' begins: 'To the village of lace and stone/Came strangers. I was one of these/Always observant and slightly obscure.' The last phrase provides a neat, if limited, summary of Roberts's work. Born in Buenos Aires in 1909 to Australian parents of Welsh descent, she spent part of her childhood in Argentina and part in the UK, where she attended a boarding school in Bournemouth following her mother's death when she was about to turn fourteen. Roberts moved to London in the 1930s, where she met her future husband, the Welsh poet and editor Keidrych Rhys, at a Poetry London event. (Rhys had been christened William Ronald Rees Jones, but renamed himself after a river near his home.) After their wedding the couple moved to the village of Llanybri; they would divorce a decade later. For a period Roberts found herself living in a caravan with two toddlers in a graveyard in Laugharne, the town that Thomas had fictionalised as Llareggub ('bugger all' backwards) in Under Milk Wood. After that she moved back to England, where she lived for the next twenty years, before returning to Wales. 'You have a Welsh name, are you Welsh?' Rhys had asked her when they first met. 'I don't know,' she replied.
A stranger in Llanybri, Roberts immersed herself in the village's way of life. Her imagination was captured by its people, creatures (birds in particular), landscapes and rhythms. Diaries, Letters and Recollections (2008), also edited by McGuinness, includes her diary of the war years, a fascinating historical document in which she relates learning to weave straw rope, stack sheaves and make pele, or cwlwm (anthracite dust mixed with clay that was used as fuel). These anthropological descriptions are interspersed with thoughts on subjects as varied as bulls, coracles (on which she published an essay) and the importance of ventilation in the prevention of tuberculosis; lists of flowers ('Spurge, Self Heal, Ramping Fumitory ... Common Agrimony, Hairy Willowherb, Lady's Bedstraw'); and character sketches of villagers. Particularly delightful is a farmer called Jack Vaughan, who was said to enjoy dousing himself with perfume: 'Oh, he's a terror for scent, Mrs Rhys. Always going at Muriel's bottles and shaking it over himself before he takes out the cows. Lavender is what he likes best or Carnation.'
Roberts brings this variety of modes to her poetry too, merging an ethnographer's impressions with something more playful, as in her best-known work, 'Poem from Llanybri'. Originally written for her fellow poet Alun Lewis, with whom she had a romantically charged correspondence, it extends to its addressee an invitation to 'come my way', promising an itinerary of local specialities during his visit:
                                                At noon-day
I will offer you a choice bowl of cawl
Served with a 'lover's' spoon and a chopped spray
Of leeks or savori fach, not used now,
In the old way you'll understand.

This combination of the simple and eccentric is typical of Roberts's poems, in which an idiosyncrasy of expression complicates what might otherwise seem straightforward. Her attention to the particularity of sensory experience ('a fist full of rock cress', 'the valley tips of garlic red with dew'), along with her ear for local speech patterns, gives the speaker strange authority; the invitation has the quality of an enchantment, like a summons from a witch.
Roberts knew there was no such thing as a free gift. In her diary she commented on the neighbourliness of villagers (who would bring 'trays of food ... or bowls of "cawl"' for anyone ill), remarking that 'the neighbour is usually the most helping friend: but if I am truthful, as I must be, it is also partly because the neighbour sees that she, too, might have a "turn" and require help.' Given that 'Poem from Llanybri' was conceived as part of a correspondence, it's not hard to see that its offering is also a request for reciprocation, and that beneath the charm of its address there's an unspoken imperative: loneliness.
Rhys was often away (he had been called up in 1940 and after going AWOL from the army was moved to the Ministry of Information), so Roberts spent a lot of time alone. 'Then I'll do the lights, fill the lamp with oil,/Get coal from the shed, water from the well,' she writes in 'Poem from Llanybri', imagining herself accompanied in what must at times have been a hard daily routine:
A sit by the hearth with blue flames rising,
No talk. Just a stare at 'Time' gathering
Healed thoughts, pool insight
[...]
You must come - start this pilgrimage
Can you come?

'I feel wretchedly lonely,' Roberts wrote in her diary in August 1942. She believed there was 'malicious talk' in Llanybri suggesting that she was a spy; the village children had started throwing stones at her and 'a young boy kicked my dog in the stomach ... just to get at me.' Her poem 'Raw Salt on Eye' draws on this experience. Llanybri, no longer welcoming, has become a 'stone village', the villagers a 'hard people' and the cosy hearth depicted above is now a 'cold grate'. Roberts was certainly very interested in the villagers and their habits, but her 'spycraft' had more benign ends. Many of her poems are infused with a vicarious nationalism (though, as McGuinness notes, this is accompanied by 'her cosmopolitan's idealisation of the simple life'): 'Here a perfect people set - on red rock,/White and grey as gull met/Pure to plough,' she writes in 'Broken Voices' (an attempt at an englyn, a strict Welsh poetic form). Meanwhile 'Fifth of the Strata' predicts:
And before tomorrow
England will be
For thousands of years
Lying below us
A submerged village.

'We must uprise O my people,' she exhorts the reader in Gods with Stainless Ears, a rallying cry to the Welsh to shake off melancholy and break into song or dance:
                                                        Though
Secretly trenched in sorrel, we must
Upshine, outshine the day's sun
[...]
And with cuprite crest and petulant feet
Distil our notes into febrile weeds

Subtitled 'A Heroic Poem', this book-length, five-part work is an impressive, if at times bewildering, synthesis of modernism, sci-fi and war poetry. It follows a gunner and his girl through a series of ensemble scenes, somehow seen from above - in fact, Roberts pictured the poem being filmed. At one point the protagonists drift through 'the strata of the sky'. 'Strata' is an important word for Roberts, indicative of the geological and cosmic scope of her work. In Gods with Stainless Ears such reaches - 'I contented in this fourth dimensional state' - provide solace from the realities of war and its aftermath: 'a hard and new chemical dawn'.
Eliot found the manuscript of Gods with Stainless Ears 'stiff going', and his decision to publish a volume of Roberts's short poems first makes sense. Reading the book is like taking an arduous trek through dense foliage, which occasionally opens out into spectacular views. I would be slumped in my chair, puzzling over esoteric allusions, when a sparkling fragment of language made me sit up. There's the Wallace Stevens-esque: 'Leaf feathers of the white-eyed woodpecker/Spangled with lime leaves, wearing the/Chuckling red hat!' Or how about: 'A shark wind teethes,/Strips fields; striating black fullstops under hedge.' Or: 'Let the whaleback of the sea/Fall back into a wrist of ripples, slit,/Snip up the moon sniggering on its back.' And what to make of this absurdly overblown description of a herb garden?
Corymb of coriander: each ray frosted
Incandescent: by square stem held, hispid,
And purple spotted. Twice pinnate with fronds
Of chrome. Laid higher than the exulted hedge;
By pure collated disc of daisy glittering
White on a red powdered stem. By cusp of leaves
Held low to ground; this coriander cane,
Colonnade of angelica, chervil, fennel,
Parsley, aniseed, caraway, yarrow,
All kitchen's frescade culled and tied away.
By this eyelet and low fieldfare herbs are
Accentuated; engraved and brought to light.

I doubt anyone has referred to a hedge as 'exulted' before. (Marvell, possibly.) Yet somehow the poem's linguistic excess becomes more and more appealing. One begins to enjoy the grandiosity, the extravagant chewiness of Roberts's language. It starts to seem right that 'the flowers of the field' should be elevated in this way, ornately framed and displayed: 'engraved and brought to light'.
Roberts loved obscure words and was not shy about using them. Over the course of two pages, I had to look up 'corymb', 'cymes', 'chyles', 'cuprite', 'gault', 'zebeline', 'tamarisk', 'neumes' and 'whimbrel'. Where else, you might ask, can a person make such liberal use of exotic words, if not in a modernist poem from the 1940s? But even Eliot had his doubts about these lexical pyrotechnics. In an editorial query about 'Poem' (an excerpt from Gods which also appeared in Roberts's first book), he remarked that 'the words plimsole, cuprite, zebeline and neumes seem to exist but I think that bringing them all into one short poem is a mistake.' Roberts held firm. In a preface to the long poem, she wrote that 'the use of congested words, images and certain hard metallic lines are introduced with deliberate emphasis to represent a period of muddled and intense thought which arose out of the first years of conflict.' This is fair enough, but one gets the impression that Roberts's approach was sometimes that of a too-prescriptive parent: her ambitions for a poem were often in danger of overwhelming it.
In  a radio talk reproduced in McGuinness and Mundye's appendix, Roberts recalls that an editor once asked her to change the phrase 'corrugated roof over their cultured hut' because 'it was so ugly. He did not see that that was the purpose of the whole poem.' She is referring here to 'The New World', one of several poems in her first book that draw on her memories of South America. 'Royal Mail', another of these, is a homesick poem comparing the vivid colours of her childhood with 'this damp and stony stare of a village': 'I would see again Sao Paulo:/The coffee coloured house with its tarmac roof/And spray of tangerine berries.'
Roberts did 'amazing things with colour', the painter Sheila Healey once said. She had been to art school - several of her paintings are included in A Letter to the Dead - and trained to be a florist in the 1930s with Constance Spry. One may not think of Wales, with its 'rain and interminable mist', as having a particularly vibrant palette, but Roberts's radiant images show otherwise. Light infuses her work, sometimes to an otherworldly degree. She wrote an essay on Welsh architecture in which she described the country's 'magnesium light': 'a light which glazes every building, stone and tree, and I hope I may be forgiven if I say a few words about it'. She also said plenty about it in her poems. 'Who polished this day? String of mackerel and glue/Sized and scoured sky to its finest grain of blue,' she writes in 'Thursday September the Tenth', a poem that picks out a day's gleaming edges through a series of painterly impressions: 'Meat cover on slab of slate prosecuting inkstand/Cold basin and porcelain plate. Day's bristol shine: a band/Of empty beer bottles, wine jars green for thirst.' McGuinness, in his introduction, compares Roberts's 'poetic aerial views' with the paintings of Eric Ravilious, and that sense of panoramic scale is evident in much of her work. But if Ravilious's colours are muted, or bleached by light, Roberts's light seems to intensify colour. Her earliest visions in South America - 'the brilliance of its sky' and 'the hot mood/Blazing from the drooping noon' - seem to have been rekindled by the 'blue-life-mist rising from the flaming earth' of the Welsh landscape.
Although Roberts's work shows modernist influences, it has also been situated within the 'naive' or folk tradition. For all the cerebral vigour of her poems, there's a kind of artlessness to them. In 'A Letter to the Dead', a poem addressed to Thomas, she recalls his advice to 'think of myself, to go abroad/And over the bounds with my poetry: to care not a fig/Pig or jig for anyone'. She was very much doing her own thing. How many women were writing war poetry in the 1940s? In Gods with Stainless Ears, she writes:
                                                REMEMBER AGAIN
BLOOD IS HUMAN. BORN AT COST. REMEMBER THIS
ESPECIALLY YOU TAWDRY LAIRDS AND JUGGLERS OF MINT

That brief, powerful phrase 'BORN AT COST' alludes to her experience of miscarriage in March 1940 but also to the gendered insult of war: male violence destroying the work of women who have laboured to bring human beings into the world. 'And They Had for Their Grave Plague Bones Ground to Dust', which opens with a graphic depiction of human destruction, offers this observation:
From the futility and comedy of war,
stiffen our sight that we may adjust
ourselves to this terrible truth:
(the universal truth suffered by all at war).
Against the farcical rendering of
'few casualties ... little damage done'?
        My God.

Roberts suffered a breakdown in the mid-1950s, from which she never fully recovered; she was diagnosed with schizophrenia and hospitalised several times. She became a Jehovah's Witness and stopped writing, taking 'no further interest in her work or literary reputation', McGuinness notes. But her abandonment of poetry need not be seen as tragic. As Roberts wrote in her diary in 1939, 'Keidrych says I have some funny ideas about poets. I have. I think good real living is more important than spreading yourself on paper.' She died of heart failure at the age of 86, having suffered a heart attack in hospital the previous year. She'd been admitted after falling and breaking her hip while dancing.
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Sword's Edge
Nicholas Higham

