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Trivial Pursuits
David Runciman

4440 wordsLike many millions  of people, I usually begin my morning doing a few gentle word puzzles on newspaper websites: Connections and Strands in the New York Times, Polygon and Codeword in the Times, plus a couple of others. I do it strictly by the clock so it doesn't take more than fifteen minutes, and I don't take it very seriously - I have till now resisted the endless offers to pay for a subscription that would allow me to track my scores, share my results and compare my performance with that of others. Nonetheless, and though I would swear I am not a superstitious person, I am conscious of a gut feeling when I do well (all the words, all the connections, no hints!) that the day is going to be a good one and an even stronger sense when I mess up that it's a sign of more bad things to come. Do I believe this nonsense in order to motivate me to try harder or do I try harder because I believe this nonsense? I have no idea. But it works for me, especially since it makes me feel that by the time I get to the news in the newspapers the important stuff has already happened, which makes the news easier to digest.
 The games I play each day are almost embarrassingly simple; there are far tougher ones that I avoid because they would take too long and would probably leave me with a sense of impending disaster. There is a world of game-playing out there that makes far greater demands of the players, from elegant cryptic crosswords through to complex strategy board games and on to multi-level role-playing computer games. Some of these games will take over your life if you let them. At the same time, prompts that come with even the simplest online games are designed to make you hand over more than just your passing attention. Why do newspapers take so much time and trouble to promote their games and puzzles sections to their readers? Because they know that it's an excellent hook for keeping them on the website. That way, even if they don't sign up for all the performance metrics on offer, they are still conforming to the various measures media outlets value - minutes, clicks, idents and the rest.
 My modest game-playing habit falls somewhere between these two poles. On the one hand, there are better, smarter and more rewarding games that I could be playing. On the other, there are far more intrusive and extractive forms of gamification and data-harvesting that lie in wait for unwary participants in just about any online (and indeed offline) activity. C. Thi Nguyen wants us to recognise the enormous difference between these two ways of playing. One offers rich human experiences. The other threatens to turn all human experiences into a measurable and marketable product. The reason we might muddle them up is that they both rely on the same mechanism: scoring. All games need scoring systems - whether simple or complex - to make it possible to know who is winning, or if it is a collaborative game, what the shared goal is. Without a measure of progress, it is impossible to be sure whether any progress is being made. Money-sucking metrics are also a form of scoring - sometimes explicitly ('Improve your credit score!'), but more often buried in the background. We don't get to see the way the time we spend playing games improves the ability of online platforms to sell our data to their advertisers. But we can be sure all the same that we've become a number.
 Nguyen, a keen game-player himself, suggests a series of useful tests for distinguishing between healthy and unhealthy scoring systems. Good games deploy essentially arbitrary means of keeping score. Their measures of achievement exist not as ends in themselves but simply as devices to allow creative/competitive/co-operative activity to take place under their auspices. The fact that in contract bridge spades and hearts score thirty points per trick and diamonds and clubs score twenty points per trick doesn't mean anything in itself. It is not a gauge of actual value. It is only when playing the game that these scores matter because only then do they give the players a structure within which they can try to be their best selves. By contrast, bad games pretend that their scores have an independent meaning. Nguyen, who is also a university teacher, gives the example of the endless ways that universities are now ranked according to various metrics. These measures are often fairly arbitrary - do admissions criteria or graduate employment rates really tell you what you need to know about the quality of the education on offer? But once the measure becomes a rating and institutions can move up and down a league table, the scores start to acquire a life of their own. The arbitrary becomes an unavoidable determinant of achievement. Everyone ends up playing the game.
 From this distinction other things follow. Good games are voluntary. Players decide to take part - and to sign up to the scoring system - because they want to enjoy what the game has to offer, not because they feel they have no other choice. Good games advertise their essential arbitrariness rather than trying to conceal it: the rules exist only so that the game can be played. Bad games hide their arbitrariness, dress up their rules as having an independent legitimacy and aim to trap players into taking part. Think of all those universities and colleges spinning their wheels trying to rise up the rankings. Many would much rather not be playing that game. It's time-consuming and expensive. But they have to pretend it's meaningful in order to motivate themselves to invest the necessary resources. And once they start down that path it is very difficult to stop. Bad games reinforce the fallacy of sunk costs. A good game is one you can choose to walk away from, which is the reason that the decision to keep playing feels empowering rather than enervating. Nguyen quotes Bernard Suits, who sums up the difference like this: games add value when the players 'voluntarily take on unnecessary obstacles to make possible the activity of struggling to overcome them'. Anything else - involuntary participation, unavoidable obstacles, lack of exit options - represents something very different. Then the game is a form of value capture.
 Nguyen fears that we live in a world in which good games are being driven out by bad ones. The most elegant online puzzles become something else when they are also a device for extracting marketable data. Good games should be mildly addictive, but once a game becomes just another one of the compulsions that underpin the attention economy then its hold over its players will be a drain on their autonomy rather than an expression of it. Meanwhile, most scoring systems are not really games at all. They are means of reducing the variety and complexity of human experience into a version that is easier to package up and parcel out. This suits corporations with something to sell, governments with something to control and people with something to hide (what else is a credit score for?). The result is a flatter, blander, more fungible world: most things lose their distinctive qualities when they get turned into a number. What they gain is a measure of interchangeability. This works well for organisations that are interested in economies of scale. It works badly for anyone who just wants to do their own thing. Nguyen calls the difference between these two outlooks 'the Gap'; it represents the distance between what is easy to measure and what actually matters.
 But Nguyen wants to go further. Just as he is clear-eyed about the vices of a gamified existence, he is starry-eyed about the virtues of a game-playing life. There is nothing he likes better than losing himself in a new passion: soup-making, yo-yos, rock climbing. It rarely lasts, because past a certain point the rules of the game that had seemed to liberate hidden forms of expression come to stifle his urge to experiment. But that simply means it's time to try something new. For Nguyen, we only learn what's valuable by choosing to commit to activities that have no inherent value. What counts is the pursuit of excellence under conditions of freely chosen constraint. If we are constrained by others, then we are not free to be ourselves. But if we are altogether unconstrained then we don't have to try. Choosing to engage in trivial pursuits gives us the external discipline of rules without the burden of coercion. 'Games matter,' Nguyen says, 'because games don't matter.' If we can remember this, we will do far better in a world in which hidden forms of coercion are proliferating.
 Maybe. But I have two problems with this account. First, on the page, it's lifeless. There is a lot in The Score about Nguyen's excitement and then frustration and then renewed excitement as he masters new skills or plays new games. I am sure it was all meaningful in the moment. But it's dull in the retelling. Yo-yo tricks - at the level of Nguyen's - clearly require a high level of technical excellence. I wouldn't mind watching him in action (there are videos apparently). But it would take a writer of rare skill - which Nguyen is not - to make it compelling reading. I once knew someone who competed in national fireworks championships, which turn out to involve all sorts of arcane rules to help determine who is best at lighting up the night sky. The YouTube channel to which he directed me so I could watch his bronze-medal-winning performance was amazing, at least at first viewing. But after a while it all started to seem a little samey for anyone who didn't know what the judges were looking for. What it was not at any point, however, was fun to hear about.
Nguyen writes  like an analytic philosopher. He values definitional clarity and his book pursues ever sharper distinctions between the games that add value and the forms of gamification that take it away. The result is an argument that soon becomes repetitive. Each refinement of his central point says more or less the same thing: when people score you without your consent, they want something from you, which will be oppressive, but when you choose to score yourself then new possibilities open up. Bad scoring produces convergence. Good scoring encourages variety. Bad scoring projects power. Good scoring resists it. And so on. It's a binary picture. This is the other problem. The world - including the world of game-playing - isn't binary at all. Much of it doesn't fit that pattern.
 What's missing from The Score are hard cases and history. In some classic earlier histories of the way human beings live through and under arbitrary systems of game-like rules, one standard example is the evolution of manners, or etiquette. For instance, in Johan Huizinga's Homo Ludens ('On the Social Function of Games') from 1938, game-playing is identified as running side by side with the emergence of civility, whereby codes of behaviour are established to regulate otherwise chaotic human interactions, often at the cost of freedom of expression. Seen in one light, civility manifested as etiquette is clearly oppressive. You don't get to choose the rules which say that this spoon is for the soup and you don't get to opt out either: pick up the wrong utensil and you won't get invited back. Good manners can serve as a tool of class oppression by dint of their essential arbitrariness - we decide what counts as good behaviour so that you can't share in its benefits. And even though they are not numerical, social codes are also a scoring system. The better you play the game the more access you will have. But one false move can send you back to the beginning.