2365 wordsThe British  royal family traces its descent from the Norman Conquest; the numbering of monarchs dates from 1066. That Charles III's great-uncle was the eighth King Edward, for instance, ignores Edward the Confessor, despite William the Conqueror claiming the throne as his kinsman as well as by his royal gift. From this perspective, the kingdom of England began in 1066. In other respects, it was already in existence. In the earlier Anglo-Saxon period, a king was determined by his people, not his territory. Physical boundaries, such as the Mercian frontier with Northumbria on the Mersey ('boundary river'), were recognised but Bede's Ecclesiastical History of the English People, completed in 731, refers only to kings of peoples, never land. And both kings and peoples might migrate, as the Gewisse tribe did from the Thames Valley to Winchester, becoming the West Saxons. The kingdom of England was a kingdom of the English.
The status of the English as a single people wasn't unproblematic. Archaeological evidence shows immigration from many parts of Northern Europe, and Bede supposed that several Germanic tribes were involved, resulting in Saxon, Jutish and Anglian settlers. He considered them all English (Angles) in some sense, united by language and obedience to one archbishop at Canterbury (York was not permanently established until 735). Welsh and Gaelic writers similarly treated all Germanic incomers as one people, using the Latin Saxones (hence Saeson in Welsh, Sasunnach in Gaelic). This sense of a single people found occasional expression in diplomacy: the Kentish AEthelberht was addressed by Pope Gregory as 'king of the English' (c.600), and Oswiu of Northumbria by Pope Vitalian as 'king of the Saxons' (c.666).
Had those papal letters been our only evidence, we might have supposed a unified English kingdom existed in the seventh century, but diverse evidence reveals that the passage from competing regional kingships to a single king was neither speedy nor predictable. The earliest kings provided leadership for local groups of warrior farmers. The princely burials and great halls that appear in the archaeological record from around 600 mark the elevation of a small number of leading families to the status of regional kings. These kingships varied in scale. An enigmatic seventh-century document known as the 'Tribal Hidage' lists peoples by the estimated number of tribute-paying families, with totals varying from three hundred to a hundred thousand (the West Saxons). Over time, minor kingships were suppressed by more powerful neighbours, their kings relegated to the aristocracy or dispossessed in favour of externally appointed ealdormen or reeves. Looking back to the seventh century, and invoking the emperors of the Roman world, Bede referred to the apex of the kingly pyramid by the term imperium. The more powerful (such as Oswiu, king of the Northumbrians) also established their hegemony over the Welsh, Scottish and Pictish, seeing themselves as rulers of the entire island.
At the end of his Ecclesiastical History, Bede acknowledges the Mercian supremacy over southern England. That just two kings ruled Mercia for a total of eighty years (AEthelbald from 716 to 757, then Offa from 757 to 797) facilitated the consolidation of territory and the expansion of their direct rule into parts of Wessex and across the South-East. One of AEthelbald's diplomas, dated 736, recorded a grant he had made as 'king not only of the Mercians but also of all provinces which are called by the general name "South English"'. The historian Frank Stenton, writing in 1943, supposed that the Mercian kings made a 'great advance towards the unity of England', though scholarly opinion has since rowed back, seeing them as more interested in personal power than state-building. Even so, the archaeologist Max Adams argues that England might have formed around a dominant Mercia, had other factors not intervened. Charlemagne's letter to Offa, written in 796, addressed him as merely 'king of the Mercians', but Offa's Dyke surely reinforced a sense of England and Englishness by shutting out the Welsh.
Viking raids began in the 790s and increased in scale and intensity throughout the ninth century. Warfare was a royal responsibility, but only the Northumbrians, Mercians, West Saxons and East Angles had kings. Offa's son and heir, Ecgfrith, died only a few months after his father, collapsing the Mercian dynasty (Offa had cleared away most potential rivals). The ensuing succession crisis allowed a West Saxon king, Ecgberht, to free himself of Mercian overlordship and establish his own supremacy, absorbing the small kingdoms of the South-East into a greater Wessex. For the first time, one dynasty controlled all England south of the Thames. But then, as the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle records, a 'great heathen raiding-army' arrived from Scandinavia in the mid-860s, destroying the East Anglian and Northumbrian kingships and repeatedly invading Wessex and Mercia. King AEthelred of Wessex and King Burhred of Mercia drew closer in the face of this threat, but after AEthelred's premature death in 871, Alfred, his brother and heir, bribed the Danes to leave. It may have been the resulting pressure on the Mercians, as much as the temporary ending of West Saxon assistance, that led Burhred to flee to Rome in 874. Coins depicting his successor, Ceolwulf, and Alfred side by side (the so-called 'Two Emperors' style) imply that co-operation resumed, but the Vikings took over the wealthy and well-populated eastern Midlands (the Danelaw), leaving Ceolwulf in control of only western Mercia. His reign ended after five years.
That Ceolwulf was recognised as king is consistent with his issuing coins. London, where Mercian coins were minted, repeatedly fell to the Vikings, but Alfred recaptured it in 886 and passed it to Ceolwulf's successor, AEthelred, whom he married to his eldest daughter, AEthelflaed. While Alfred's son-in-law ruled western Mercia as if he were king, no coins were issued in his name, his diplomas employed only lower-status titles and the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle refers to him as 'ealdorman'. New coins were issued with Alfred as sole king. His early diplomas depicted him as king of the West Saxons or Wessex, but from the 880s he was experimenting with such titles as king of 'the Saxons', 'the Angles and the Saxons' and 'the Anglo-Saxons'. He claimed to rule all the English not under Danish lordship and made efforts to shore up God's support for his people by founding new religious houses and reviving education and learning. He encouraged the translation of works from Latin into English (including Bede), which provided a chronicled English history (the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle) capable of validating his family's rise to power. He also commissioned a biography of himself (modelled on that of Charlemagne) from Asser, the learned Welshman he appointed bishop of Sherborne.
While Alfred was undoubtedly less successful on the battlefield than his chroniclers claimed, his refusal to recognise AEthelred as king set in motion the slow process of national formation. The succession of his son, Edward the Elder, was initially challenged from within the family, but seems to have been acknowledged by AEthelred. Together, they brought the Danelaw to heel. After AEthelred died in 911, his widow, AEthelflaed, ruled as 'Lady of the Mercians' until her death in 918, by which point the Vikings had either surrendered or been forced back north of the Humber. Edward then took over Mercia, establishing his own direct rule there, a transition made easier by the lack of a male heir to the Mercian throne (AEthelflaed and AEthelred's daughter was probably placed in a West Saxon nunnery) and the long-standing presence at the Mercian court of AEthelstan, Edward's eldest son.
When Edward died in 924 his superiority had also been recognised, to some extent, by the rulers of the Welsh, Scots, Northumbrians and Irish Norse. Even so, there was no guarantee that the union of Wessex and Mercia would endure. AElfweard, his eldest son by his second wife, took Wessex, while AEthelstan secured the Mercian kingdom where he had been raised. It was only AElfweard's death, weeks after his father, that allowed AEthelstan to rule over both kingdoms. The hostility he experienced at Winchester suggests his father had not intended this outcome. Opposition focused on Winchester, particularly around its bishop, and there are even hints that a coup might have been planned; if so, that came to nothing. AElfweard's only full brother, Edwin, died a few years later in circumstances which cast suspicion on AEthelstan. It may have been an attempt to heal rifts within the royal family that led AEthelstan not to marry: after his death in 939, the throne passed to Edmund, his much younger half-brother from his father's third marriage.
AEthelstan's  reign is the focus of David Woodman's excellent new monograph, The First King of England, which posits this period as the crux of England's formation. AEthelstan's reign was particularly significant for his takeover of Northumbria. As Stenton noted, this was the first time 'a king supreme throughout southern England had come to rule in York.' It was, however, somewhat fortuitous. A few months after he had united Wessex and Mercia, AEthelstan married his sister to the Norse leader Sihtric, previously the ruler of Dublin and at that time 'king of the Northumbrians' in York. The wedding took place at Tamworth, Mercia's royal centre, which implies AEthelstan was the greater of the two, but Sihtric is not recorded as recognising AEthelstan as his superior. This was, therefore, a marital alliance between neighbours who were less than equal, but not critically so, offering peace in the short term and perhaps the prospect of AEthelstan's nephew eventually attaining the Northumbrian throne. Sihtric died just a year later, at which point AEthelstan seized York (there are parallels with his father seizing Tamworth through right of his sister), faced down a challenge from the Irish Norse and made himself king there. A meeting took place at Eamont, near Penrith, on Northumbria's north-west frontier, where the Welsh, the Scots and the English rulers of northern Northumbria recognised his supremacy. Thereafter, AEthelstan adopted the title 'king of the English' and his coins proclaimed him rex totius Brittaniae.
In 934, AEthelstan led a raiding army deep into Scotland, his fleet supposedly reaching as far as Sutherland. The Scottish king, Constantine, allied himself with the Irish Norse and launched a retaliatory raid into England in 937, only to be bloodily defeated by a West Saxon and Mercian army at Brunanburh (probably Bromborough, on the Wirral). This victory was celebrated in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle with the rare incorporation of an Old English poem written to laud the success: 'Never yet in this island/was there a greater slaughter/of people felled by the sword's edges.'
In the aftermath, AEthelstan tightened his grip on Britain's peripheries. He required subordinate kings to attend royal assemblies deep inside southern England (hence their appearance on witness lists), demanded tribute from Wales and denied the Cornish the right to inhabit Exeter, pushing them beyond the Tamar. Such was AEthelstan's stature that leading Continental families sought (and gained) alliance with him, establishing an unprecedented network of foster-sons and in-laws, from Scandinavia to the Alps. He was well known as a collector of relics and religious texts and as a generous patron of churches, clerics and monasteries. His is the first manuscript portrait of a ruler to survive in England, showing an offering he made to the shrine of St Cuthbert on his way to Scotland in 934. The expansion of his rule across England also seems to have prompted the development of a chancery, responsible for documenting grants, and his introduction of large assemblies drew the great and good from across the enlarged kingdom and beyond. All diplomas surviving from the period 928-35 were written by one hand; their novel use of language and the length of their witness lists suggest efforts had been made to adjust to the reality of wider rule. While his grandfather, Alfred, had revived the practice of issuing law codes, AEthelstan was by far the most industrious legislator his dynasty had produced, responsible for six in all.
Was AEthelstan the first true king of England? Support can be found in diverse places. Geoffrey of Monmouth's imaginative History of the Kings of Britain (c.1135) ends with the Saxons controlling all England, 'led by AEthelstan, who was the first of them to wear its crown'. His near contemporaries, William of Malmesbury, Henry of Huntingdon and Geoffrey Gaimar, were of a similar view - and have proved more reliable. But AEthelstan dropped from favour thereafter, with Alfred's reputation out-performing other members of his family, in large part due to his prominence in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle. Sellar and Yeatman's 1066 and All That jumps from Alfred (mixed up with King Arthur) to AEthelred (AEthelstan's great-nephew), omitting AEthelstan entirely. When Eric John surveyed the tenth century for The Anglo-Saxons (1982), he focused on Edgar, AEthelstan's nephew. Since then, attention has shifted to Alfred's achievements, and those of his son Edward the Elder, with Michael Wood alone making the case for AEthelstan. Only in the last two decades has AEthelstan come to the fore again, with monographs by Sarah Foot, in 2011, and now by Woodman, which focus on his reign, assess his record and examine his legacy.
England's emergence is probably best seen as occurring over a period far longer than a single reign, with many different figures contributing to its formation. A kingship of the English was promoted by several West Saxon kings but there is no reason to think it universally popular. Norse rulers recovered York after AEthelstan's death in 939 and also seized northern parts of the Danelaw. The last Viking ruler of York, Eric Bloodaxe, was killed in 954. The rule of Mercia was detached from Wessex from 957 to 959, and the same split occurred when Edmund Ironside divided England with Cnut in 1016. For several generations, the nascent English state was only a defeat away from disintegration, and that was the preferred outcome among many sections of the nobility. Partition was a normal means of managing inheritance, after all, allowing a king to separate out kingships for the benefit of several sons (as Edward the Elder probably intended). That England would ultimately become a single kingship must often have seemed unlikely; to some, it was also unwelcome.
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Samurai Suits
Ben Walker

775 wordsIn  1598, shortly before his death, the Japanese leader, Toyotomi Hideyoshi, established the Council of Five Elders, a group of daimyo (feudal lords) who would govern until his son Hideyori came of age. It took just two years for one of the five, Tokugawa Ieyasu, to oust the seven-year-old ruler and unify Japan under his own banner. The Tokugawa shogunate governed Japan for the next 250 years.
[image: ]

James Clavell's novel Shogun (1975) is set during the power struggle between the five daimyo and is based on the life of the navigator William Adams (renamed John Blackthorne in the book). Adams was the first Englishman to reach Japan, where he served in Ieyasu's court. In both the novel and its recent TV adaptation, Blackthorne is a savvy operator, arriving in Japan at the right moment to revolutionise the shogun's military tactics and challenge the counsel of the court's Portuguese Catholic advisers. While Clavell may have overstated his historical significance, Adams was one of Ieyasu's close confidants. He was made a samurai and given an estate in modern-day Yokosuka, south of Tokyo. In 1613, when an East India Company expedition arrived in Japan, Adams was sent to bring its captain, John Saris, to the court. Saris wrote in his diary that Adams had 'gone native', refusing to sleep on the ship and acting coldly towards his countrymen.
This suit of armour, which is held in the collection of the Royal Armouries and was recently on display at the British Museum as part of its exhibition Samurai, was one of two presented to Saris by the Tokugawa family as a gift for James VI and I. In return, Saris gave the shogun a telescope - only recently invented and never before seen in Japan. Early samurai were members of a professional warrior class who served under a daimyo; they fought with bow and arrow on horseback, in cumbersome box-like armour. This suit is in the lighter domaru (body-wrap) style. Originally worn by lower-rank samurai, it became increasingly common in the 16th century as warfare grew more mobile. Unlike the horseback armour, its cuirass is a single piece, made from lacquered iron and rawhide plates laced with red and purple silk, wound around the body and fastened on the right, making it easier to put on and remove. After Saris returned to England, the armour entered the royal collection and was placed on display at the Tower of London. Later in the century, it was miscatalogued as a gift 'sent to his now Majesty, Charles II, by the great Mogull', and was only re-identified as Japanese by the antiquarian John Hewitt in 1854.
In the early 2000s, Ian Bottomley, a curator at the Royal Armouries Museum in Leeds, discovered that while the suit is signed by Ieyasu's chief armourer, Iwai Yozaemon, a badge in gold lacquer on the breastplate belongs to the Takeda clan, whose territory was conquered by Ieyasu. It's likely that Yozaemon crafted this suit using recycled pieces, though the extent of the reworking is unclear. As Bottomley observes, several artefacts sent to Europe in this period appear to be the repurposed spoils of battle: helmets, cuirasses and whole suits reworked for diplomatic use. Two suits given to the Dutch, and one given to the Spanish, belonged to Toyotomi Hideyoshi. Repurposing cast-offs was quicker and cheaper than designing new suits, but Bottomley offers another theory. 'One possibility is that the kami or spirit of a dead person was thought to be associated with his armour ... by shipping them to Europe, the spirit of his old adversary was about as far removed from Japanese soil as it was possible to get.'
Within two decades of the Saris exchange, Japan closed its borders to Western trade. A series of legislative changes enforced by Ieyasu's grandson Iemitsu, grouped under the term sakoku (locked country), meant that foreign contact was confined to strictly controlled channels. During the two centuries of domestic peace that followed, the samurai took on administrative rather than military roles in the shogunate. It wasn't until the mid-19th century, when American warships forced the reopening of Japan's ports, that new suits of armour made their way to the West - a flow that accelerated after 1868, when the Meiji restoration brought an end to Tokugawa rule and effectively abolished the samurai class. Many former officials were forced to sell family heirlooms to outsiders to make ends meet, and to comply with laws such as the Haito edict, which prohibited the carrying of swords in public. By then armour and weapons were largely ceremonial, symbols of status and wealth rather than instruments of war.
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Pharaoh in all but name
Robert Cioffi