 So far, so coercive - etiquette looks like a bad game to play in Nguyen's terms. Who wants to dress up like a stiff when you could be finding your personal style in role-playing rituals of your own choosing? But etiquette can also be understood as a form of liberation, and not only because any fixed set of rules allows for individual creativity when it is fully internalised. For some people, at least, knowing down to the last detail what is expected is a way of discovering what is possible. Pushing the boundaries requires a clear sense of what the boundaries are. Cultures of self-expression are sometimes also cultures of heightened social formality taken to the point at which mastery is its own kind of subversion. Was Oscar Wilde oppressed by the rules of high Victorian manners? No, because it was a scoring system he could master and its manipulation was the making of him. He was oppressed by the game he could not play, which demanded conformity to sexual codes that remained closed off to him. Even then, he believed he might be rescued by another game, the one played in the law courts (Huizinga, who was Dutch, thought the English legal system provided a quintessential example of the playful elements present in even the most serious enterprises - just look at the wigs!). But Wilde never learned how to play that game and it was his undoing.
 Although social etiquette can feel like a private language, the truth is that it isn't. It is public. Purely private languages, as for example might exist inside a family between siblings, genuinely exclude outsiders. Social codes give outsiders a way in by making the rules of the game available to those who are in a position to access them. The only thing worse than arriving at a party where you have misunderstood the dress code is arriving at a party where there is a dress code you haven't been told about. Many rules of behaviour work that way - they are kept hidden so that newcomers and anyone else trying to interfere can be made to look like fools by definition. Most criminal enterprises operate on that basis. The honour that exists among thieves is in part a way of ensuring that non-thieves don't get a look in. When ostensibly non-criminal activities such as banking work against the public interest it is usually because the bankers have started speaking a language no one else understands. This could be a nod and a wink, or it could be an impenetrable algorithmic code. Either way, they are scoring us but they won't let us score them.
 One remedy is to insist on measures of value imposed from the outside, which breaches Nguyen's definition of a good game but is often essential for public accountability. Just as etiquette allows for social mobility as well as social exclusion, so scoring systems can be a way of overcoming what might otherwise be impenetrable barriers to entry. We rank things not simply because we want to flatten social existence but also because we want to break down the hidden rules of the game. Numbers are not esoteric even if the things bankers do with them might be. Their accessibility and interchangeability make them very useful for uncovering the private capture of public goods. Yes, there is an inevitable cost to this. Those numbers lack the nuance of personal knowledge and individual connoisseurship. The insiders will always think the people measuring them up are vulgarians. But without a code that can be accessed in the absence of insider knowledge, the people in possession of the field will carry on winning every time.
 Though he is not much interested in history, one of the villains in Nguyen's story is the 17th-century philosopher Thomas Hobbes, characterised here as the thinker who sought to give unaccountable sovereigns the power to decide the meaning of words - the ultimate scoring system. For Hobbes, the king must choose what is good and what is bad, what is war and what is peace, which sounds distinctly Orwellian. Surely, Nguyen suggests, we must be free to decide these things for ourselves? And it's a short step from Hobbes to Jeremy Bentham, the man behind the hedonic calculus - 'the greatest happiness of the greatest number' - which seemingly reduces human experience to a score. Bentham wanted to ensure that all words had a meaning that could be given a measurable value - he was the man who tried to put a price on love. Seen in these terms, Hobbes and Bentham can appear both sinister and mad. But they were neither. For each of them, assigning things a value that was legible if arbitrary (in the case of Hobbes) or calculable but crude (in the case of Bentham) had to be compared to the alternatives. Hobbes did not want to leave the choice about what really mattered in the hands of ancient universities with their taste for Aristotelian gobbledegook, or partisan churchmen playing their lunatic biblical word games, or vainglorious aristocrats with their arcane codes of honour. Better a single political authority to decide than a professor or a bishop or a duke; better rules that could be understood by all than rules that were decided by factional elites. Bentham championed a utilitarian measure of value to get past a legal and political system that hid its true workings behind obscure Latin phraseology and meaningless parliamentary ritual. Bentham knew that the people in power didn't want anyone to see what they were up to and so made it as obscure as possible. Scoring their activities and institutions - Tyburn, Bedlam and Newgate, rotten boroughs and enclosed estates, slums and workhouses, pressed sailors and forever wars - on a hedonic scale might seem crass. But it wasn't as hideously cruel as the things it was scoring.
 Of course, states and sovereigns can abuse their power. Utilitarianism can itself be cruel when it sees individuals as simply the means to a greater collective end. Any scoring system can be abused once it gets captured. But the fact remains that a scoring system can also be the most effective means of exposing value capture by revealing what is happening on the inside. Scoring, like everything else, is not binary. It is dialectical. What makes a game liberating to play is also what makes it stifling and oppressive: in both cases it's because the rules are arbitrary. It is not simply, as Nguyen acknowledges, that good games can turn bad when the players get too good at them and the constraints that had spurred creativity start to stifle it. Then the solution is to take up a new game. But at the social level the scoring systems that are needed to curb arbitrary power are also the ones that encourage it. And there is often no other game to play. The problem with university rankings is that they are corrupting because they are useful. As Hobbes knew, universities often need to be judged by standards other than their own. How else can this happen except by applying a measure of value from the outside? And once applied, how to stop interested parties comparing the way different institutions perform? A points-based system is obviously reductive, but without some easily accessible mode of assessment the insiders will retain their advantage. Nguyen would like to think that those with the inside knowledge of a particular pursuit - philosophy, yo-yo - are the best judges of its true value. But this is not true. They are both the best and the worst judges. That is why they can't simply be left to choose the game they wish to play.
 With yo-yo, of course, letting a devotee get carried away about its merits as an activity isn't going to cause any real harm. Nguyen's case is based on comparing the damage done by pervasive social scoring systems to the innocence of private pursuits. But we have pervasive social scoring systems precisely because passionate private pursuits so often get out of hand. This was Hobbes and Bentham's point. It would be nice to think that we have moved beyond their world, in which self-serving professors, bishops and dukes got to call the shots. But we haven't, even if the professors might now be podcasters and the dukes are more likely to be tech titans. Unaccountable power still needs to be held to account, which means it needs to be scored, which means the scoring system will be subject to capture by people trying to exercise unaccountable power. That's the dialectic we are dealing with, as we always have been.
 Because Nguyen is so keen to sort out the gamester sheep from the gamified goats he fails to see how often these are the same people. He is a great believer in the liberating power of games such as Dungeons and Dragons, which encourage their players to reinvent themselves. At the same time, he loathes the new breed of Silicon Valley surveillance capitalists, who have inveigled their way into our lives. Yet many of the monsters of our metricised world - from Elon Musk to Peter Thiel to Reid Hoffman - grew up playing D&D and will tell you it taught them everything they know. People change, but the problem with reinvention is that it doesn't only lead in the direction of liberation. Nguyen contrasts belief systems that are open to the complexity of the world with those that want to reduce complexity to a more fungible form of understanding. As an example of the latter, he cites conspiracy theories, which, like many shallow metrics, 'present us with a more manageable, intellectually tractable version of the world'. But as he also concedes, conspiracy theories are a lot like fantasy games. They are a means for people to act out a version of the world under conditions of constraint they have determined for themselves - conspiracy theorists are the ones who get to decide what counts and what doesn't. Perhaps it is possible to argue that conspiracy theory is healthy role-playing when it happens in private and unhealthy when it spills into the public domain. But I'm not sure how that line is going to be held.
 In the end, Nguyen ties himself up in knots trying to write an account of game-playing which is part self-help, part political critique, part philosophical inventory. He wants us to be alive to the joys of yo-yo and at the same time to be conscious of the difference between 'value federalism' and 'monocropping for the soul'. I don't know if he is aware of how close his definitional approach comes to being the thing he is arguing against. He has certainly noticed that academics are often prone to the vices they are happy to condemn from behind the lectern.
 I've seen a particularly ironic mirror of this in some of my fellow philosophy professors. I have known other professors who will teach classes about the problems of power, domination and centralisation. They will rage gloriously about how institutions rob people of their freedom to choose. At the very same time, in the very same classes, these professors will implement rigid and punishing grading scales, with tests written to enforce one very specific mode of thinking. When it comes to systems they build, it turns out that they are entirely willing to use grading as an incentive to push around students' attention and cares. And I suspect the authoritarian structure of their classes might end up by undermining the anti-authoritarian message of their lectures. 

Nguyen would like to throw away the mark book and encourage his students to write their papers for the sheer hell of it, though he has noticed that the pushback he gets when he tries that approach is from the students themselves. What, they ask, is the point if they won't get a grade? But it is interesting that he doesn't mention another common academic type - the teacher who celebrates power and domination in his or her work but encourages licentiousness behind the scenes. Nor does Nguyen reflect on whether his book, with its insistence on endlessly sharpening the distinction between good games and bad games, is seeking to impose its own mode of thinking.
 Maybe I'm the one who needs to open up. Analytic philosophy is not my thing, but who's to say I wouldn't get more out of it if I bothered to learn the rules of the game? It feels too much like hard work to me, but then so does yo-yo. Nguyen's simple message is that we are all too busy looking for value in the places where we have been conditioned to find it. Too often, without our realising it, those are the places where value has been captured by others. In his remorselessly binary way, he asks us to notice the big difference between what we can extract from what we think we know and what we can discover from what we have never really thought about:
 It's easy to get into a networking mindset. You go into a room full of people with one thought in your head: what can these people do for me? You sort them based on how they can serve your interests. Powerful people, people with the right connections or corporate position - they matter. People who can't do anything for you: worthless. Ignore them. This is a kind of narrowed practical attitude. 
 But we can shift out of it. We can approach people without that filter and be open to the delights each new person might have to offer. Maybe this person has a weird obsession with gathering and replanting ferns in their backyard. That's cool; you didn't even know that was a thing. Maybe that person has some incredible stories to tell about completely falling to pieces after a bad break-up and then pulling themselves together when they got obsessed with fixing their city's terrible zoning laws. Maybe this weird-looking guy with food in his beard has spent years working on a very thorough and heartfelt theory about why Nicolas Cage is the greatest artistic genius of our era. You'll find out, if you let them take the lead. 

Maybe. But if that's the choice and those are the rules, I don't think I want to go to the party at all.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.lrb.co.uk/the-paper/v48/n10/david-runciman/trivial-pursuits
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Rocket Science for Monkeys
  Francis Gooding, writing about iconic words and their possible role in the origins of language, refers to the maluma/takete effect (also known by its variant  bouba/kiki), whereby human subjects reliably associate the first of these nonsense words with round shapes, and the second with spiky shapes (LRB, 23 April). The effect has been demonstrated repeatedly, across cultures and speakers of different languages. It even occurs in infants. Correctly, Gooding  mentions that chimpanzees fail the test. If this phenomenon is found in infants and not in other primates, the implication may be that it is tied intimately to our special biological capacity for  language.
  It is of great interest, then, that Maria Loconsole and others from the University of Padova recently reported in Science that the bouba/kiki effect is found in baby  domestic chickens. Newly hatched chicks, less than a day old, placed in a room with a round shape and a spiky one, will tend spontaneously to explore the former when the word bouba is  played, and the latter when the word kiki is played. Perhaps, then, this effect tells us less about human language and more about an evolved representation system shared by many species.  The origin may lie not in the mouth movements we make, but in the statistics of the natural world, where spiky objects tend to make 'spiky' sounds and round objects 'round' sounds. Nonhuman primate  studies, in using adult chimps with some language training, may inadvertently dilute something innate. In any case, these remarkable findings show that this mysterious phenomenon is much older than  mankind.