5084 wordsIn  the late summer of 30 bce, months after defeating Antony and Cleopatra at the Battle of Actium, Octavian entered Alexandria, meeting little resistance. Like Caesar before him, he visited the tomb of Alexander the Great. The golden sarcophagus was opened and Octavian adorned the mummified corpse with flowers and a gold crown (according to one source, he accidentally broke off a piece of the nose). When he was asked whether he also wanted to see the tomb of the Ptolemies, Octavian replied: 'I came to see a king, not corpses.' He left Egypt in the hands of his general, Cornelius Gallus, and never returned.
The corpses belonged to members of Egypt's longest-ruling dynasty. Its founder, Ptolemy I, had been Alexander's general, boyhood friend and tutorial partner at the court of Philip II in Macedonia, where they were taught by Aristotle. In 331 bce, after Alexander's conquest of Egypt, he and Ptolemy travelled across the desert to the oracle at the Siwa Oasis, who proclaimed Alexander the son of Amun, the Egyptian king of the gods. Over the next decade, Ptolemy fought beside Alexander as he conquered Mesopotamia and modern Iran, reaching as far as the Hydaspes River in India. Alexander's death in Babylon in 323 bce set off a succession crisis. His lieutenants agreed to put the empire in the hands of his mentally disabled half-brother and the baby son born after his death, Alexander IV. Ptolemy saw to it that he was awarded control over Egypt.
Ptolemy and his family ruled Egypt for nearly three centuries, with fourteen monarchs bearing his name. Although it never matched the size of Alexander's empire, or for that matter Octavian's, theirs was the richest and, for a time, the most powerful state in the Mediterranean. Despite this, Octavian wasn't alone in dismissing the Ptolemies. They came too late for many histories of Greece and Egypt and too early for Rome. Alexandria, their capital, has disappeared beneath the sea and the modern city. The grand temples that remain - at Edfu, Dendera, Kom Ombo and Philae - are all in Upper Egypt, an hour's flight from Cairo. Their grandest monument, the Library of Alexandria, was destroyed at least twice in antiquity. Even among academics, this period of history has often been seen as secondary. Yet it was the Ptolemies who wrote Egyptian history as we know it. Manetho, a scholar-priest from Sebennytos, was commissioned by Ptolemy II to explain the history of Egypt's kings in Greek; he was the first to divide the three millennia of pharaohs into dynasties. Eratosthenes measured the circumference of the Earth, Euclid invented geometry, and according to some accounts, the Septuagint, the Greek translation of the Torah, was completed in Alexandria under Ptolemaic patronage. The Ptolemies were also bureaucrats who proposed a leap year, introduced coinage and banking to Egypt, reformed its methods of tax collection, created state monopolies and filled (then emptied) the royal coffers. The Rosetta Stone was written for Ptolemy V in 196 bce.
Recent studies have been kinder to them. Cleopatra is back in vogue, as a handful of recent biographies attest, and now the rest of her dynasty has been given the same attention in three new accounts: Guy de la Bedoyere's The Fall of Egypt and the Rise of Rome, Lloyd Llewellyn-Jones's The Cleopatras and Toby Wilkinson's The Last Dynasty. Bedoyere, the most conventional and conservative of the three (he is surprisingly chary of contemporaneous evidence), likens the story of the Ptolemies to Game of Thrones. By contrast, Llewellyn-Jones approaches Ptolemaic rule through its queens, though, like the queens themselves, he cannot entirely escape the influence of their husbands and the decline of Egypt's power and prestige in the first century bce. Wilkinson, the only Egyptologist of the group, understands Ptolemaic history as one chapter in Egypt's long history, a perspective that leads him to foreground the material that Bedoyere keeps at arm's length. The result is not simply a dramatic tale of Ptolemaic rule, but a quieter, more unusual and therefore more valuable assessment of the age, which brings out not only the ways that the Ptolemaic regime blended Greek and Egyptian cultural conditions, but also the sometimes contentious relationship between Greek settlers and Egyptians.
Ptolemaic history is vast, convoluted and sometimes repetitive. Part of what makes the Ptolemies fascinating is that there is a profusion of evidence - papyrus documents, inscriptions, archaeological remains - but no single ancient narrative that pulls together the history of their regime. For almost three centuries, they ruled a territory to which they had no ancestral or military claim, during a turbulent and uncertain period ('febrile' is a favourite word of both Wilkinson and Bedoyere). They managed to adopt and govern in an idiom far removed from their own, and found in Egyptian religion and ideology potent metaphors for their own kingship. Their curiosity brought Egypt to the Greek-speaking world and, by extension, to scholars for generations to come.
The earliest years of Ptolemaic rule were a delicate balancing act. When Ptolemy became satrap of Egypt in 323 bce, he was the most recent in a succession of absentee foreign rulers. Alexander had displaced the Persians. Before them were the Assyrians, imprinted in the Egyptian consciousness in a series of heroic tales of resistance against their rule known as the Inaros-Petubastis Cycle. Ptolemy took a different approach. He was nominally subject to Alexander IV, but styled himself pharaoh. He introduced to Egypt - and by most accounts invented - a new god, Serapis, a hybrid between the Apis bull worshipped in Memphis and the anthropomorphic Greek divinities Zeus, Hades and Dionysus. Most important, he lived and died by the banks of the Nile.
In 321 bce he hijacked Alexander's funeral procession and buried him in Memphis (his body was later moved to Alexandria). The implication was unmistakable: he was claiming Alexander's authority and, at the same time, taking on the traditional role of an Egyptian pharaoh. His rivals weren't pleased. Perdiccas, the Alexandrian empire's regent, tried to take the body back by force, but his soldiers got caught in the Nile silt. Two thousand men died, many of them eaten by crocodiles. Ten years later, Ptolemy was both more careful and more assertive in an extraordinary document inscribed in black granite and known as the Satrap Stela. It was almost certainly composed by the priests of Buto, a city in the Nile Delta about 100 km east of Alexandria, but it reveals with remarkable clarity the workings of early Ptolemaic rule. Its layout follows the tradition of pharaonic inscriptions. At the top the king is depicted making offerings to the gods, protected by a pair of outstretched wings. Below are eighteen lines of text in carefully carved hieroglyphs, which strain to accommodate Alexander IV, the absent child-ruler, and Ptolemy, pharaoh in all but name. 'His Majesty is in the midst of the Asiatics,' the text reads, 'while a great Prince is in Egypt, whose name is Ptolemy.' The stela heaps praise on this prince in terms that assimilate him to a pharaoh. He is a 'youthful man' (he was 56), 'effective of counsel, mighty of armies ... who has no equal in the Two Lands or the foreign lands'. At one point, he is called 'His Majesty'. The royal cartouches were left empty. The stela did not - or could not - say who was king.
Ptolemy ruled well into his eighties. It is said that he spent the last years of his life writing a biography of Alexander. He also began work on one of the seven wonders of the ancient world - the Pharos lighthouse, a gleaming white marble structure more than three hundred feet tall. All that remained was to find a successor. He married at least three women and had at least six children, two of whom were named Ptolemy. The elder, nicknamed 'Thunderbolt' for his impetuous behaviour, was the first designated heir. But it was his younger namesake that Ptolemy finally chose to succeed him. To ensure a smooth transition, he shared the throne with his son for the last years of his life.
He need not have worried. Ptolemy II was ruthless. He rapidly killed off his half-brothers. He implemented huge tariffs at the port of Alexandria. He mined gold by capturing territory that had belonged to the Kingdom of Kush in modern Sudan. He established an elephant-hunting operation on the Red Sea coast. He ordered the Great Lake of the Fayum to be drained to create more land for grain production (meaning more grain that could be taxed). The project was so ambitious that one of its chief engineers, a Macedonian immigrant called Kleon, seems to have been driven into retirement. 'I am frightened, and badly so,' his wife wrote from Alexandria, 'as I wonder how things are going to turn out for you and for us. The hunters, who arrived here this morning, told me ... that the king, on coming to the lake [and seeing the unfinished work], raked you over the coals.'
In 279-78 bce, to mark the inauguration of the Ptolemaieia, a festival in honour of his parents, Ptolemy II commissioned a lavish Dionysiac procession. It was more than just conspicuous consumption. Part of the aesthetic of Hellenistic monarchy was tryphe or luxury, a concept that translated easily to Egypt, where the king was believed to have a cosmic connection to the land's prosperity. The choice of Dionysus was apt. He could be identified with Serapis and in Greek myth he had travelled to India and returned triumphant, making him a fitting symbol for a dynasty begun by Alexander the Great. Ptolemy sent invitations far and wide. On the island of Delos, a formal proclamation predicted that the festivities would be 'equal in rank to the Olympic games'. This was a huge understatement.
At the centre of the procession was a fifteen-foot statue of the god, cloaked in purple and pouring wine from a golden goblet. The statue of his mother, Nysa, appeared to move of her own volition; she was an automaton, a spectacular example of the Ptolemaic interest in science and engineering. There were statues of Alexander and Ptolemy I wearing golden crowns, a working wine press and a gigantic wineskin that poured libations as it went. One float carried a 180-foot golden phallus, bound with golden fillets and tipped with a gold star nine feet in circumference. There was also a vast display of imperial power: human tributes from across the Ptolemaic territories and thousands of animals, including lions, two thousand identically coloured bulls, rhinoceroses, a large white bear and a giraffe. The whole affair cost 2239 talents and 50 minae, a quarter of the value of the state treasury when Ptolemy I arrived in Egypt.
Ptolemy II is infamous for marrying his sister, Arsinoe II (confusingly, his first wife was also an Arsinoe). Sibling marriage was not common in Egypt, but it was culturally acceptable for royalty and had a mythological antecedent in the gods Isis and Osiris. No such tradition existed in Macedon. Presumably part of what made this gesture powerful was that it was taboo, but not everyone was impressed. 'You're thrusting your prick into an unholy hole,' the satirist Sotades wrote in a poem addressed to the king. Ptolemy had him imprisoned and, after he tried to escape, drowned in a lead casket. He named himself Ptolemy Philadelphus ('sibling-lover') and he and his new wife became 'the sibling-loving gods'. He named a new settlement in the Fayum Philadelphia. When Arsinoe II died in July 270, she was deified and the nome (district) containing Philadelphia was named after her. A statue of her in a magnificent shrine on the harbour at Alexandria is said to have been suspended in mid-air through magnetism.
Nothing compared to Alexandria. For two and half millennia, Egypt's capital had mostly toggled between Memphis, at the base of the Nile Delta, and Thebes, further south, at the Qena Bend of the Nile. Akhenaten, the revolutionary monotheistic pharaoh of the eighteenth dynasty, founded a new capital, Akhetaten, in the second millennium bce. It failed spectacularly. But Alexandria, founded by Alexander in 331 bce, soon eclipsed Athens and Pergamon as a centre of intellectual culture. It was a key trading post - 'the greatest emporium of the inhabited earth', according to Strabo - that linked the Mediterranean and the Red Sea via the Nile and the desert. It was built not in an accretive style but on a grid plan typical of Greek cities, mostly of marble. (One author declared that so little wood was used that it was nearly fireproof, a claim that would be proven wrong.) Yet, for all the superlatives, the Greek historian Polybius, who visited during the reign of Ptolemy VIII, was 'disgusted with its condition'. Its denizens became famous for their unruly behaviour, riots and acts of mob justice. The city was divided into quarters, each identified with different populations: the Egyptian quarter; a public ceremonial quarter, which included temples to Serapis, a market, a theatre and a gymnasium; a residential quarter, inhabited by the city's Greek population; and, finally, a Jewish quarter that housed one of the largest diasporas in the ancient Mediterranean. 'It was impossible to decide which was the greatest,' the Greek novelist Achilles Tatius wrote, 'the size of the place or its beauty, the city itself or its inhabitants'.
Alexandria was the site of two hugely ambitious cultural projects: the Library of Alexandria and the Mouseion, both of which were built during the reigns of the first three Ptolemies. Mouseion is the origin of 'museum', but Timon of Phlius compared it to an aviary full of 'countless cloistered papyrus-warblers ... fattened in Egypt, quarrelling endlessly in the birdcage of the Muses'. Scholars in Alexandria discovered fundamental geometric principles, uncovered the workings of the human body, charted the solar system, found the cause of the Earth's seasons, measured its circumference and developed the principles of fluid dynamics. Some of them - Euclid, Eratosthenes, Archimedes (if he did live in Alexandria) - remain famous. Zenodotus, the first head of the library, invented a classification system for books and produced editions of the Iliad and the Odyssey. Classicists often describe the literature produced during this period as 'Hellenistic', but much of it was distinctively Alexandrian. Its most famous proponent was Callimachus, who came to the city from Cyrene in Libya to be educated and remained there under the patronage of Ptolemy II. Apollonius of Rhodes wrote a mini-epic on Jason and the Argonauts, delighting in rare Homeric words whose meanings were debated by scholars in antiquity. Theocritus, who wrote pastoral idylls set on Sicily, called Ptolemy II a 'friend of the Muses'. Under his son, Ptolemy III, the library grew even larger. Books were confiscated from any ships that docked in Alexandria. Sometimes he went further. He once forfeited a huge security deposit in order to keep hold of 'original' copies of the plays of Aeschylus, Sophocles and Euripides which he had borrowed from Athens. At its peak, the library may have contained as many as 750,000 volumes. A tiny fraction of them survive today.
The first two Ptolemies established the Ptolemaic dynasty, but the third secured its legacy in this life and the next. In 238 bce, Ptolemy III and his wife, Berenike II, were celebrated by a synod of priests in a trilingual inscription now known as the Canopus Decree. Like the Satrap Stela, the decree, which was promulgated throughout Egypt, followed traditional pharaonic forms. At the top of the stone stela, the king was depicted among sixteen deities. Below was the priests' decree inscribed in three linguistic registers: hieroglyphs, demotic Egyptian (a more contemporary version of the language written in a cursive script) and Greek. (This is the format that would be used by the Rosetta Stone; its top portion is now missing.) The Canopus Decree praised the royal family for their material benefits to the realm: the provision of food and the return of statues stolen by the Persian king Cambyses. In turn, it conveyed spiritual honours not only on the two 'beneficent gods', Ptolemy III and Berenike II, but also on their daughter, who had recently died. This was an innovation - she was declared a goddess not because of her actions but because of her royal blood. For all their lofty language, priestly decrees were fundamentally items of exchange. The priests got a good bargain: Ptolemy went on a building spree at Egypt's holiest sites. His magnum opus, the temple to Horus at Edfu, took 180 years to complete (with a few interruptions). Today it is the most harmonious surviving Egyptian temple constructed in the pharaonic style. After two centuries of Ptolemaic rule, only a single Greek word, rendered in Egyptian script, made it onto the temple walls: aqur or 'silver'.
It was all downhill  from there. Bedoyere argues that the turning point was the battle of Raphia (near modern Rafah) in June 217 bce between Ptolemy IV and Antiochus III, ruler of the Seleucid Empire. Ptolemy won a decisive victory, but he allowed Antiochus to regroup and, later, to invade Egypt. Bedoyere's analysis may be right - no Ptolemy would march to Asia again - but the forces that rocked the dynasty over the next two centuries were much larger. Ptolemy I created a buffer zone around Egypt, a pharaonic strategy that he adapted to an age of naval warfare, but no Ptolemy had been able to sustain any further substantial territorial gains. Even Ptolemy III's rapid, rage-fuelled march through Mesopotamia in the 240s bce was undone just as quickly when the failure of the summer flooding of the Nile led to a famine and rebellion forced him to return home.
Biology was just as significant. When Ptolemy IV died at forty, he bequeathed Egypt to his six-year-old son - in effect leaving his empire in the hands of two manipulative and unreliable regents, Sosibius and Agathocles. Ptolemy V was styled a god - he was called the 'Manifest One' - but he was all too mortal. His coronation in 196 bce, celebrated on the Rosetta Stone, was an effort to put a good face on a bad situation, but it alludes to the challenges the new king faced: the attack from Antiochus III and the Great Revolt, an uprising in Upper Egypt that would last almost two decades. This wasn't the first or the last rebellion in Ptolemaic Egypt, but it may have been the most significant. The rebel champion, Horwennefer, was proclaimed pharaoh and set up a rival government that collected its own taxes, harking back to the time before Upper and Lower Egypt were united. The causes of the revolt are hard to unravel - Polybius blamed Ptolemy V's debauched lifestyle - but modern historians have looked for an economic motive. It is clear, though, that it was made possible by soldiers who had been trained for the fight at Raphia. The Ptolemies had no choice but to embark on a protracted struggle to regain control of their territory, even pausing work on their temples in Upper Egypt, including at Edfu. Meanwhile, Antiochus III took all the Egyptian territory in Asia Minor and the Levant. A year after Ptolemy V was crowned, the Romans mediated a peace treaty: he agreed to marry Antiochus' daughter Cleopatra at Raphia. No doubt he also provided a hefty dowry.
When Ptolemy V was poisoned just before he turned thirty, Cleopatra became regent for their son. (St Jerome blames Ptolemy's generals for the murder, but Llewellyn-Jones entertains the possibility that it was Cleopatra herself.) Cleopatra was not the first powerful queen - Ptolemy II had introduced Arsinoe II into the royal cult and the Egyptian term pr??.t (peraat or 'pharaohess') had already been used for Berenike II during the reign of Ptolemy III - but she would go further, presumably modelling herself on figures like Sobekneferu, the first confirmed queen regnant, or Hatshepsut, who had depicted herself with the stereotypical traits of a male ruler in the middle of the second millennium. Cleopatra's name appeared first on documents; she described herself as a 'manifest divinity' before her son obtained that title; she made peace with her half-brother, Seleucus IV; and she had coins minted with her own image.
Unfortunately for Egypt, she died four years later. Her ten-year-old son, his wife (and younger sister) and his younger brother became co-rulers as Ptolemy VI, Cleopatra II and Ptolemy VIII (there was no Ptolemy VII). Their combined age was under thirty. All three were routed by Antiochus IV, who marched on the Egyptian capital. They had to ask Rome for salvation. It arrived in the form of Gaius Popilius Laenas, who met Antiochus at Eleusis, just east of Alexandria. Tracing a line in the sand around Antiochus' feet, he presented him with an ultimatum: 'Before you step out of that circle, give me a reply to place before the Senate.' Antiochus agreed to withdraw and Alexandria was saved, but the Day of Eleusis, as it is called, would live on in infamy.
When Ptolemy VI died in 145 bce, the Alexandrians opted for his brother rather than his sister. They would soon regret it. Ptolemy VIII wanted to be named Benefactor, but the Alexandrians called him Malefactor and Potbelly. Both were accurate. He was carried everywhere on a litter, a sign of his arrogance and gluttony. When he was visited by the Roman general Scipio Aemilianus, his sheer robes offended his guest. When he returned to Alexandria from exile, he allowed his soldiers to pillage the city and sent leading intellectuals to their deaths. He married his sister - his brother's widow, Cleopatra II - and then her daughter Cleopatra III. When the double marriage descended into civil war, he sent Cleopatra II their son's dismembered body on her birthday. After he regained control of Alexandria, he had her supporters rounded up and put in the gymnasium, which he set on fire. He ruled in one form or another for 52 years, longer than any other Ptolemy. For all that ancient sources delighted in narrating his cruelty and excess, he could be surprising. In the conflict with Cleopatra, he won the support of the native population; he was deeply learned and the author of scholarly treatises; he sponsored an expedition to India; once he had dispatched his sister, he was a generous patron of Egyptian temples; and during his years of exile, he wrote a will that promised his kingdom to Rome. It was a century after his death in 116 BCE before the Romans made good on his offer.
The next decades are a blur of marriage, murder and misbehaviour. Ptolemy IX was deposed by his brother and then regained his throne. Ptolemy X murdered his mother and, like his father, left Egypt to Rome. Berenike III ascended the throne as the first woman to exercise sole rule in the Ptolemaic dynasty, but was murdered by Ptolemy XI, whom she had married the following year. The Alexandrians then stormed the palace and tore him limb from limb. He had ruled for less than a month and was subsequently erased from the official record. Ptolemy XII, the 'Flautist', was said to have preferred performing music to governing and had to send hefty payments to Rome to ensure its continued support for Egyptian independence. When he (and the Egyptians) ran out of cash, he resorted to borrowing from Roman moneylenders. The Teaching of Ankhsheshonqy, a Demotic Egyptian wisdom text from this period, reflects on the dire condition of rural Egyptians. 'A crocodile does not die of worry,' one saying reads. 'It dies of hunger.'
No member of the Ptolemaic dynasty was more famous than Cleopatra VII, the daughter of Ptolemy XII. Shakespeare made her a femme fatale, but it would be more accurate to describe her as a political operator. Her ascension was preceded by a partial solar eclipse. It was a fitting metaphor. She shared the throne with her brother and husband, Ptolemy XIII, but he never stood a chance. Cleopatra built temples, toured Egypt alone, excluded her brother from documents and artworks, and accepted the title 'Ruler of the Two Lands' in the masculine form, normally reserved for the king. (In one stela from the Fayum, she is depicted making offerings to Isis attired in pharaonic garb, with a bare, masculine torso.) She was also the first of the Ptolemies to speak Egyptian. One ancient author suggests that she could converse with Ethiopians, Arabs, Syrians and Medes.
Her brother waged a bitter war to regain power, dragging Cleopatra and their kingdom into the Roman civil wars by murdering Pompey off the coast of Pelousion. Cleopatra won protection from Julius Caesar (Plutarch suggests that she sneaked into Caesar's rooms in a laundry bag) and in the ensuing conflict he accidentally set fire to the Library of Alexandria. Around 400,000 volumes were lost. Ptolemy XIII died while trying to escape the conflict, and his ship, full of his supporters, sank to the bottom of the Nile. He was replaced by his brother, the twelve-year-old Ptolemy XIV, but to all intents and purposes Cleopatra and Caesar were the ruling couple. They had a son, Caesarion, who was celebrated on the walls of the temple at Dendera, although Caesar never acknowledged paternity. When Ptolemy XIV was murdered a few years later, Cleopatra made Caesarion Ptolemy XV. He was the last of the Ptolemies to be king.
After Caesar's assassination in 44 bce, a second triumvirate, led by Octavian, Marcus Lepidus and Mark Antony, formed to hunt the perpetrators. Yet again Cleopatra had to pick a side. She chose Antony. It is hard to separate romance from reality in ancient accounts, but whether Cleopatra really won Antony over with her dazzling entrance on the Ptolemaic superyacht - dressed as Aphrodite and attended by maids dressed as sea nymphs - or he simply made a shrewd political calculation, they were inseparable. They had twins called Alexander and Cleopatra. Caesar had returned Cyprus to Cleopatra's control; Antony would do more. In short order, she regained almost every territory that had ever been part of the Ptolemaic empire. Antony even gave her the contents of the Pergamon library - 200,000 parchment rolls - to replace those that had been burned. In Rome, Caesar placed a life-sized statue of Cleopatra in the temple of Venus Genetrix, which he had built. With Antony, in Egypt, she identified herself with Isis, the sister and wife of Osiris, the mother of Horus and a patron of the Ptolemies. The enemy of Isis, Osiris and Horus was Seth, the Egyptian god of chaos and disorder.
One of the last official documents from Cleopatra's reign granted exemptions from taxes, import duties and customs to a close associate of Antony. At the bottom the word ginesthoi ('let it be done') is written by a different hand, possibly Cleopatra's. But she had picked the wrong side: Octavian entered Alexandria on 1 August 30 bce. That day, Antony fell on his sword and died in Cleopatra's arms. About ten days later, Cleopatra killed herself. If the ancient accounts that she held out her arm for a cobra to bite are true, she ended her life and the Ptolemaic dynasty with a symbol of their power - the uraeus snake featured on the pharaoh's crown. After her death, Octavian ordered the destruction of Antony's statues, but hers were left untouched thanks to a donation of 2000 talents from a man called Archibios, known to us only as 'a friend of the queen'. Wilkinson surmises that the money could only have come from Egypt's temples: if so, the priests had remained faithful to their Macedonian queen to the very end. Caesarion - a threat to Octavian, Caesar's adopted son - was killed, but Cleopatra's children with Antony were spared. When, years later, Cleopatra Selene gave birth to a son, she called him Ptolemy.
'The story of the Ptolemaic rulers of Egypt,' Bedoyere writes, 'is an allegory for all regimes including Rome, their nemesis.' Rule over Egypt made the Ptolemies rich and powerful, but they were constrained by many of the limitations the pharaohs had faced. The battle of Raphia took place 250 miles south of Kadesh, the site of Rameses II's famous 'victory' in the 13th century bce (in reality it was, at best, a draw). The Ptolemies' empire was larger than that of Rameses, but not by much. Although they never managed Roman-style conquest - hemmed in by geography, revolt and circumstance - the Ptolemies and their citizens held on for three centuries. They were the last of the Hellenistic kingdoms to succumb to Rome.
For the Egyptians, who had already suffered a century and a half of absentee rule by the Persians, the Ptolemies were a mixed blessing. They provided stability. They respected and enlarged Egyptian religion. They continued to support Memphis. But they also embraced a hierarchical society - nothing new in Egypt - and in their later years began to extort farmers for taxes. Sometimes it was better to leave the land untilled than to face a high tax burden in a difficult year. For two decades, Upper Egypt was in the throes of the Great Revolt. A text known as the Oracle of the Potter, probably composed a few decades later, predicted that Alexandria would be destroyed ('the stench of unburied bodies will reach the city') and that Memphis would be restored as Egypt's capital. The text only survives in Greek papyrus copies, but almost certainly represented another strain of resistance to Ptolemaic rule.
Suffering from gout and locked in his palace, Ptolemy II is said to have gazed with envy at the ordinary Egyptians lounging on the beach. From the beginning the Ptolemies deliberately and devotedly practised excess in their personal relationships, their dining, their quest for knowledge and their building schemes. Ptolemy II believed he had discovered the elixir of life, but not even immortality could soothe him. Yet Alexandria also nurtured a very different aesthetic. In the preface to Callimachus' poem On the Origins of Things, he praises the small and claims to disparage the grand ambitions of epic. 'Judge my skill by art, not the Persian chain,' he commands. 'Thundering is Zeus' job, not mine.' He concludes with a wish. 'As for me, I would be small and winged - yes, even so, to sing with dew upon my lips, the food of morning culled from air divine, shedding the years that weigh on me.'
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His Favourite Camel
Youssef Ben Ismail