Rahul Makam

				Clare College, Cambridge
			


Messing around with Eggs
  As Thomas Jones mentions in his piece about Len Deighton, I did persuade him to spread his kitchen techniques to a wider world in the form of a comic strip, first in the Daily Express and  then, when I moved to the Observer, in that paper (LRB, 7 May). However, there is a somewhat shameful detail to be added to the story. When he  told me he was writing a book, I told him to stick to graphics, that he wasn't a writer. The book was The Ipcress File. For the rest of his long life we were friends and he forgave my  arrogant misjudgment.
  It should also be said that Len's non-fiction writing was good enough to challenge any investigative journalist. He had an unusual acuity regarding the large consequences of technical details. For  example, in Fighter, he spotted the weakness of the Hurricane and the Spitfire in their armaments. They were both superb aircraft, but their machine guns were inferior to those of the  Luftwaffe fighters, and it took too long to rectify this flaw. And, as Jones suggests, Bomber, his best work, was clear-eyed about the detached technical calculations behind the mass  slaughter of civilian populations.


Clive Irving

				Sag Harbor, New York
			

  Thomas Jones notes that James Bond, unlike Len Deighton's Harry Palmer, 'wouldn't be found messing around with eggs in the kitchen until Roger Moore whips a quiche out of the oven' in A View to  a Kill. It was a different matter in the novels. In From Russia, with Love (1957), Ian Fleming's James Bond insisted that his single boiled egg, from French Marens hens, be served in  a Minton dark blue eggcup with a gold ring on top. (It amused Bond to think that 'there was such a thing as the perfect boiled egg.') What's more, the recipe for 'Scrambled eggs "James Bond"'  appears in the short story '007 in New York', included in Fleming's collection of travel essays from 1963, Thrilling Cities.


Jeffrey Susla

				Woodstock, Connecticut
			


'V'
  T.J. Clark inventively unpacks the verbal echoes of the brown-black 'V' dominating Willem de Kooning's painting Suburb in Havana, but makes no mention of a possible visual source for that  form (LRB, 7 May). The painting is part of a series of large landscape abstractions that de Kooning began in 1957, in a departure from his  figure-oriented compositions of the early to mid-1950s. One of the first of these landscapes, which Clark mentions in passing, is Bolton Landing. The title refers to the sculptor David  Smith's property near Lake George in upstate New York; it was the site of Smith's studio, Terminal Iron Works, his home, and the fields where he photographed his work and, from the late 1950s,  installed sculptures for outdoor display.
  De Kooning and the painter Herman Cherry visited Smith at Bolton Landing in January 1957. They were old friends; Smith and de Kooning met around 1930. In November 1956, Smith had completed an  important work, The Five Spring, a sculpture about six and a half feet tall, named for the elliptic leaf spring, once used for vehicle suspension. Turned on its side, the spring serves as  a platform for the sculpture's principal elements: two rods making a soaring 'V' and an upright steel rectangle. De Kooning and Cherry may have seen the piece in Smith's workshop or possibly  outdoors in the fields. In one photo Smith took of The Five Spring, the sculpture is elevated on a building block and a slab of old marble so that the 'V' and the vertical rectangle are  silhouetted against the sky. The 'V' of Suburb in Havana is an unusual form in de Kooning's paintings, and the brown of the foregrounded elements, which Clark describes as 'faecal', may  nod to the warm rust colour of the sculpture. Obscuring a sculpture's base and silhouetting the principal elements against a contrasting background are moves Smith typically made in his photos of  sculptures, and de Kooning similarly isolates the key upright forms, which become, in effect, figures in a landscape. De Kooning would have had an opportunity to be reminded of The Five  Spring when it was included in MoMA's September 1957 mid-career retrospective of Smith's work.


Christopher Lyon

				Brooklyn, New York
			

  I know precious little about de Kooning, but I do know a bit about the Merritt Parkway, having spent too many hours over the years in bumper to bumper traffic along its scenic twists and turns. The  service areas on the Merritt are not in the middle, as T.J. Clark says, but at the side of the road. They've been there all along. Several are twinned, one on the north side and the other on the  south. Perhaps Clark is confusing the Merritt with the Hutchinson River Parkway, which does feature a large service area in the middle of the road (along with a hideous cell tower) in Westchester  County, on the way to Connecticut from New York City. The Merritt was a real emblem of progress for New Englanders. The author of the history of my uncle's heavy artillery battalion (populated with  many men from Connecticut and Massachusetts) compared their rapid travel on Hitler's autobahn at the end of the Second World War to a trip on the Merritt.


Tom Ciantra

				Alexandria, Virginia
			


Are you yourself?
Tim Parks cites Hans Christian Andersen's Lykke-Peer as a key inspiration for A Fortunate Man (Lykke-Per) by Henrik Pontoppidan (LRB, 7 May). Parks doesn't mention Henrik Ibsen's Peer Gynt, published in 1867, three years before Andersen's novel, and based on the exploits of a reindeer hunter from Gudbrandsdalen named Per Gynt, a legendary figure in Norwegian folklore. Many of the motifs, events and character traits that Parks points to in Pontoppidan's Per can be found in Ibsen's Peer: the dreams of greatness, the brashness and swagger, the frequent allusions to 'trolls', the youthful womanising, and the restless seeking of fortune far afield while feeling pulled relentlessly towards his childhood home. Kierkegaard and Nietzsche are influences on both Ibsen and Pontoppidan, and both works end with - as Parks puts it, quoting Pontoppidan - 'a voice from deep within ... the voice of a phantom asking: But who are you yourself?' At key moments in Peer Gynt, Peer is confronted by just such a 'phantom', the Boyg, who asks: 'Are you yourself, wholly and completely?'


Kirsten E. Shepherd

				St Catherine's College, Oxford
			


Not All That
  Robert Cioffi writes that 'at its peak' the Alexandrian library 'may have contained as many as 750,000 volumes' (LRB, 21 May) This claim, made in one of  the books under review, is seriously misleading. Ancient figures for the size of the library vary widely, and the only ones approximating to Cioffi's are from centuries later than its heyday. As  the papyrologist Roger Bagnall argued some years ago, there are many reasons to suppose that the figure must have been much lower, possibly in the tens, not hundreds, of thousands. Cioffi also says  that 'around 400,000 volumes were lost' in the fire caused by Julius Caesar during the Alexandrine war of 48 BCE, although this figure depends on a modern textual manipulation by scholars with, as Bagnall put it, 'a bent for gigantism'.


Stephen Halliwell

				University of St Andrews, Fife
			


From Scythia
  Barbara Newman wonders whether there might be any historical substance to the claim that the Picts came from Scythia (LRB, 5 March). 'Given the absence  of Pictish texts,' she says, 'we may never know.' In fact the Picts did come from Scythia, if you go back far enough. Their DNA is indistinguishable from that of other Celtic inhabitants of Britain  in late antiquity. The Celts, including the Picts, were descended primarily from the Bell Beaker people, who arrived around 2000 BCE, almost completely replacing the previous inhabitants. Where did the Bell Beaker people come from? Like all Indo-Europeans, they descend from the Yamnaya, a tribe  of horse-riding steppe nomads whose ancestral home is precisely the region known in the classical period as Scythia. All of this could be coincidental. Bede may have ascribed Scythian status to the  Picts in line with the fashion for classicising ethnic origins (Trojan origins were particularly popular, variously ascribed to the Britons, Romans, Germans and later the Turks). But it is just  about possible that a memory of migration from the Pontic-Caspian Steppe survived among some of the Celtic tribes known as Picts.


Hassan Damluji

				London School of Economics, WC2
			


The Demon's Question
Michael Wood, reviewing Julian Barnes's Departures, notes the narrator's 'alarm' on hearing about a man whose stroke had caused him to experience 'cascades' of memory (LRB, 7 May). 'Tasting apple pie would trigger memories of all the pies he had ever tasted.' In Wood's retelling, the narrator (also called Julian Barnes) is seized by 'a sort of terror' at the thought that our brains might contain a 'chronological listing' of all our 'lies, hypocrisies, cruelties', our 'infidelities of word and deed'.
I am reminded of Nietzsche's demon in The Gay Science, who 'steal[s] after you in your loneliest loneliness', offering you the chance to relive your life 'once more and innumerable times more'. You would, the demon warns, have 'every pain and every joy, everything unutterably small or great in your life' return to you 'all in the same succession and sequence'. Far from heralding a universal gyre of world-historical repetition, the demon's question is an intimately personal, emotional one: how do you feel about this? 'Do you desire this, once more and innumerable times more?' This question could 'lie upon your actions like the greatest weight'. Perhaps, though, it isn't a question for those at the end of their lives but for those near the beginning. How well disposed must you be towards yourself and your life, Nietzsche asks, to 'crave nothing more fervently?' For years I asked undergraduates the demon's question, and their answers were usually some version of 'Bring it on'. I think, though, they may have had Back to the Future in mind more than Nietzsche's call to diligent moral scrutiny. It still seems to me a challenge to live your life so carefully that - at all times - you can bear the thought of yourself.


Min Wild

				University of Plymouth
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Short Cuts
Burnham's Learning
James Meek