3621 wordsIn  2012 the 96-year-old Bernard Lewis went on American radio to promote his book Notes on a Century: Reflections of a Middle East Historian. Neal Conan, the host of NPR's Talk of the Nation, introduced him as a man unafraid of sensitive subjects and invited listeners to call in with questions about 'taboos' in Middle Eastern history. Conan asked whether race and slavery were linked in the Islamic world, and Lewis replied: 'Very much so. Slavery was not an American invention. It was imported from the Old World. When the European and later American slave dealers went to Africa to get slaves, they didn't go out and hunt for them, they bought them ... from local slave dealers. It was already a well-established industry, going back many centuries.' Conan said that 'endless documentation' seemed to be emerging on slavery in the US and Europe, but 'very little about slavery in the Middle East'. The reason, Lewis told him, was that 'it's not politically correct ... One must avoid anything that is critical in dealing with the Middle East. You can be critical of anything European or American. You can be critical of anything Christian or Jewish, but not beyond.' Later in the programme, Lewis - a self-described Orientalist - offered an opinion he claimed was controversial but was in fact representative of much Western writing on slavery in Muslim societies, including his own book Race and Slavery in the Middle East (1990). Arab participation in the slave trade, he observed, had 'started earlier and continued later' than in Europe and America. Slavery was, he implied, even more characteristic of Islamic countries than of the West.
Critics of Orientalism didn't think Lewis was offering a dispassionate corrective to fashionable trends. Edward Said, who was largely responsible for turning the 'Orientalist' label into an insult (Lewis called it 'word pollution'), had dismissed his work as 'full of condescension and bad faith' towards Muslims. Said condemned the many scholars of Islam, Lewis among them, who felt it was their duty to 'mount attacks' on Islamic societies, accusing them of putting their academic authority to work in the service of Western hegemony. In Covering Islam (1981), Said discussed a Princeton seminar - not involving Lewis - during which 'much was made of African fear and resentment of Arab Muslims' and of the claim that they had 'depopulated' Africa as part of a system of slavery. As Said saw it, the seminar topic had been chosen as part of a broader effort to undermine relations between African and Arab Muslims, with an eye to backing American foreign policy in the region. In a sense, Said and Lewis agreed that the literature on slavery in Islam tended to be overly political, to the detriment of good scholarship. But they disagreed about which side was doing the politicking.
An important aspect of Lewis's approach was his comparison of slavery in the Islamic world with the Atlantic slave trade. By claiming that the Muslim history of slavery was worse, Lewis deflected scrutiny from the transatlantic trade. Similar arguments are now made by the European far right. The French journalist and politician Eric Zemmour has claimed that the issue of historical slavery is 'banal', since 'all civilisations' practised it. Why should Europeans be the only ones to feel guilty? The idea that Muslims did it first and did it worse has been used more broadly to contextualise European colonialism. In 2021 Emmanuel Macron told a group of young Algerians that he was 'fascinated' by Turkey's success in persuading their country that the French were its 'only colonisers' - a reference to Ottoman rule over North Africa, which began in the 16th century. Historians were quick to object, arguing that Macron's comments collapsed distinct historical categories in order to draw a false equivalence between premodern conquest and modern colonialism, with the predictable effect of inproving Europe's record.
This is not to diminish the use of slavery in the Muslim world. As the historian Ehud Toledano has shown, there has long been a tendency within Islamic society to minimise its violence. According to this view, a 'softer' form of slavery prevailed in the Muslim world, one that was domestic, almost familial. These arguments can be traced back to 19th-century Islamic defenders of slavery. Many members of the Ottoman elite, for instance, felt that Europe's (and especially Britain's) energetic abolitionism made use of the 'civilising mission' rhetoric also employed to justify Western imperialism. To counter this, Ottoman dignitaries adopted what Toledano calls a 'defensive reaction'. They argued that Islamic slavery was 'humane' in comparison to its 'savage' American counterpart, and did not depend on and sustain a brutal plantation economy, as it did in the West Indies or the antebellum South. Instead, enslaved people were welcomed as family members in elite Muslim households and frequently manumitted after a few years of service. This myth of benevolent slavery has largely been debunked by scholars such as Toledano, Eve Troutt Powell and Yusuf Hakan Erdem, who have found that physical and sexual violence was common, and that exploitation, not protection, was the rule.
Justin Marozzi's Captives and Companions offers a 'history of slavery and the slave trade in the Islamic world' from the rise of Islam in the seventh century to the present. The comparison with Atlantic slavery appears early on. The number of people enslaved in North Africa and the Middle East since the advent of Islam 'approximates to the total captured and sold into slavery in the Atlantic slave trade', Marozzi writes. He wants to underline the equivalence, but is conscious too that the Atlantic trade lasted for four centuries while slavery in the Muslim world lasted for fourteen. Marozzi highlights other important differences between the two forms of slavery. In contrast to the near uniformity of race and status among enslaved people in the Atlantic trade, the category of slave in Muslim contexts encompassed a bewildering variety of ethnic backgrounds and social positions. A powerful Ottoman vizier with slaves of his own and a labourer on a date plantation in Zanzibar could both technically be described as 'slaves', but had little else in common. The geographical and chronological span of slavery in Muslim societies accounts for much of this diversity. Marozzi focuses on North Africa, the Eastern Mediterranean and the Middle East, with forays into sub-Saharan Africa, Eastern Europe, the Balkans and the Caucasus. This leaves the Muslim communities of South and South-East Asia outside the scope of the book. Even so, practices of enslavement in eighth-century Baghdad were very different from those in 16th-century Morocco, 19th-century Istanbul or 20th-century Sudan.
Islam did not introduce a new form of slavery. In the seventh century, the Quran codified existing practices of enslavement used in pre-Islamic Arabia and the Greco-Roman world; early Islamic law devised a legal framework that regulated slavery, manumission and set limits on who could be enslaved. In this, as Marozzi observes, Islam was 'considerably more enlightened' than its Christian, Jewish and Roman predecessors. One notable innovation concerned the status of enslaved women who bore their master's children: these women, known as umm walad - 'mother of the child' - were not allowed to be sold and were automatically freed on their enslaver's death. If their father acknowledged paternity, the children of an umm walad were recognised as free, and had the same inheritance rights as the father's other children.
The new Muslim state expanded rapidly after Muhammad's death in 632. Conquest brought a steady influx of captives. When Samarkand fell to Muslim forces in 712, the conquerors are said to have demanded 'thirty thousand healthy slaves of fighting age' as tribute. These Mamluks, military slaves drawn from the Turkic tribes of Central Asia, were prized for their skill in combat. Uthman, a caliph who ruled barely a decade after Muhammad's death, is said to have had a thousand Mamluk soldiers in his army.
With territorial expansion came a growing demand for cheap workers. During the Abbasid Caliphate, which began in 750, attempts to restore the irrigated farmlands of southern Iraq led to a need for slave labour on an unprecedented scale. Many of the newly enslaved people were from eastern and south-eastern Africa, and were known collectively as the Zanj. Thousands of them were forced to work in terrible conditions in the salt marshes bordering the Tigris. The tenth-century historian al-Tabari wrote that they worked for long hours in the heat, draining the marshes and scraping off a nitrous layer so that their enslavers might cultivate the land. This was a fully developed system of agricultural slavery, dispelling any notion that Islamic slavery was a benign institution limited to the domestic sphere.
By the ninth century, the Abbasid army had come to depend on slave soldiers from various ethnic backgrounds. Political instability caused by recurring dynastic crises encouraged Abbasid caliphs to recruit Mamluk and Zanj soldiers en masse, binding the fate of the empire to its enslaved population. When the charismatic preacher Ali Ibn Muhammad appeared in the southern Iraqi city of Basra in 869, he found a ready audience among the Zanj. Proclaiming himself sent by God, he urged them to reject their servitude and turn against their enslavers. Within days he was leading the largest slave revolt in Muslim history. The Zanj Rebellion spread rapidly across southern Iraq, shaking the foundations of the caliphate. In 871 Zanj rebels finally captured Basra, burning it to the ground and killing thousands of residents. The social order was reversed: the city's aristocrats were enslaved by those who had laboured in their fields. The Zanj even founded their own capital, al-Mukhtara ('the Chosen'), and Ali Ibn Muhammad imagined himself a caliph. The revolt lasted for twelve years before the Abbasid general al-Muwaffaq finally subdued it in 883.
In the case of the Zanj, slavery was fundamentally tied to race. Marozzi catalogues the lengthy 'roll-call of distinguished, even hugely venerated' Arab and Persian writers who expressed bigotry towards Black Africans during the first centuries of Islam. Al-Jahiz, the famed Abbasid-era litterateur, described the Zanj as 'the least intelligent of men' (even though he was the author of a treatise on 'the superiority of the Blacks over the Whites'). Ibn Khaldun, five centuries later, echoed the same sentiment. Such views weren't unique to the Islamic world: Kant, Hume and Voltaire wrote similar things, to say nothing of earlier European scholars. For Marozzi, however, they attest to a persistent and characteristic 'pattern of Arab racial supremacy' towards Black Africans. Prejudice, he writes, is 'deeply ingrained' in Arab culture from the ninth century down to the present. Arab supremacy was certainly a feature of medieval Muslim literature, but Black Africans weren't the only target. Ibn Butlan, an 11th-century Baghdadi Christian physician, wrote a treatise on the 'purchase and management of slaves', which encompasses many groups we might now consider 'white'. Similarly, in The Excellence of the Arabs, written in the ninth century, Ibn Qutayba argued vigorously for Arab superiority over the Persians. Despite this, it is these writers' attitudes towards the Zanj that Marozzi singles out as representative of attitudes he claims were 'as instinctive to Arabs of this time as breathing'.
In the premodern Muslim world, not everyone who would be considered Black today was seen that way, and vice versa. Both al-Jahiz and Ibn Khaldun considered Sindhis and Indians to be Black; sometimes South-East Asians, such as Malaysians, were also included. Kristina Richardson and Rachel Schine, among other scholars, have shown how fluid these premodern taxonomies were, and how poorly they map onto those inherited from European colonialism. Consider Ali Ibn Muhammad, the leader of the Zanj Rebellion. He was born near Rayy, a village outside of Tehran. His grandmother, from Sindh in modern Pakistan, had been enslaved and was probably classed as Black by her Arab contemporaries. But she was not a Zanj and neither was her grandson. During the Zanj Rebellion, many of Ibn Muhammad's followers were neither African nor enslaved. Some of the rebels were manumitted Zanj, others were Arabs and Persians, both free and enslaved.
Abdul Sheriff, a Tanzanian historian, estimates that only about 10 per cent of enslaved people in Muhammad's Arabia were Black as we understand the term. In the following centuries, enslaved people came from an increasingly wide variety of racial and ethnic backgrounds. Nowhere was this more evident than in the Ottoman Empire, which began as a small principality in 1299 and came to rule over the Middle East and North Africa for nearly half a millennium. Greek and Circassian concubines, Balkan and Eastern European janissaries, sub-Saharan African eunuchs and labourers - all of these groups occupied different positions on the spectrum of unfreedom. To capture this, scholars have often resorted to the plural: Abdul Sheriff speaks of 'slaveries' in Muslim societies; M'hamed Oualdi of the Muslim 'worlds' in which slavery was practised.
In a few cases, enslavement opened the way to wealth and power. These social trajectories were also mediated by race, since they were reserved for the most fair-skinned. Roxelana, the daughter of an Orthodox priest from Ruthenia, in today's Ukraine, was probably still a teenager when she was abducted during a Crimean slaving raid and taken to Istanbul around 1520. There, as her biographer Leslie Peirce recounts, she was purchased for the harem of the Ottoman sultan Suleyman the Lawgiver (known in the West as the Magnificent). By 1533 Roxelana had become the sultan's 'favourite', a title created for her, and eventually became his wife. Istanbul's conservative religious elites were dismayed by the sultan's marriage to his enslaved concubine, but nothing could stand in Roxelana's way. In the following decades, Hurrem Sultan, as she was called, plotted the assassination of grand viziers, commissioned the construction of mosques and advised her husband on foreign policy. She gave birth to six children, among them Suleyman's successor, Selim II, who ruled until 1574.
Scores of Ottoman grand viziers started out as Mamluks captured in the Christian peripheries of the empire. Of the first 48 men to hold the post after 1453, only five were native-born Turks. Marozzi tells the story of Edhem Pasha, born a Greek Christian on Chios, captured as a child in 1822 during an Ottoman massacre on the island and purchased by Husrev Pasha, the Ottoman grand admiral (who later became grand vizier). Husrev sent Edhem to be educated in France, where he enrolled at the prestigious Ecole des Mines. He then returned to Istanbul, where he rose swiftly through the ranks: governor, ambassador, interior minister and, in 1877, grand vizier of the empire. His son, Osman Hamdi Bey, would become the empire's leading archaeologist and painter, training under Jean-Leon Gerome, the master of French Orientalism. Yet Gerome's painting The Slave Market is a lurid portrayal of Muslim slavery; it's a work that, as Marozzi notes, 'pits Western moral supremacy against a cruel and depraved East'.
Slavery  pervaded Ottoman elite society but the empire wasn't a 'slave state' since enslavement 'never underpinned any system of mass production' as it did in the Americas. Marozzi nevertheless maintains that slavery inhered in the empire's 'very soul'. Captives and Companions confirms that Ottoman slavery did not unfold predominantly in viziers' mansions and sultans' harems. The vast majority of Mamluks and concubines did not make it to the pinnacle of Ottoman society; their experience of servitude was one of violence and privation. Over time, military slavery declined in the Ottoman Empire, but domestic slavery remained important and increasingly became the province of Africans. Brought from Wadai, Bornu, Bagirmi, Darfur and Kordofan, enslaved Africans were at the bottom of slavery's hierarchy. From the 16th century until the early decades of the 20th century, they were forced to travel along perilous Saharan slave routes, crossing the desert on foot, sailing up the Nile to Egypt and across the Red Sea to the Arabian peninsula. Their numbers peaked in the 19th century, when roughly 1.2 million Africans were sold into slavery in Ottoman lands. An estimated 362,000 Africans were taken to Ottoman Egypt alone.
These men and women endured what the historian Orlando Patterson has called social death: the institutionalised negation of personhood through domination. Their voices scarcely appear in the archive, though scholars such as Toledano and Troutt Powell have done much to uncover what's there. Most of them were women destined for a life of domestic service, working in kitchens and scrubbing floors. By the 19th century, Ottoman slavery was 'predominantly female, African and domestic'. Some of the most harrowing accounts come from the empire's final decades. Around 1890, a couple and their young son, Ahmet, were abducted in Kenya and taken to Crete, where they were sold to a local family. While his parents - his father and stepmother - worked on the family farm, Ahmet frequently attempted to escape; his enslavers punished him by locking him in an iron cage. When his father died, the boy, still a teenager, was forced to marry his stepmother, Nuriye, so that the household would still have a male head. Years later, Nuriye was sold to new owners in Istanbul. Ahmet was then compelled to marry again, this time to one of Nuriye's sisters. The harm and degradation endured by Ahmet, Nuriye and their children stands in for the experiences of many others, mostly unrecorded.
This is to say nothing of the physical violence they and countless other enslaved Africans suffered. Experiences of enslavement in Islamic Africa bore most resemblance to the Atlantic system. During the 19th century, as Paul Lovejoy and Frederick Cooper have shown, a plantation economy sustained by slave labour developed in the West African Sokoto Caliphate and on the coast near Zanzibar, though slavery was not linked to any single agricultural activity and the crops were mostly sold in neighbouring regions rather than being distributed to global markets. For centuries, as Marozzi writes, enslaved Africans took on an 'enormous variety of roles' across the continent: mining salt in Niger, harvesting gum arabic in Mauritania, climbing date palms in Saharan oases and fighting in the Moroccan king's army. Their masters might be Arab, Black or both. They were merchants, landowners or warlords such as Rabih al-Zubayr, the notorious Sudanese slaver who branded his slaves. He died in 1900 fighting the French colonial army.
Marozzi recognises that 'Islam did not conceive slavery in the Middle East.' Yet he finds it 'tempting' to attribute slavery's 'unbroken' history in the Muslim world to 'the sheer cultural power' of Islamic law. Describing the enslavement of Yazidis by Isis militants in the mid-2010s as 'the revival of an Islamic institution', he implies that slavery is somehow a Muslim practice, whether in ninth-century Basra or 21st-century Syria. Appealing to scripture in order to lend religious legitimacy to slavery isn't unique to Islam: the Bible was frequently used to justify Atlantic slavery. But it would be surprising if a modern historian used the Gospels to explain the Atlantic slave trade, or referred to plantations in the American South as a 'Christian' institution with an 'unbroken' legacy dating back to late antiquity. The Muhammad-to-Isis approach to the study of the Muslim world is always unhelpful, whatever the focus.
It is disappointing that Marozzi fails to engage with untranslated Arabic sources, and I sometimes found his tone jarring. At the start of his chapter on the Saharan slave trade, he recalls riding his 'favourite camel' to the Libyan oasis town of Murzuq, along with two other British travellers: 'morale high, beards full and waistlines diminished'. The scene could have come from Seven Pillars of Wisdom. In fact, Marozzi admits that his venture into the Libyan desert was inspired by the early 19th-century travelogue of a British naval officer called George Francis Lyon, whose account of 'intrepid explorers' and 'treacherous sheikhs' fascinated him as a teenager. Soon, he felt the 'irresistible pull of the desert'. Elsewhere, he writes of the 'quintessentially Arab obsession with bloodlines' and finds 'unsurprisingly' that the Quran's version of paradise is not a 'nirvana of gender equality'. These passages distract from his more nuanced arguments.
Also distracting is his deployment of history for political ends. In an opinion piece in the Telegraph last November, Marozzi drew a contrast between conversations about reparations for slavery in Britain and the US, and the absence of 'public discussion in Arab countries, Turkey or Iran, of the historical practice of slavery, let alone the issue of reparations'. When he lectured on Islamic slavery at the Pharos Foundation in Oxford, he went on, one student accused him of Islamophobia. These arguments echo Bernard Lewis's idea of a 'white man's burden' of guilt.
That slavery persisted in Muslim societies well into the 20th century is undeniable. More questions need to be asked about its distinctive features, the extent of its connection with the Atlantic trade and the forms of racialisation that underpinned it. Finding answers will require painstaking work in archives across sub-Saharan Africa and the Muslim world, and a command of non-European languages. Equally pressing is the need to confront the memory of enslavement and its connections to anti-Black racism in Muslim countries today, especially in North Africa, where the old slave routes now serve as migrant pathways into Europe via Morocco, Algeria, Tunisia and Libya. But even in these countries a reckoning is underway, often in the face of resistance on the part of local governments. More broadly, there is a growing body of academic works, popular books, NGO reports, novels and movies on the subject, many of them written and produced in Muslim societies. A generation ago the study of slavery in Islam was shrouded in a 'deafening silence', as Toledano once put it. This is no longer the case.
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At Senate House Library
Caxton's Print Revolution
Tom Johnson