1679 wordsThe  day before Labour officially gave him the chance to become an MP again, Andy Burnham made a speech in Leeds. He had the tricky task of pitching for three jobs in twenty minutes: the one he has, mayor of Greater Manchester; the one he hopes to get, MP for Makerfield; and the one he hopes to take from the person now doing it, prime minister. He had to make the case, unlikely on the face of it, that a ruling party can regain trust and improve people's lives by swapping out its leader just two years after that leader led the party to a thumping victory.
 It didn't go badly, though it wasn't a smooth performance. It had a rough and ready, rhetorically undercooked quality, a little awkward in places, more like somebody making forceful points in conversation than the adviser-dulled confections of a campaign speech or the sweep and flow of a natural orator. Since glib oratory in the service of vacuity and saying what you think you should say rather than what you actually think are two of the things people claim to hate most about politicians in general, and Keir Starmer in particular, Burnham came across rather well. He seemed sincere and - strangely for such an experienced politician who clearly doesn't lack ego or self-confidence - diffident. His air of ordinary-bloke humility contrasted with his large and, for adherents of the post-Thatcher consensus, unsettling ideas. Unsettling not so much in respect of the future as of the past - he now doubts, he says, fundamental assumptions made by British governments since 1979, including Labour governments, some of which he served in as a cabinet minister. Among these are the assumptions that profit-seeking asset managers are the best people to run essential services, that meaningful power is too complicated and carries too much responsibility to be entrusted to the municipalities and shires, and that the benefits of globalisation would trickle down to the North of England. 'It all adds up to forty years of neoliberalism that have not been kind to the North of England,' he said. 'Forty years of trickle-down economics that did not, in the end, trickle down very much at all to Blackbridge or Hindley.'
 I recognised this Andy Burnham as the man I met in the mayor's office in Manchester two years ago, when I was in the city to write about homelessness. He had just been re-elected for a third term with a huge majority. He'd successfully untangled the free-market fanaticism that had hobbled Greater Manchester's buses and trams, putting together the beginnings of a London-style integrated transport system, the Bee Network, and presided over a construction boom that filled the city centre with blocks of luxury flats, lavish civic restorations and the corresponding honeypots of hedonistic-bohemian living. It's an urban spectacle unlike any other I have seen in Britain, fuelled by universities, football and foreign property investors, a post-industrial peacocking that makes you gawp.
 Burnham was engaging, oddly shy, full of seemingly genuine energy to do more as mayor, but at the same time piqued to be out of the national political conversation (this was a few weeks before Starmer won his landslide; as an opposition MP, Burnham had twice run unsuccessfully for the party leadership, beaten into fourth place by Ed Miliband and coming a distant second to Jeremy Corbyn). In his telling, his years as mayor had given him a new perspective on Westminster, on the ministries that hoard power at the expense of the regions only to misuse it. He told me he had regrets about his New Labour years, about the Blair-Brown acceptance of so much that Margaret Thatcher had done, 'the drive in the 1980s, which sadly the Labour government I was in didn't do anything like enough to reverse - everything was broken up. Everything was sold off. Everything was deregulated.'
 He used the word 'learning' as a singular noun, a synonym for 'lesson', a usage I'd heard before only from my son's schoolteachers, and which somehow made him seem more earnest, as he threw out radical, resource-hungry proposals for the national stage. 'I'm now increasingly wanting to talk about a Grenfell law, and the right learning from Grenfell is to enshrine in UK law a good decent safe home as a human right,' he told me then. 'It shouldn't be sort of "You might be lucky enough to have one, you might not."'
 He seemed surprised when I asked him why, if he wanted to redefine housing as a universal right, Manchester was letting developers build so many blocks of expensive flats without any obligation to include affordable housing. The city even lends them money to do it. Burnham explained the baroque scheme, contrived by George Osborne, by which councils get government cash to lend to developers and can use the interest payments to commission affordable housing. His aim then was to get 2500 social-rent homes - houses let at heavily subsidised, non-profit rents, like council houses - built in every year of his third term. Two years later, the pace of building has picked up, but the goal remains far away. That said, there is such a profusion of different funding bodies and housing concepts - affordable or social? Planned, started or finished? Housing association or council? - that it's hard for the outsider to make a tally, or to be sure which of the many agencies involved deserves credit or blame for a house being built or not being built, and indeed what power the mayor of Greater Manchester has to make it happen in the first place.
 It might be wise not to be too optimistic about Burnham bringing miracles of delivery, and focus instead on his willingness to question the long-prevailing economic consensus; where Starmer seems to have believed 'change' meant a surer hand on the controls, Burnham looks more ready to question the workings of the machine. For those who point out that Corbyn and his shadow chancellor, John McDonnell, already did this - did they? Their 2017 manifesto was radical in terms of spending, but startlingly conservative in its presentation of Britain as an autonomous economy, rather than a few pieces on the extra-jurisdictional patchwork of other people's economies: the US, China, India, Europe, the Gulf. The hysterical reaction to Burnham's comments in the New Statesman last September, when he said 'We've got to get beyond this thing of being in hock to the bond markets,' showed how shocking it is to the financial world when someone - a left-wing politician, no less - who's not supposed to care about the bond market demonstrates that, on the contrary, he sees it as a central part of the country's problems. For this the Daily Mail called him 'financially illiterate'.
 Before Burnham can challenge Starmer, he has to win Makerfield, about halfway between the city of Manchester and Liverpool, where Burnham was born. It won't be a cakewalk, but Burnham has advantages. As mayor, he's generally popular in Greater Manchester. The depth of loathing for Starmer that Labour campaigners encounter on the doorstep may help the presumed leadership candidate to remove him, even if he belongs to the same party. There's distance between Burnham and the things that make people most angry, or despairing, about Starmer: his response to the Israeli slaughter in Gaza, his dalliance with Peter Mandelson.
 Against Burnham are the Labour-hostile media and the online posters of the right, now swivelling against him. There are also the powerful facts of the recent local elections. In the area Burnham hopes to represent, Labour took an absolute battering. Wigan council, part of Greater Manchester and the local authority that overlaps with the Makerfield constituency, had 25 of its 75 seats up for election; 22 of them were held by Labour, and it lost every one to Reform. It wasn't close. If you add the Labour and Green votes together, Reform still comes out ahead in all but one of the seats.
 Even this isn't as bleak for Burnham as it sounds. The evidence nationally suggests that Reform's performance wasn't a result of Labour voters switching to Reform, but of an exceptionally high turnout of Reform voters, including ex-Tories and people who don't normally vote at all, together with a low turnout of Labour voters disinclined to rally round Starmer. In the Makerfield by-election, Burnham is the insurgent, the most effective means of winkling Starmer out of Downing Street. It won't hurt his mission that he comes across as the anti-Farage, Badger to Farage's Toad of Toad Hall, club scene v. golf club, smart casual v. smart formal, the Northerner v. the Southerner.
 And if he wins, and then displaces Starmer? The hope that a fresh face will make all the difference then comes up against an alternative, darker possibility. That, as weak a leader as Starmer has been, he was fighting something more primal and unpleasant than political dissatisfaction: that any 21st-century Labour leader, or even perhaps any 21st-century British prime minister, will be exposed to a disproportionate level of loathing and abuse. A mosaic of old and new media realms - overwhelmingly anti-immigrant, paedophilia-obsessed, Islamophobic, antisemitic, blindly patriotic, dementedly gender-normative, pro-strongman, clickbaiting - retail lies, rumours, half-truths and suppositions, constantly expanding the boundaries of acceptable insult and threat, and spreading fear.
 This isn't to excuse Starmer's failings, or to become pompous about protest and the mockery of leaders. The use of anti-terrorism laws against Palestine Action to cover up British military incompetence should alone have been enough to earn Starmer national odium. But there's a perceptible and growing zone in which anger spills over into conspiracism. It's hard to know where 'reasonable dislike' ends and 'irrational hatred' begins. In a less social media intensive age Gordon Brown, too, once he became prime minister, attracted a strange extra degree of loathing, seeming at times unmoored from anything he'd done. It's unclear whether Burnham, King of the North, will fare any better.
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Squadrons of Pigs
Stefan Collini on the university system