2904 wordsThe story  of the English printing press has no convenient beginning. It makes for inconsistent centennials; a quatercentenary celebration was held in 1877, two quincentenary exhibitions in 1975 and 1976, and now in 2026 an exhibition at Senate House Library to celebrate a 550th anniversary (until 1 July). Whenever we begin the story, it must involve William Caxton. He was the first Englishman to print, the first person to print an English book and the first to print in England, but these were three distinct events. Probably the first printed book he published, around 1472, was De Proprietatibus Rerum by Bartholomaeus Anglicus, a popular 13th-century encyclopedic text. Caxton printed it in Cologne, working with the type-cutter Johann Veldener and his apprentice, Wynkyn de Worde (who would one day take over Caxton's shop), and the work was in Latin. Soon afterwards the three of them moved to Bruges, where Caxton had long been living as a merchant, and set up a new press. This produced the first book to be printed in English, The Recuyell of the Historyes of Troye, drawn from Caxton's translation of a French text, which was also among the first to include a copper engraving in its pages. Caxton printed a few more texts in Bruges before moving back to England in 1476. He established a press in Westminster, at the sign of the Red Pale, and it was here that he published the first book to be printed in England, Chaucer's Canterbury Tales, in 1476.
Caxton is lauded in the Senate House Library exhibition as the 'father of English printing'. To the 18th-century antiquary Joseph Ames, he was 'our venerable typographer'; William Blades, a printer and amateur historian who had helped to organise the 1877 exhibition, preferred the majestic, faintly cyberpunk 'Prototypographer'. We have acquired very little new biographical information about Caxton since then - Blades was an assiduous collector of documentary sources - and yet assessments of his ingenuity have changed considerably. Norman Blake, a recent biographer, remarks bluntly that 'he was no scholar and his interest in literature was probably superficial ... he was a man of the late medieval period, not of the Renaissance.' This is a little unfair. Caxton's early interest in print was probably commercial rather than technical, that of a publisher rather than an inventor. But his interest in literature ran deep, not only as a reader but also as a translator of dozens of works. His printed output suggests a man who was earnestly committed to the promotion of English writing; in his edition of the Canterbury Tales he praises Chaucer for having 'enbelysshyd, ornated and made faire our Englisshe'.
Caxton tells readers in the prologue to the Historyes of Troye that he was born in the Kentish Weald (he gives this as the reason his English may come across as particularly rude and simple, but he must also have spoken French, and probably Dutch and German too). He was apprenticed into the Mercers' Company of London in 1438, and by 1450 he was in Bruges, dealing in pewter, cloth and wool. He settled permanently in the city and became leader of the English merchants there, a role that soon involved him in the complexities of trade and diplomacy between Edward IV and Charles, Duke of Burgundy. In 1471, after falling foul of English dynastic politics during the brief readeption of Henry VI, Caxton went to Cologne, a city with which he may have been familiar from his business connections. There had been a press there since 1464, when Ulrich Zell - who had worked with Gutenberg's partner, Johann Fust - had brought it up the Rhine from Mainz. By this time, Caxton was already in the process of translating the Historyes of Troye from French. He seems to have quickly spied the potential of the new technology.
The idea of printing was not new. Every coin and wax seal in Europe had been 'printed' for centuries; woodblock printing was used to produce religious images and playing cards. But in the early 15th century, there emerged a range of new art forms made by replication: bronze medallions, ceramic plaquettes, copper engravings and glazed terracottas. All required sophisticated metal-carving techniques. The print historian Lotte Hellinga has written that 'technically, Gutenberg's invention was an advanced achievement in metallurgy.' The true innovation was the idea of moveable type: individual letter stamps that could be endlessly recombined to produce multiple copies of a text at once. Each character was first cut in steel as a punch, which was hammered into a copper matrix to produce a mould, into which an alloy of tin and lead was poured. The result was a single piece of type, a small bar of metal with the letter on the end. About seventy 'sorts' of type - including capitals and minuscules, spaces, punctuation, symbols and, in English, the archaic letters thorn (th) and yogh (y) - were required to produce a complete 'fount', with each sort cast in several copies to allow for repeated letters.
The first step in printing was to 'cast off', marking up the copy to show how the text should be divided up into pages. Then compositors took the pieces of type required to make a single page, laid them out in rows and packed them on top of each other into rectangular blocks. These were tied tightly with string, placed into frames called 'chases' and further secured with wedges to hold everything still. For all except the largest books, printing was done on sheets that would subsequently be folded to make up booklets - once to make a folio format, twice to make a quarto. This process meant that some pernickety calculations were required: in a quire of four folded leaves (sixteen pages), the first page would be printed on the same side as the sixteenth, the second next to the fifteenth, and so on, until the middle of the book where eighth and ninth were printed opposite. Completed chases were thus placed into larger structures called 'formes' that combined the different pages of type in the correct order for folding, a process known as imposition.
The formes were then daubed with ink using leather balls shaped like plungers and laid face-up in the press, ready to receive the paper. Another 15th-century innovation necessary for printing was the oil-based paint developed by Flemish artists. The water-based solutions traditionally used for manuscripts would not adhere to the metal type, so printers' ink was made from a sticky mixture of oil, soot, adhesives and albumen. One of Caxton's early experiments, with the Historyes of Troye, was to use red ink for the dedication to his patroness, Margaret of York, in an apparent attempt to mimic the look of contemporary manuscript production. Using two colours was technically complicated, however, and he did not continue with it in Westminster, preferring instead to mark headings or other textual junctures with contrasting sizes and founts of type.
Although some early printing was done on vellum, the process was quickly adapted to paper for similar reasons: parchment was less absorbent and its malleable surface harder to impress. The sheets of paper had to be dampened to receive the ink. Once all the materials were prepared, the sheet was ready for pressing. The early press was like a great vertical vice, operated by a screw. This technology was centuries old, having been developed for the pressing of grapes to make wine. The sheet of paper was placed onto a canvas called a tympan, held in place with metal pins, and then covered with a thin frame called a frisket. The tympan was folded face-down so that the paper was poised just above the forme. Then the bar of the screw was pulled and the platen, or press, pushed the paper down onto the inked letters. But pressmen were still tinkering with the machinery, and in the 1470s printers in Rome found a way of adapting the apparatus to accommodate larger formes. This enabled a whole sheet of paper (up to four pages of a quarto book) to be printed at once, in two pulls of the press. Caxton, who not only printed but imported books from Europe throughout his career as a publisher, was soon abreast of these developments, and from 1480 his press was producing sheets with the two-pull method.
We tend to associate the printing press with the production of books, but in fact much early work was on smaller jobbing pieces. The first surviving dated piece from Caxton's press in England is a papal indulgence of 1476, discovered in the Public Record Office in 1928. The indulgence, granted by Sixtus IV to fund the naval defence of Rhodes, was sold at Westminster Abbey, where Caxton rented his shop, and it seems that the abbot had a hand in the commission to produce the indulgence - a formulaic text that granted the purchaser the same remission of sin that would be obtained through a pilgrimage to Rome. In another ambiguous 'first' for English printing, the sheet was essentially a bureaucratic certificate, in which the place, date and name of the purchaser were left blank, to be written in by a scribe. A man called Henry Lanley and his wife, Katherine, will be forever remembered by typographical enthusiasts for having bought Caxton's indulgence on 13 December 1476. With any luck they've made it out of purgatory by now.
Soon afterwards Caxton was at work on the Sarum Ordinal, a liturgical text known as a pye that might have appealed to the clerks hurrying around the abbey precincts. It was for this book that he produced the first surviving printed English advertisement in 1477. A small sheet of paper, preserved in the Bodleian, declares that if anyone wants to buy a pye 'enprynted after the forme of this present lettre, which ben wel and truly correct, late hym come to Westmonester ... and he shal have them good chepe'. The advert must have been posted up on a board or wall somewhere, for underneath the English text was a Latin phrase, supplico stet cedula: 'please leave this bill where it is.' Posted bills had been common in England for a century or more, and the streets of the capital were full of them. But Caxton the Mercer understood his product. The sheet probably stood out for its neatness - he used a blackletter type that closely resembled the bookhand of contemporary manuscripts rather than the rough and speedy secretary script typically used for bills - and so 'the forme of this present lettre' would have drawn the eyes of new consumers.
[image: ]The first book advertisement in the English language, printed by William Caxton (c.1476).




Caxton's printed goods entered a well-established market for books. The London Stationers' Company had formed in 1403, and the area around St Paul's - where Wynkyn de Worde would set up shop in 1509 - was home to dozens of book artisans. There is little evidence in England for the existence of commercial scriptoria churning out texts for readers to purchase off the shelf; scribes usually worked on commission, copying out specific texts desired by their patrons, or according to what they could get their hands on. Caxton began making books with this older model of patronage in mind. The Historyes of Troye contains a lengthy preface and dedication to Margaret of York, who, Caxton claims, had asked him to complete the translation; in one surviving copy of the book there is an elaborate frontispiece - an early example of copper engraving, probably executed by one of the master manuscript miniaturists active at her court.
But printing reversed the economics of manuscript book production. Although commissions from fashionable aristocrats or penny-pinching churchmen could supply some work, publishers keen to keep their press occupied would also have to speculate in advance about the potential market for their productions. Alongside his book-length works and the single-sheet jobs, the early days of Caxton's Westminster press were taken up with several quarto editions of shorter poems by Chaucer and Lydgate. These little booklets were exactly the kinds of text that middle-class Londoners asked scribes to copy out for them (or copied themselves), to be circulated in booklets among friends or bound into personal anthologies. Caxton's readers quickly got the idea: a sammelband in the Cambridge University Library contains eight of these quarto texts, bound before the 1490s by a Westminster bookbinder who was closely associated with Caxton. It was for these kinds of text that the next generation of printers remembered him. In 1510, Robert Copland noted that he was 'gladly folowynge the trace of my mayster Caxton/begynnyng wyth small storyes and pamfletes'.
The incunabula ('swaddling-clothes') period of printing, which refers to works printed before 1501, saw much interchange between manuscript and print. One of Caxton's early productions, an English translation of the moral treatise The Game of Chess, was printed in Bruges in 1474; within a decade it had been copied out by hand for a gentlewoman, Margary Woodward. The press could not always keep up with demand, and so in 1482 Caxton reissued the text in a second edition - complete with a spate of woodcuts - from Westminster. A copy of this edition occupies the central case of the Senate House Library exhibition, open to an illustration in which a chess player smiles craftily as he arranges his pieces. Jobbing scribes worried at how fast the world was changing. A petition to the royal chancery made in the 1480s by the stationer Philip Wrenne complained that 'the occupation ys almost destroyed by prynters of bokes.' This was premature. Copying by hand was still cheap and for centuries it remained the easiest method for a reader to obtain their own copy of a text. Printing did not just meet existing demand for books, but helped to generate it, and the stationers were doing just fine from the trade. But it is undoubtedly true that the ecosystem of writing had been altered, and printers themselves - Caxton foremost among them - were keen to exploit this sense of impending change to market their wares.
[image: ]'The Game of Chess' (1474).




In his prologue to the Historyes of Troye, Caxton resorted to old tropes about the arduousness of scribal labour: 'In the wrytyng of the same my penne is worn, myn hande wery and not stedfast, myn eyen dimmed with overmoche lokyng on the whit paper.' He claimed he had made promises to friends and other 'gentilmen' that he would have the book ready as soon as possible. Therefore, to get the text out quickly, 'I have practysed and lerned at my greate charge and dispense to ordeyne this said book in prynte.' The development of English printing, in his own telling, was merely a writer's struggle to meet a deadline. But Caxton, ever the marketeer, went on and on with his sales pitch: 'It is not wreton with penne and ynke as other bokes ben.' In fact, ladies and gentlemen, here in my hand, the Historyes of Troye, 'thus enpryntid as ye here see were begonne in oon day and also fynysshid in oon day.' The novelty, the speed, the marvel!
Historians have long understood printing as the cause of various 'revolutions': Elizabeth Eisenstein, in 1979, argued that we should understand the printing press as 'an agent of change'. The Senate House Library exhibition uses other works in its collections to trace the familiar narratives: the Reformation, the nation-state, the scientific revolution. Certainly these revolutions had nice books. You can see a 1577 edition of Holinshed's Chronicles, a beautifully illustrated botanical text, John Parkinson's Theatrum Botanicum, and a 1719 copy of Robinson Crusoe, complete with foldout map. Whether we can convincingly trace these works back to Caxton, let alone the long-term social processes that they are supposed to represent, is much harder to say. As the historian Adrian Johns has argued, many of the qualities associated with print - uniformity, fixity, control - were not produced mechanically but culturally. The idea that a printed book is fixed or uniform is belied by the existence of multiple editions that produce the text in different ways. We want to see continuity in print, but it took a lot of actual and ideological work to make the printed word actually do the things that it came to stand for.
Still, it's hard to resist a good origin story. Caxton liked beginnings too, or at least he understood that they had a popular appeal: he took readers back to the dawn of recorded history at Troy with his first English book, and to the foundations of modern English literature with Chaucer, the first book he published in England. In the last prologue he wrote for one of his editions, Eneydos (Virgil's Aeneid) of 1490, just a couple of years before he died, he opens with a brief, poignant self-description 'sittyng in my studye where as laye many dyuerse paunflettis and bookys'. A bibliophile who had done so much to help spread the craze in England, he still thought in terms apposite to the manuscript culture into which he had been born, inviting readers 'to correcte, adde, or mynysshe where as he or they shall fynde faulte', a conventional scribal plea, before going on to dedicate the text to a series of highborn patrons. Yet he was a visionary, in the same way that all successful ad men are visionaries. He was the first person in England to understand that he was selling not just print, but novelty. For my money, future centenaries should take place in years ending '77, the year of his printed advert, in grudging celebration of one of the most enduringly successful marketing campaigns in history.
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Another Ilk
Adam Mars-Jones

2905 wordsGeorge Saunders's  novel Lincoln in the Bardo, which won the Booker Prize in 2017, featured a cast who were mostly dead, though still conversational, and his new novel, Vigil, revisits the device - one that goes back in American literature at least as far as 1915 and Edgar Lee Masters's poetry collection Spoon River Anthology. In that book a town's dead inhabitants testify from the cemetery about, and often against, the community in which they lived. Jill 'Doll' Blaine, the protagonist of Vigil, was born in 1954 and died in 1976, but she has been busy since then, attending the deathbeds of those referred to as her 'charges', more than three hundred of them. Her new assignment, the self-made plutocrat K.J. Boone, is a tough nut to crack, unable to prevent her from entering 'the orb of his thoughts' but refusing to give her much head space. He holds fast to his idea of himself as a pioneer and a hero.
 The words 'ghost' and 'angel' are not used in the book to identify Jill and her ilk ('of our ilk' is a recurring phrase) but it's hard not to see them as hybrids of these two entities. A ghost is the psychic residue of a life, often unaware of its death (as is the case in Lincoln in the Bardo), but likely to have unfinished business with the living. An angel has no human past but is sent from outside our world to effect an announcement or an intervention. Jill and her ilk are set to work by a beneficent God after a process called 'elevation', which seems to combine ghost and angel - the shadow and the messenger - into a single being, its presence detectable by animals but not by people.
 Films with a fantasy element usually explain the set-up early and clearly. The game can't start until you know the rules. Peter Carter, falling to earth in his burning plane, accepts his designated death, but falls in love with the radio operator June and thereby somehow falls past it. The rest of A Matter of Life and Death follows from this anomalous case of physical (rather than psychic) survival, a filing error in the bureaucracy of the afterlife. Sam in Ghost, looking down at his own corpse after an attack in the street, comes to realise that his job is still to protect his girlfriend, Molly. He loves her too much to be able to leave her. In Vigil, Jill's marriage was loving, but she doesn't stay on earth for the sake of her policeman husband, Lloyd. She is familiar with the whereabouts and condition of her corpse, torn apart when a car bomb meant for Lloyd killed her instead, but she has never in the half-century since her death (the action of the book is in the present day) taken an interest in how he is getting along. This is presumably because of the partial selflessness imposed by elevation, with the angel having the upper hand over the ghost.
 Jill has some sort of access to her own past without being able fully to inhabit it. This is conveyed typographically by putting its elements in inverted commas, a formal device that irritates the eye, accustomed as it is to punctuation that aims to smooth the experience of reading rather than roughen it up. She remembers, for instance, 'lying in "antique four-poster", purchased by "Mother", "on credit", at "Sears", her "favourite store", while imagining being kissed by "Phil Everly", "pop star"'. At least there's no confusion with quoted speech, since Saunders dispenses with inverted commas for that purpose, an understandable decision when his angel-ghosts can simply flow into the consciousnesses they encounter.
 But why, and how, did Jill stay? The rules are hard to grasp. It's not that they need to be explicitly stated, though the Handbook for the Recently Deceased, found by the central couple in Beetlejuice when they return, drenched and baffled, after their car has plunged into a river, is an elegant way of establishing the inner logic of the fiction, its cosmology. The cosmology of Beetlejuice, disconcertingly, has neither heaven nor hell, no God, no Devil. It's all limbo.
 In Vigil, not everyone who remains on earth posthumously is elevated. Jill encounters an ill-assorted couple who, unlike her, are tied to the place where they died in different epochs ('I got hit and killed just there') and can only rehearse their uninspiring experiences to each other:
 At first her story completely bored me, said William. 
 Likewise, said Clyda. 
 Because it was not my story, said William. 
 Same, said Clyda. 
 Then, gradually, we learned, said William. We became, with time, nominally more able to endure listening to each other. 
 And now we hardly mind it at all. 

This is one of several exchanges in the book that resembles a tired music-hall act, though it takes a Beckett to drain all the obvious vitality out of a vaudeville routine while leaving it with the ghost of a snap. William and Clyda don't seem bright enough for elevation, which perhaps depends on a sort of civil service entrance exam - in Beetlejuice it was suicides who administered the afterlife, their attempt to escape the system merely guaranteeing them an eternity of office work.
 Are William and Clyda of another ilk from Jill and her co-workers? No, same ilk. So what's the process that allows a dead individual to remain on earth? 'One must want desperately to appear and, even so, might only partly succeed: one might arrive in waves, or in a diminished state. One's appearance might be distorted by detritus from one's psyche or the manner of one's passing. Even having succeeded, one might fade away before one's desires were fully realised.' But this refers to the origin of an entity, not to its later appearances. Those of Jill's ilk have no difficulty in moving from place to place. Jill's own experience bears no resemblance to this account. She was projected away from the scene of her accident, so that 'as if flung by an invisible hand, '"I" kept going, across town ... being guided, it felt, to some specific place,' which turns out to be the consciousness of the man who had planted the bomb. She was trapped there until she learned what it was like to be him, at which point she received her mission:
 You cannot free him. 
 But you might comfort him. 
 I felt a new and powerful truth being beamed directly into me, by a vast, beneficent God, in the form of this unyielding directive: 
Comfort. 

No desperation was involved in her case - she seems to have been fast-tracked. There wasn't even a moment of decision between leaving the world and staying in it. When, late in the book, Jill encounters her grandmother, the old lady suggests she should move on.
 Maybe it's time, Grandma said, indicating my grave with her cane ... 
 No, I said. 
 Why not, Grandma said. What keeps you here, Doll? 
 What keeps you here? I said. 
 She leaned forward to answer, as if about to tell me some long-kept secret. 
 Then did a little fart, like in the old days, so we might part on good terms. 

No answer there.
 The 'comforting' Jill offers to the dying is an odd procedure, always the same in outline. She tells her charges that they couldn't have acted any differently. Their choices had been so restricted that 'the whole game amounted to a sort of lavish jailing.' At this point, the faint whiff of A Christmas Carol that has clung to the book disperses, since no change of heart is expected of any of Jill's charges, even a calcified Scrooge like Boone. It is more like an AA interaction, with Boone's sponsor urging him to see that he was helpless all along. AA, however, is posited on the need to produce and consolidate change. How does it render the dying a significant service to tell them that they never had free will, when they're just about to meet a higher power? Won't that beneficent God tell them the same thing?
 Comfort in the Bible is a fine thing in most contexts, except perhaps the most famous: Job's comforters aren't comforters at all but tempters, encouraging him to curse God and die. Whose work is Jill doing by standing in the way of repentance? Hers is not the only approach to the mission. More than one operative can be assigned to a case, though there is no supervision in the field - which makes these entities sound like a cell of spies, deep undercover. Also assigned to Boone is a Frenchman, who advertises his Francophone credentials by exclaiming 'Quelle horreur!' or whistling the 'Marseillaise', and is as keen to secure a confession of guilt as Jill is to head one off. His exaggerated Frenchness might be a tribute to the fop played by Marius Goring in A Matter of Life and Death, dispatched from the black and white upper realm to retrieve Peter Carter, delivering the line 'One is starved for Technicolor, up there' with magnificent affectation as he feasts his eyes on a rose bush.
 Jill and the Frenchman are hardly a team, though between them they stage a version of a good cop/bad cop interrogation. The Frenchman psychically passes over to Jill a sample of consciousness, a sort of subjective recording, that he thinks will shake the old man to his core. Jill squanders it, apparently not knowing, even after more than three hundred assignments, that recordings of this sort can only be played once. If the analogies being offered here (AA sponsor, undercover operatives, police interrogation tag-team) seem scattered and unfocused then they do justice to the book.
 Jill and the Frenchman are joined at Boone's bedside by a double act 'of our ilk', who seem to have known him in their lifetimes:
 Anyway, said G. 
 Any-old-hoo, said R. 
 Just dropping by to say thanks, said G. 
 To our friend K.J., said R. 
 For the funding, said G. 
 Thanks for the funding, K.J., said R. 
 The surreptitious, secretive funding, said G. 
 Which dared not speak its name, said R. 