7596 wordsBritain's  'world-leading' university system is in deep trouble. There are, inevitably, conflicting diagnoses of the malady, but the indicators of deteriorating health are too ubiquitous to be ignored. When a substantial number of universities are in serious financial jeopardy, with some hinting at possible bankruptcy in the short term (according to the Office for Students, some 45 per cent of 'higher education providers' will face a deficit for 2025-26); when the viability of universities is heavily dependent on attracting large numbers of international students whose fees make up between a fifth and a third of their income and whose recruitment is vulnerable to the slightest twitch of governments' anxieties about immigration; when nearly every week brings news of fresh closures of courses and redundancies among academics, especially in the humanities; when some of the subjects that have long been regarded as among the staple offerings of any university worthy of the name are now in danger of becoming extinct or confined to a handful of privileged institutions; when one in four UK physics departments are thought to be at risk of closure and when research council funding of the physical sciences may in some cases be reduced by as much as 30 per cent in proposals that are said to threaten 'generational destruction' in those fields; when undergraduates are taught in very large groups, with limited opportunities for personal contact with an established member of academic staff and only the most minimal requirement to produce written work; when the bulk of undergraduate teaching in some departments is done by people on poorly paid short-term contracts with no possibility of career progression, a precariat shamefully exploited by cash-strapped universities; when there is a growing fury and sense of injustice among graduates (and their parents) who realise that the student loans they were compelled to take out, loans that are subject to punitive interest rates and whose terms are retrospectively variable, will condemn them to paying what is in effect a higher rate of taxation for almost their entire working lives; when all these laments have become so familiar that they simply elicit a weary shrug - then it becomes difficult to deny that something has gone badly wrong with higher education in Britain. (Or, at least, in England and, with significant variations, in Wales and Northern Ireland; Scotland, having retained a large measure of direct government funding for education rather than the fees system, has experienced some of these problems rather differently.)
Needless to say, each of these claims might be contested, but the simple juxtaposition of them ought to suggest that the problems are systemic and deep-rooted, not just local or contingent (and all this is without reckoning the still unfathomable impact of AI, a challenge across all areas of society but likely to have particularly dramatic consequences for teaching, assessment and research in universities). Yet political and media discussions remain at an almost wilfully superficial level, largely focused on whether the current loan system is 'unfair' to students. To go deeper, we need to examine the premises underlying that system and to look at the transformative effects they have had on universities in the past fourteen years.
As a result of the withdrawal by the Tory-led coalition government of 2010-15 of the greater part of direct funding for higher education, nearly all universities in England aside from some of the bigger research-intensive institutions now get the larger part of their income from student fees; for some this proportion rises to almost 80 per cent. In the years since 2012, this income has failed to keep pace with inflation and other rises in costs: the fee was capped at PS9000 until 2017 and then at PS9250 until 2025. According to the present government's own calculations, 'domestic per-student funding has fallen in real terms by approximately 25 per cent since 2015-16' (and, it seems, by around 40 per cent since 2012). Even so, ministers (from both governing parties) have tended to brush aside criticism by emphasising that many more young people now have the opportunity to go to university. That is true and in its own terms constitutes a welcome educational enfranchisement, but it fails to question the changes in universities brought about by expansion based on the present funding model and whether students are actually getting the excellent education they are promised - and indeed whether UK universities are still genuinely 'world-leading'.
Many of the problems besetting universities are, of course, not confined to the UK. Large-scale social and economic changes inevitably leave their mark on higher education systems, and the pressure everywhere is for universities to enrol ever larger proportions of the age cohort and to become more 'relevant' and more employment-focused, jettisoning curricula that some see as reflecting the tastes of a cultivated or learned class from an earlier era. There is ample evidence from across the globe of the transition from having a market economy to being a market society, a development that encourages a move away from conceiving of people as citizens, members of a community who collectively share the burdens and opportunities of life, and towards conceiving of them as consumers, a series of individuals who pay for what they want and don't pay for anything else. But these forces work themselves out in different ways in different societies. At one extreme, universities in the United States have for some time been demonstrating the impact of 'consumer demand' by axing any number of traditional courses, to the point where articles with such titles as 'The death of the English major?' have been a staple of op-ed pages for decades. By contrast, some continental European countries try to hold fast to a more civic, even republican, conception of the role of (free or heavily subsidised) higher education in forming a democratic citizenry, a purpose that gives an honoured place to some of the established scholarly disciplines.
As in so many other matters, Britain falls somewhere between, though its current method of funding higher education has moved it decisively closer to the American model. This places the emphasis on higher education as a private good: an individual 'invests' in it (by paying fees) and then reaps the returns on that investment by getting a well-paying job. Casualties of this emphasis include a failure to comprehend the multiple functions of universities in deepening, curating and transmitting increased understanding of the human and natural worlds, as well as any grasp of the wider benefits to society of having a well-educated population. But there is also a purely quantitative dimension to the current situation, as Britain has attempted to make an accelerated transition from an elite to a mass system of higher education without reckoning the consequences of such a huge structural change. Fifty years ago, following nearly two decades of expansion, the total number of students attending UK universities was around 280,000; today the number is approximately 2.8 million, of whom around two million are undergraduates, meaning that the number of postgraduates alone is now almost three times higher than the total of all students fifty years ago. Not only are there more universities (around 140 on a conservative definition, compared to around forty in the 1970s, though there are now also a further eighty or more 'other providers' certified by the Office for Students), but individual institutions have grown out of all recognition. In the 1970s, most universities had between 4000 and 8000 students. Today, University College London has more than 50,000 students, Manchester 46,000, Birmingham and King's College London each 40,000 and so on.
While undergraduate numbers have expanded dramatically enough, numbers taking taught postgraduate courses (essentially master's degrees) have gone through the roof. UCL has no fewer than 20,000 students on taught master's courses, though it is not just the best-known names that have recruited on this scale: the Higher Education Statistics Agency has recorded that, to take a different kind of institution, the University of Hertfordshire has 19,000 master's-level students, and in nearly all cases international students are either a large majority of these cohorts or a very substantial minority. At UCL, an astonishing 52 per cent of the total student population of 51,793 are international students. Inevitably, the explosive growth in this category in just a few years has transformative effects on an institution and its use of teaching resources, as well as raising questions of quality control. Even so, recruiting still larger numbers of international master's students (who of course pay much higher fees than home students) is what passes for strategy in some universities, though, as we have seen recently, tweakings of policy by immigration-phobic governments can lead to sudden falls in overseas recruitment, revealing once again the unwisdom of building on such fragile financial foundations. Fees that don't meet ever rising costs; significant falls in the number of international students; sudden drops or worrying fluctuations in the size of the intake in some subjects: these are the stuff of nightmares for universities' chief financial officers.
But  it is the assumptions on which the current funding system was built that have really come back to haunt higher education in the UK. The coalition government, the chief architect of this system, aimed to create a market among 'providers' which would be driven by the choices of students as 'consumers', with the aim of breaking the so-called 'producers' cartel' that had, allegedly, for so long enabled universities to protect their traditional practices. The mantra, repeated ad nauseam in those years, was 'competition drives up quality,' an assertion that anyone looking at, say, the privatised water companies or privatised train companies might greet with a hollow laugh. In practice, for all its financial engineering, that government only succeeded in creating what economists call a 'quasi-market'. The facile assumption that, in a system dependent on student fees, universities would 'compete on price' was almost immediately dispelled by the entirely foreseeable decision of almost all universities to charge the maximum permitted fee. Moreover, higher education cannot function like a genuine market, where consumers can try out one brand of soap powder this month and another next month. Going to university is, for nearly everybody, a one-off decision: it's more like getting married than going on a date. The official ideology of the time had it that universities should be governed by consumer demand, even though few seventeen and eighteen-year-olds are either sufficiently experienced or informed to know in advance which routes to enlarged understanding of the world they should 'demand'. Inevitably, universities' attempts to market themselves to potential students tended to encourage a concentration on amenities such as stylish en-suite accommodation, a lavish new student union building or a state of the art sports complex. In the past ten or fifteen years even cash-strapped universities seem to have found the resources to build shiny new monuments to ancillary services while cutting back on the defining activities of teaching and research.