 That the interchangeable R. & G., courtiers whose homage seems to mask a threat, are neither Shakespearean nor Stoppardian figures is shown by the way the scene develops. They reproduce anally, their offspring immediately doing the same:
 Replicas of the replicas began dropping from the rears of the initial replicas and these secondary replicas became full-sized and began dropping out tertiary replicas, who also grew until the room was so packed with versions of the original R. and G., all talking at once, that several of the replicas were nudged out through the wall and, while still in the process of introducing themselves, tumbled down into the yard below. 

This grotesque scene goes into reverse two pages later, with the original R. and G. 'wincing somewhat at the discomfort' of dozens of replicas abrading the psychic sphincter on their way back to base.
 The rules keep being modified. Ten pages from the end of the book, Jill spots a pair of pronghorns of her ilk, unable to progress to glory hundreds of years after their death by mauling. It must be common for a prey animal like the pronghorn to be traumatised at the moment of death, but this is the first indication that the world is cluttered with animal phantoms as well as the human ones.
 Circumstantial evidence (defective internal logic, uncontrolled tone, bizarreness for its own sake) suggests that Vigil is an attempt at a comic novel by someone without much of a sense of humour, though it's true that several successful books - Confessions of Felix Krull, A House for Mr Biswas - correspond to this description. If Vigil ever forms part of the vast swathe of writing used to train artificial intelligence then the robot scanners won't learn much about organising a narrative, but I dare say that's the least of our worries. What is really going on, at least in Saunders's head, is almost unimaginably different. He is trying to address an overwhelmingly serious and important subject, the threat of human extinction as a result of climate change.
 K.J. Boone is an oil tycoon who not only represents an ecocidal industry but delivered a keynote speech at a conference in Aarhus in 1997 that gave colour to climate scepticism - shortly after it the US withdrew from the Kyoto Protocol. R. and G. were scientists who sold their integrity in exchange for funding, corroborating a complacency they knew to be false. Even the cartoon Frenchman can be identified, on the basis of his remarks about having 'had a hand in the invention of the beast', with Jean Joseph Etienne Lenoir, who invented an internal combustion engine in 1858. This explains his first appearance in 'the rough garb of mechanic or railway engineer'.
 The book's cosmology doesn't harmonise with its message, and even contests it. If the Earth is not our only home then the viability of the planet recedes in importance. A belief in the next world, and the possibility of judgment there, may encourage moral scruple without inspiring respect for the precariousness of our environment. The majority of believers in an afterlife have tended to regard the world, and everything in it, as an entitlement rather than a sacred trust.
 Boone, understandably, resents his demonisation as 'the single worst agent in the monumental and criminal effort to deny blah blah blah', and his arguments, though self-protective, do have some force. Not everyone who goes on marches to protect the environment gets there by carbon-neutral means, and all of them would struggle to keep their lives on track without fossil fuels. (That's not the point.) Boone's psychology is resolutely one-dimensional, though authoritatively channelled through Jill, as she taps into his thoughts:
 Nobody could know what it was like, being him. 
 Nobody. 
 How delicious, how perfect. 
 Nobody ... What he was, they were not, and never would be; where he'd been, they hadn't been (and couldn't go); what he knew, they'd never know. 

This expression of omnipotence seems unconvincingly serene - do plutocrats ever lose their edge of paranoia? Are they ever satisfied with what they have? It's hard to think of examples.
 Boone's daughter, Julia, might have given Saunders a chance to find some much needed nuance, as a person who didn't forge her own destiny but had to make a life of her own within the distortions of her father's. He lets the opportunity go by:
 She believed in this country, and in positive values and taking responsibility for oneself, like he'd taught her, and saw zero use in complaining or looking only at the negative side of things or pissing and moaning about every little hardship the way the libdopes tended to do, as if nothing in life was fun or beautiful or a cause for joy and everything was a terrible dang guilty burden to bear. (And yes, Daddy: she and her church friends used 'libdope' now, not 'libtard', not because of p.c. but because 'libdope' seemed somehow kinder, more in keeping with the teachings.) 

Of course there is a genre - satire - that doesn't punish a certain crudity, and even rewards it, but this is the one thing satire cannot be: insipid.
 There is an impalpable entity hardly mentioned in Vigil that has more impact on our world than ghosts or angels, either singly or combined: the corporation. The legal systems of a number of countries grant corporations the status of people in important respects. Under US law, corporations are entitled under the First Amendment to unlimited political spending. Seeking to influence the body politic by funding propaganda campaigns counts as protected speech.
 The Frenchman's first move in trying to rouse Boone's conscience was to show him specimens of birds - the hooded warbler, the bobolink - that have been driven to extinction. Boone isn't impressed, as the orb of his thoughts makes clear: 'There were still birds, there'd always be birds, birds bred like goddamn rats.' It's true that other species become extinct quite straightforwardly, like small businesses unable to pay their invoices, while we humans, with our great talent for creative accounting, can juggle losses almost indefinitely, making the balance sheet look healthy whatever the underlying truth. Our species will become extinct in the way that Enron did. A corporation that seemed sound turned out to have lost all its solidity long ago, becoming more and more like a confidence trick that deceived the tricksters themselves.
 If a corporation is a sort of person, what sort of person is it? Given that a corporation is required to consider only its own benefit, the answer would have to be a psychopath. It shouldn't come as a surprise that Boone's company, like its competitors, did pay attention to the dire warnings of environmental collapse, despite its denials of knowledge and attempts to discredit those sounding the alarm. The company took action, but only to raise its drilling platforms, so it could continue to operate while sea levels rose. This is the only effective moment in Vigil, a solitary sharp edge in an insubstantial book.
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Poem
Rosarita
Patricia Lockwood

279 wordsI read an article in a library in Dublin
About the Neo-Mineralists -
Artists, sculptors who were creating new gems.
Well, we had done it before.
Leland Blue, Bridewell, Victoria stone.
So much car paint had poured up in Detroit
That we gave a name to it: Fordite.
There is also Rosarita,
Red as a heart, which is a by-product
In the smelting of gold. It is a breakingly clear
Glass. There is gold in it, though you can't
See where - it is everywhere, throughout,
A saturation as of meaning. It laughs
At the word that applies to it, Slag,
And simply goes on shining.
An artist spoke of inner gems,
Only his reds were as red as these.
He grew at the centre of the bud,
His name was Charles Beauty.
Every man, woman, baby
Envied him that name. Wanted
To believe him, about the inner gems.
Can they be made, by the Neo-Mineralists,
Say? Can they be struck and struck at the heart,
With the light? There is a ray from nowhere
The artist depends on; the lover, too, to make
You most beautiful, lying across the pillow
In a shower of blonde arrowheads.
A locket in the chest swings wider and wider:
A scene in a white-hot furnace, where the smelting
Goes on, and colour pours like a sworn companion.
It lives in its liquor, is spirituous, makes you see.
It is expensive, for something left behind.
Gold looks for it again, from its little rings
And fingers. Was it live once, did it have
Running blood, did it pump, was it a transfusion?
Tiny bubbles rise in Rosarita,
Where gold once lay breathing under me.
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Zip him in a bodybag
Nicole Flattery

2498 wordsIn John Cheever's  Bullet Park (1969), Eliot Nailles, a mild-mannered advertising executive, is asked by an Italian doctor: 'Why do Americans want to be immortal?' Amie Barrodale's first novel, Trip, offers a playful reformulation of this question. In some ways, it's a send-up of a culture obsessed with 'healthmaxxing', where ageing and death are treated as intolerable embarrassments. Barrodale rejects self-improvement, opting instead for an undisciplined, unlikeable narrator who also happens to be dead. You can try to live for ever - marshalling your willpower and multivitamins - but, like Sandra, the documentary filmmaker at the centre of Trip, you might slip on a hairbrush in a hotel bathroom in Nepal while attending a conference full of bickering academics. And, like Sandra, you might be eulogised by someone who barely knew you: 'She may not have been graceful eating with a knife and fork; her clothing may have been all stretch fabrics, but she is dead. Died alone in a toilet. No sense of personal style and an unusual amount of flyaway hairs, but ...'
 In the opening chapters, Sandra is still alive. She is separated from her husband, Vic, a sculptor who has spent twenty years working on a piece called The Gaurea - a sixty-foot yellow blown-glass vessel with many oblong holes. They have one teenage son, Trip, who was diagnosed with autism as a child. When he refuses to leave his bedroom in the morning, Sandra tells him: 'Everyone goes to school. I went to school. Your father went to school.' Trip, with the breeziness of a teenager who has learned to weaponise his diagnosis, responds: 'You guys aren't autistic.'
 As Sandra prepares to leave for the conference, she and Vic have to negotiate a crisis. In a fit of rage, Trip smashes The Gaurea into a thousand pieces, which prompts a meeting with his school guidance counsellor, Cathy, who persuades them to place Trip in a troubled-teen facility called the Centre. Troubled isn't the right word for Trip, but miscommunication is a speciality of Barrodale's. The epigraph to her short story collection, You Are Having a Good Time (2016), is from the Buddhist filmmaker Dzongsar Jamyang Khyentse Rinpoche: 'There is no such thing as communication. There are only two things. There is successful miscommunication and unsuccessful miscommunication. And when you have unsuccessful miscommunication, you are having a good time.' Miscommunication is exactly what happens in Spin, one of Trip's favourite restaurants, as his fate is decided. 'We went back and forth for twenty minutes,' Sandra reports, 'with me saying I couldn't stay, Vic saying he was a danger to himself and Cathy saying the Centre had horses.'
 The title of the novel evokes the emotional 'journey' Sandra has been on with Trip and the various people who have tried to tell her who her son is, how he should behave and how his behaviour reflects on her. At the Centre, Sandra is informed by a 'PhD nurse practitioner with two decades' clinical experience' that Trip also has OCD. When Sandra questions this, the nurse says: 'I hope it's not too presumptuous of me to say that I see autism spectrum disorder is in the family on Mom's side.' Sandra seethes with inarticulable rage. Who are these people who think they can pigeonhole her and her family? People with lanyards. People who've done courses. During a meeting with Trip's deputy principal, Sandra thinks: 'Angela was not the sort of person who would have had any power over us in a former life.'
 After her death, Sandra recounts the slow process of Trip's diagnosis and the endless appointments during which she was assessed as much as her child. There are doctors and therapists, letters and numbers, patterns and symbols and Play-Doh. There is screen time, there are entreaties to reduce screen time, outsized sensitivities and the dawning realisation that Trip is different. Teachers stare at him as if to ascertain how autistic he actually is. 'Vic was so desperate and out of his depth that he turned to optimism,' Sandra recalls, 'to the things the internet advises us to say in these moments. He actually said: "How can we all work together to solve this?"'
 Sandra is opposed to optimism of any kind. She remembers a teacher suggesting a 'therapeutic tool' to help Trip - zipping him into a body bag and getting his classmates to hug him - and identifies this as 'the moment when I was separated from my son'. 'When do we die?' Trip asks her at one point. 'That's the only way out of this.' Barrodale is a Buddhist but says the concept of the Bardo is something she struggles with. As she told an interviewer last year, 'at the beginning of every Bardo teaching, they always say "Bardo means in between," and I would always be like, "Yeah, yeah get to the death part. Get to what I want to hear."'
 As his mother moves between life and death, Trip has an adventure of his own. He escapes from the Centre and hitches a lift from a middle-aged man called Anthony, who is travelling to Florida. Anthony has an MBA from the second-best business school in the South, describes himself as 'radioactive in Manhattan' and speaks in aggressive non sequiturs: 'I'd like if I were a woman and could give birth naturally. I would like to have a baby in a blow-up kiddie pool. Women waste it, of course, with their epidurals, fentanyl and Stadol.' He's also a recovering addict and practises 'contemplative meditation' but, judging by his past relationships, this doesn't seem to be working. When Trip wakes up after a nap he hears Anthony leaving a voice note: 'It wasn't your fault I misunderstood the letter, though it was a bit unclear. I got carried away, and I embarrassed you in your professional environment. Again. Please, if you'll just talk to me, I think we can work it out. If you'll just answer one of my calls.'
 As a storm closes in, Anthony ignores an evacuation warning and keeps driving towards Florida. He tells Trip they've been invited to a party along the way. Soon they arrive at a large, gated house where it's clear they aren't entirely welcome. Inside, they run into Dick Chambers, a man who provokes horrible feelings of failure and inadequacy in Anthony. On greeting his old rival, Anthony is preternaturally calm: 'Dick Chambers ... Always a witty remark. You're looking healthy.' Dick responds by recounting, at great length, one of Anthony's unsuccessful business ventures - a modest billboard designed to create less visual pollution than the average ones. On being reminded of this, Anthony abandons all pretence of reason. The scene ends with him and Trip stealing 'the aptly named' Dick's boat. Lancaster, the owner of the house, protests: 'Please get out of the boat, Anthony. You are not yourself and the damages could be quite expensive.' 'I give nary a shit,' Anthony replies. As the storm intensifies, the pair are dragged out to sea. Anthony finds a box of luxury chocolates on the boat: 'Only the best for Dick.' Even as the situation turns dire and drowning begins to seem inevitable, petty resentments remain.
Trip is about consciousness, karma and retribution, but it's also silly and your enjoyment of it may depend on your tolerance for this (mine is medium to high). What Sandra regrets most, looking back on her life, is how serious she was. She didn't always meet Trip on his level: as he grew older, she stopped talking to him in the voices of his favourite characters from Cars. 'I thought about how shy it had made me for a person to be different. How nervous, even angry.' Why does adulthood demand such rigid, unimaginative responses? Why does a novel about dying demand seriousness? Barrodale loves a moment of manic slapstick. 'I always feel like there's a lot on the surface that people ignore in writing,' she said last year in a conversation with Ottessa Moshfegh. 'They go to the interior because they feel like that's the meat. But I kind of feel like the surface is the meat.' Life is about finding a way to bond with your son, but it's also about listening to an unassuming conference attendee recount a story about meeting Robert Pattinson ('I'd faint if he tried to buy me a drink,' another academic chimes in).
Trip  has a lightness that Barrodale's short stories sometimes lack. You Are Having a Good Time shows signs of its age. There's a blurb from the now disgraced James Franco, which is actually very Amie Barrodale. I can imagine a story of hers in which a writer forces a famous actor, living in obscurity after a litany of accusations, to rescind his praise for her work. There are shades of #MeToo in 'Animals', about a film director who takes advantage of his actresses, leaving one of them feeling confused, ashamed and adrift when she is nominated for an award for her performance in his film. The narrator of 'William Wei' is an incel. A misogynistic pornography addict living alone in an empty apartment (Barrodale's characters, like good Buddhists, give things away), William starts getting phone calls from a woman called Koko he once met at a party. They arrange a date, and William goes through all the usual preparations you make before meeting someone you've been flirting with over the phone:
 On the train, I kept telling myself to just be myself. I had a prescription for a low-milligram anti-anxiety medication, as well as a mild beta blocker, and I kept going into the bathroom to take more - I wanted to get the mixture right. After I took a pill, I'd check myself in the mirror, and I'd always be surprised at what I found. I kept expecting to find a monster. 

 William is insecure about his looks, but still assumes he has the right to feel disappointed by Koko's appearance. He quickly realises that everything he does makes Koko angry. Eventually he's transformed by his own paralysis. The story concludes with him sitting alone, waiting for Koko to return: 'The sorts of things I thought during that time, while I sat there, I can never really say. It was heavy. I think that's what people say - it was a bad trip; it was heavy. I think I can safely say it changed my life.'
 Two stories in the collection follow characters searching for an elusive object they believe will bring them pleasure, only to find it brings nothing but misery. In 'The Sew Man' the narrator's desire for a particular suit leads to a series of strange encounters with his tailor. In 'The Commission' a mysterious customer called Mr Thibideaux commissions a bowl by a famous artist but never shows up to collect it. ('It was a small thing,' the narrator says, 'but it grew in my mind, so that when I looked at, when I even thought about, Mr Thibideaux's bowl, I felt sick to my stomach. It became the kind of incident a person could explain to a psychologist.') Barrodale's characters are often in the grip of mania. Occasionally this is heightened by a screwball sensibility, as in 'Frank Advice for Fat Women': a psychiatrist becomes romantically involved with a mother and daughter at the same time, leading to a frantic scene, straight from a sitcom, where he ends up on calls with both women simultaneously.
 In 'Night Report', Ema is given a book by a married lover she's attempting to keep at arm's length. Instead she finds herself sending him a long screed in 21 parts, explaining her feelings about the book as well as her feelings about him. He responds: 'Good times.' Immediately afterwards she sublets her apartment and goes on a month-long meditation retreat in Vermont. There she encounters Sloane Newam, the author of the book (a memoir), who turns out to be a 'kind of contortionist know-it-all'. The married man is baffled. 'What are you doing? You hate New Age and you hate nature and you hate amateurs.' Ema gets nothing out of the retreat and admits that if a gun were available she'd happily shoot the other visitors. At the end of the story, Mr Thibideaux agrees: the time he 'spent in monasteries was characterised by impassioned bickering over the smallest things - the sound of chewing, the way a certain man moved his fingers'.
 The same bitterness is evident in the collection's best story, 'Mynahs', set in a creative writing workshop. Donald Burden and Benjamin Greer meet in John Berryman's poetry class. At one point their drunken mentor claims that he knows why Greer writes:
 'I'll tell you one ... thing,' Berryman said, 'The writer is slime.' 
 'You're drunk,' Greer said. 
 Berryman turned. 
 'I'll tell you why you write.' 
 Greer was frightened. 
 Berryman said: 'You went to a party one time. You were sort of maybe half invited. You spoke to a girl, and you felt like she ignored you. You spoke to another girl, and it seemed like she ignored you too. That's it. Everything spun from a habit you formed one night, at a party when you felt you were ignored.' 

Greer later steals Burden's manuscript and plans to plagiarise it. (The writer is slime.) However, unbeknown to him, Burden has rewritten it from scratch and manages to publish it before Greer can get his version into print. Burden is eventually driven insane by the success of his book and, years later, when he finally confronts Greer about the stolen manuscript, nobody takes him seriously. Greer has got away with it.
 In Trip there's no escaping the consequences of your actions. After a tense encounter with her son's principal, from which she emerges victorious, Sandra thinks:
 I was happy because I had humiliated the principal. But I knew it wouldn't go well. When I was a kid, I thought I could get away with that kind of thing. But as an adult, I knew it would be given back to me, magnified in some way, and I would taste defeat. 

What feels good in the moment turns out to be harmful. Sandra later recognises a similar failure of judgment with regard to Trip. What she had experienced as humiliation and disruption was, in fact, what she needed most. The problem is that such clarity comes only in death:
 I was happy to have been shaken out of it a little bit by my son, to have been made to feel disrupted, shameful, ungainly, awkward and unsure. To have been made to stir for a moment in the everlasting sleep that had been my life. Sandra Vernon's life. Or whatever. Whatever. Whatever it was. 
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Diary
Memories of Harrison Starr
Alex Cocotas

2664 wordsThe movie producer 
, cinematographer and screenwriter Harrison Starr died in 2024 at the age of 95. Almost no one noticed. If his name was ever mentioned it was usually in connection with those of more famous collaborators. He was the producer of Michelangelo Antonioni's legendary flop Zabriskie Point, which came out in 1970, and the year before he made a cameo appearance in Kurt Vonnegut's Slaughterhouse-Five, where 'Harrison Starr, the movie-maker' says: 'You know what I say to people when I hear they are writing anti-war books? ... Why don't you write an anti-glacier book instead?' I once saw that quote printed on a wall at the Tate in an exhibition on war photography. I sent a picture of it to my parents, who were visiting Harrison at his ranch in Borrego Springs, California. It elicited a groan.
Harrison was my mentor, or, as he preferred it, I was his 'little brother'. A gap of 58 years separated our fraternal union. When I was six, he yelled at me for eating my waffle 'like a barbarian'. When I was eight, he explained to me the concept of nuclear war. When I was fourteen, he got me drunk for the first time and asked if I was still a virgin. When I said yes, he looked over with palpable disgust at my father, smiling on the other side of the room, and said: 'If it was up to me, I would have gotten you a nice experienced woman to break you in by now.'
He had been my parents' landlord in New York City in the 1970s. Another of his tenants was Thomas Pynchon, who wrote some of Gravity's Rainbow at 161 Charles Lane in the West Village. Their association was complicated by Pynchon's fear of Harrison's feral cat Martha, who stalked his rooms and disrupted his concentration with her demonic stare. Harrison and Tom had lunch every Tuesday with Donald Barthelme, who was at the height of his fame after being named 'the most interesting writer of fiction in America' in the New York Times Magazine. 'We have a little block association,' Barthelme told the Paris Review in 1981, listing its members as Grace Paley, Kirk and Faith Sale (she was one of Pynchon's editors), the longtime New Yorker fiction editor Roger Angell and Harrison. Barthelme and Harrison drank heavily and bickered like lovers; my father recalls Barthelme tearfully knocking on his door to ask if he knew where Harrison had gone. Something of this dynamic, along with a perfect rendering of Harrison's diction, is captured in Barthelme's 1968 story 'Kierkegaard Unfair to Schlegel':
H. and S. came for supper ... Buckets of vodka before and buckets of brandy after. The brandy depressed me. Some talk about the new artists' tenement being made out of an old warehouse building. H. said, 'I hear it's going to be very classy. I hear it's going to have white rats.' H. spoke about his former wife and toothbrushes: 'She was always at it, fiercely, many hours a day and night.'

Harrison spent his childhood on a ranch in northern California shooting rattlesnakes, his adolescence selling marijuana and then working in the shipyards of the Bay Area during the war. He gained admission to the New School by showing the dean his poetry, befriended Jackson Pollock and Lee Krasner, supposedly knocked out Anatole Broyard during a bar fight, and became the lover of the avant-garde filmmaker Maya Deren, with whom he made The Very Eye of Night (1955). He got his break in 'pictures', as he called them, when Preston Sturges asked him for information about hydraulic machinery.
It's not hard for me to imagine any of this per se, but the culture that nourished these stories feels very distant. Harrison's life and career, like that of his friends and collaborators, was part of the postwar flowering of the avant-garde, which had an unprecedented influence on mainstream American culture. This reached its apotheosis in the 1970s. Gravity's Rainbow won the National Book Award; Jean-Luc Godard, Miles Davis, Ingmar Bergman, Norman Mailer, James Baldwin et al. were interviewed on national television. For a few years, it seemed as if Harrison would be one of the great beneficiaries of this moment.
In the first half of the 1960s he worked on several films with Arthur Penn, then secured the film rights to produce Vonnegut's novel God Bless You, Mr Rosewater. The professional collaboration soon developed into a close, if imbalanced, friendship. Their correspondence provides a glimpse of a relationship just before a rapid reversal of fortune takes place. Harrison, the would-be bigshot, skilfully deflects the financial anxieties of Vonnegut, still largely unknown and supporting a large family. 'Please do not do me out of my one good break,' Vonnegut writes in all caps in 1966. 'I couldn't stand it. I get the break today or never, I'm 45 years old with six kids and a string of let downs, this time business can't be business, no break today and I'm no use to you or anybody.' The film was never made. A few years later, Vonnegut was one of the most famous writers in the world.
'I'm out here for a good time with Antonioni,' Harrison wrote to Vonnegut from Los Angeles in 1968. 'The mastodons, sabre-toothed tigers and other such bric-a-brac didn't fall into La Brea tar pits - they jumped.' Fresh off the success of Blow-Up, Antonioni had been given carte blanche by MGM to produce a film that was expected to capture the countercultural spirit of the late 1960s. 'I see ten thousand people making love across the desert,' Antonioni is said to have told the studio executives escorting him around Death Valley. The male lead, Mark Frechette, was involved in a cult-like commune called the Lyman Family and was repeatedly reprimanded for distributing their pamphlets on set; he later robbed a bank to fund the cult and died a couple of years later in prison. Antonioni clashed with the American crew, who in turn attempted to sabotage the filming. 'He was the only real misandrist I ever met,' Harrison told me once. Production members thought their phones were being tapped by the FBI - the Black Panthers appear in the film's opening sequence. Only three hundred people ended up making love in the desert. 'Around Death Valley today,' Beverley Walker wrote in 1992, 'there isn't a single reference to Zabriskie Point, not a trace. Not a single person I spoke with - rangers, personnel at the ranch, hotel, restaurant and tourist office - had ever heard of the film.'
Harrison's third wife was the writer Sally Kempton, the 'S.' in Barthelme's 1968 story. She caused a sensation two years later when she published an essay in Esquire called 'Cutting Loose'. She denounced her husband and her father, the journalist Murray Kempton, as representatives of a stifling patriarchal society. In the essay's most famous passage, Kempton fantasised about hitting Harrison over the head with a frying pan while he slept. She had only refrained from doing so, she wrote, for fear that he might leave her if he survived the attack. Harrison and Kempton divorced not long afterwards. She fell under the sway of the yoga guru Muktananda and began to call herself Swami Durgananda, spending the next thirty years living in ashrams.
Harrison's Hollywood career was effectively over, but he had made one wise investment: he bought the building at 161 Charles Lane as New York's housing market approached its low point. The bottom floor of the building housed a harpsichord kit workshop founded by Wolfgang Zuckermann, which revolutionised and democratised the instrument's production. It later became a workers' collective and, for reasons I've never fully understood, was known in my family as the 'lesbian harpsichord factory'.
My parents' apartment had previously been occupied by Vaughn Meader, once known for his impressions of John F. Kennedy. On the night of the assassination, Lenny Bruce supposedly walked out on stage and said: 'Boy, is Vaughn Meader fucked.' The colour field painter Stephen Mueller lived in the building, as did the poet Eleanor Lerman, who worked in the harpsichord factory and wrote poems on a blackboard there; Harrison saw them and encouraged her to publish. The resulting book, Armed Love, was nominated for the National Book Award in 1973.
By then Harrison was married to his fourth and final wife, Sandy, whom he met through Barthelme, whose brother Steven she was dating. 'You see that man?' Steven said to her when Harrison walked into a party carrying a large yellow slobbering dog called Pepper. 'That's the man you're going to marry.' They were together for more than forty years. Sandy was an art historian, an American brahmin and a formidable source of anecdote and erudition. She worked as a curator in New York City and, later, in Los Angeles, where she and Harrison moved in the late 1970s, just before my parents returned to California.
We exchanged annual visits throughout my childhood. On each of them, Harrison and I would go on an excursion on our own. We went for long drives around LA, where he explained the history of the landscape and its development, and told me what I was actually looking at. We went to an electronics store to commune with the flat-screen televisions, which he said were like works of art. We went to the automobile museum to admire the 'marvellous machines'. We went to look at sailboats when he briefly considered a life at sea in his seventies. He would recite Gaelic when discussing his Irish heritage, warn me about the dangers of American philistinism (he called it 'Babbittry'), court my aesthetic preferences and challenge me to defend them. He taught me how to disable a man's windpipe should the need arise. We once met an autodidact ornithologist known as Falcon Bob, from whom I was made to understand that the man on the street has as much to teach us as any professor. Wisdom is found in the most unlikely places. A kind gesture from a stranger can change your life. Stories can transcend petty fact and reach a higher truth. A thorough knowledge of rail gauges is a good entry point to modern history. These were other things I learned.
He called me young buck, young blood, young gun; he called me his little brother. He had beautiful, watery blue eyes. He was the first person I told I wanted to be a writer. I was 22 and had begun to make these visits on my own. 'I suspected as much,' he replied after a long pause. 'People like us, we follow the path of the heart.' I can still remember Sandy at the dinner that evening to celebrate my 'becoming a writer'. You must read Proust! And Rilke! How can you be a writer without having read the Duino Elegies? 'Simply marvellous,' she said with her curious transatlantic accent. My grand determination was really a whim, but I began to interrogate Harrison incessantly about his better-known friends, acquaintances and collaborators, oblivious to the fact that I was sticking my finger in a wound. There is a hint of irony in Vonnegut's description of Harrison as 'movie-maker', which I'm sure was not lost on him. He felt he was a failure, and yet he never ceased to make me feel that being an artist was a noble pursuit.
In his final years he wearied of telling me his stories. 'Dead, dead, deader than yesterday,' he'd say, though he granted me one hour of question time per visit. He was visited by ghosts for an hour every morning, he told me once. Sometimes he would recite poetry in answer to my questions - Shakespeare, especially, and, his favourite, Yeats:
Bolt and bar the shutter,
For the foul winds blow:
Our minds are at their best this night,
And I seem to know
That everything outside us is
Mad as the mist and snow.

I loved that, too. He always regretted that I wasn't staying longer, a regret I now share. For fifteen years straight, he told me every year that this was the year he would die. I never conceded the possibility: he was so robust, filled with such vitality and wit and verve. He was still practising tai chi, carrying on an epistolary romance with an old fling, and had founded a gun club for women, because 'every woman should know how to kill a man.' And then, one morning, I was shocked to receive a message announcing his death.
I began frantically to record my memories of him, and then, abruptly, began to doubt their veracity. There were few people left, I suddenly realised, to corroborate them. The opening lines of an Emily Dickinson poem returned to me: 'It might be lonelier/Without the loneliness ...' This poem was read at Sandy's funeral in 2015, which I missed because I had left the United States two years earlier. The country has since been transformed beyond recognition, such that my childhood there increasingly feels like an elaborate fiction.
'Never forget you're a westerner,' Harrison told me before I moved to New York. The population of California was five million at the time of his birth and 39 million when he died. He watched Katharine Hepburn and Spencer Tracy play tennis; everyone knew they were having an affair, he told me, but Hollywood was a different town back then. Preston Sturges asked him: 'What can you tell me about an Archimedes screw?' The last sentence he ever said to Henry Miller was 'Fuck you, Henry.' He once owned a painting that Lee Krasner had smashed over Jackson Pollock's head. You should always go to bed a little hungry. His main pieces of advice to me were: (1) writing is writing and (2) learn how to cook. 'Are you a human or a robot?' William Burroughs asked him before they could start working on a (still unproduced) screenplay about the gangster Dutch Schulz. 'What are your intentions?' Harrison asked my father when he first came to look at the apartment in Charles Lane. He was one of the original producers on Bonnie and Clyde and quit over a minor budget dispute. Isaac Bashevis Singer was a cheerful man. Kurt Vonnegut was a man you could get beers with. Donald Sutherland mooned his wedding party, or maybe it was Robert Duvall. He always asked my opinion and never treated me like a child. He could drink a pint of whiskey in one go by the time he was fourteen and hanging out in Oakland's jazz clubs. I was a hood, he told me. People like us are called ofays, he said. He didn't wear shoes until he was eight. They dragged him kicking and screaming back to San Francisco, the city where he was born, just up the road from the city where I was born nearly six decades years later. He loved horses, machines, Franklin Delano Roosevelt, 'short cuts' which took twice as long as the main roads, the adjectives 'smashing', 'tremendous', 'marvellous', 'sophisticated'. 'Well, whippersnapper?' he'd say when I called.
He became increasingly suspicious of my artistic ambitions. One of the last times we met, he abruptly broke off my hour of question time and said: 'I have seen a lot of people destroy their lives and the lives of all those around them in pursuit of artistic glory. The most important thing in life is to be a good son, a good husband, a good father, should you choose. These are the things that really matter, and this is how the people in your life will remember you.' How awful it is to grow older and watch the people who populated your childhood disappear from this world into your memories, and yet how lucky I was, as an only child, to have a big brother like him.
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