Discussion naturally focuses on publicly funded universities, but another effect of the funding system introduced in 2012 has been to provide rich pickings for private institutions. The key steps for such organisations are, first, to obtain degree-granting powers (which were once so jealously guarded that even many public institutions had to endure extended periods during which the degrees their students obtained had to be conferred by a longer-established university), and, second, to have their students recognised as eligible for the government-backed loan system. For example, Arden University, which obtained degree-granting powers in 2014, may be the biggest UK university you've never heard of. This private, for-profit institution offers a 'combination of distance and blended learning', with eight campuses in Britain and currently more than forty thousand students (up from 5700 in 2017) eligible for the student loan scheme; it also has a campus in Berlin. It offers no courses in the traditional sciences or humanities, but does offer such vocational degrees as 'human resource management', 'marketing' and 'project management and supply chain and logistics'. The university's promise is to 'help our students start a journey that sees them break free of limitations, work hard and become the best they can be'. In July 2024, the Office for Students put Arden University on an improvement notice for its low rates of degree continuation and completion. According to its most recent filing at Companies House, Arden University Ltd, a subsidiary of Global University Systems, headquartered in the Netherlands, recorded a profit before taxation of PS87 million for the year ended 31 May 2025. Turnover for the year was PS241 million, representing year-on-year growth of 27 per cent. In July 2025 it was announced that the US private equity firm Brightstar Capital Partners had bought a 50 per cent share in Arden, for which it is said to have paid more than a billion dollars. Like sharks smelling blood in the water, private equity firms usually know where exceptional profits are to be found.
Where public universities are concerned, it has not taken long for the weaknesses of the present system to play themselves out. If you rapidly expand the number of university places to the point where some universities become desperate recruiters rather than discerning selectors; if you arrange things so that all but the major research universities are overwhelmingly dependent on student fees for their income; if, in the early years of the uniform fee system, you expand your intake in humanities subjects because they are cheaper to run than science courses and so contribute more 'profit' to the universities' coffers; if you then remove the student number controls for each institution, resulting (predictably) in the more highly thought-of universities increasing their intake at the expense of less highly regarded institutions; and if you surround all this with a loud government and media campaign insisting on the desirability of studying STEM subjects and the need for courses to be directly linked to employers' needs: then whenever you get a fall in the intake for particular humanities subjects you are bound to see a panicky financial response from universities, immediately reducing provision in those areas. The system leaves no room for strategic thinking.
One piece of collateral damage from the marketisation frenzy that gathered pace from the 1980s - and, where higher education is concerned, reached its peak under the coalition - was the loss of any organisation responsible for taking a strategic overview of the health and distribution of academic disciplines in British universities. The Office for Students is, explicitly, not such a body: it is a regulator tasked with upholding consumer interests, along the lines of other industry regulators. The absence of a body with the capabilities of the old University Grants Committee, which exercised this function from 1919 to 1989, is damagingly apparent in a time of what senior management teams like to call 'financial stringency'. (The present administrative dispensation, in which oversight of teaching is assigned to the Department for Education but responsibility for research to the Department of Science, Innovation and Technology, is a further impediment to joined-up thinking about the multiple functions of universities.) Market orthodoxy dictates that if the University of Loamshire finds student numbers in, say, two particular subjects to be low or unreliable, then it is economically rational for it to cease to offer those subjects. A similar logic concludes that if the neighbouring University of Brickville finds itself in the same situation with regard to those particular subjects, it must likewise cease to offer them in order to balance the books. But a more strategic view might suggest that if Loamshire continued to offer one of the subjects and concentrated the resources and applications of both universities to do so, while Brickville did the same for the other subject, then precious capacity could be sustained for the system as a whole. That is obviously a very stripped-down model, and there would be several hurdles to get over, not least the thorny question of the transfer of staff between universities. Nonetheless, it highlights the essential point, namely that there needs to be a mechanism for taking a holistic view of subject provision across the country.
Instead, what we see at present is a depressingly familiar sequence. The University of Loamshire announces an impending budget crisis which will necessitate widespread staff cuts, including the closure of a whole department. Academics from around the country sign a letter of protest, pointing out how vital that particular subject is to a proper conception of a university and how highly esteemed the Loamshire department is. The vice-chancellor of Loamshire issues a statement, emphasising how profoundly he agrees with the signatories about the value of the subject and in what high regard the colleagues in the doomed department are held. It is therefore with the greatest regret that the university is taking these steps, but the present deficit requires hard choices ... and so on. Just occasionally, a well-organised campaign of opposition can have some effect, since senior management teams hate a big media fuss and so may give a little ground to kill off the issue. But usually protests, whether from outside the university, in the form of petitions and letters to the press, or inside it, in the form of now largely redundant senates or other bodies representing academic interests, come too late. If the right people can be in the room when the question of how to meet a potential budgetary shortfall is first raised then they may have some hope of channelling discussion in a less damaging direction. But once the issue has been framed as a question of which subjects must be cut to save money, then it is difficult for considerations of a different order to make headway. A more-in-sorrow-than-in-anger press release about the university's current budget deficit nearly always doubles as a death certificate for some subjects and the relevant academic staff.
Gloating discussions in right-wing media like to suggest that it is 'weak' or 'under-performing' departments that are being cut or closed, but the evidence makes clear that this is not the case. To take just one telling example, a recent survey of the state of history departments in the UK noted that 'each of the three top-performing history departments in REF 2021 [the most recent Research Excellence Framework exercise] - Kent, Lincoln and the University of East Anglia - has been threatened with and/or experienced at least one cycle of permanent staff redundancies since their REF results were announced' (and Leicester, which by some measures, belongs in the same group, is similarly threatened with life-threatening cuts). Decisions to close or to gut particular departments have little to do with intellectual quality: they are invariably managerial choices about the quickest way to reduce an actual or predicted budget deficit. Such examples also underline that, for all the labour and stress that goes into meeting the demands of each REF cycle, the contribution to a university's finances made by a strong performance is in many cases now relatively modest, and anyway does not flow directly to the departments which have earned it (in nearly all post-1992 universities 'quality-related' research funding resulting from REF performance is 1 to 2 per cent of total income). As the survey of history departments concludes, 'REF income, proportionately much lower in value than fee income in England and also freed from discipline-based hypothecation, provides no barrier to redundancies and closures in this context.' The REF is a depressing example of a mechanism that was initiated as a way of distributing research funding most productively (principally in the sciences) but which has now morphed into a hugely expensive, attention-engrossing status marker. Few things would improve the intellectual culture of universities more quickly than the complete abolition of this flawed and coercive exercise.
Public and media  attention, as I mentioned, tends to be focused on the question of the 'unfairness' of the student loan system, but this topic is plagued by misunderstandings. The announcement in last November's budget statement that the earnings threshold at which graduates who took out loans between 2012 and 2023 (Plan 2 loans) have to start making repayments would be frozen for three years from 2027, and that graduates who took out loans after 2023 (Plan 5 loans) would have to keep repaying their loans for up to forty years rather than thirty (though the rate of interest would be reduced), generated a renewed spasm of indignation about the loan system, spurred by the consumer champion Martin Lewis condemning the changes as not 'a moral thing' to do. These and related tweaks may have grabbed headlines, but the defects of the present funding arrangements have been plain to see since 2012.
The system is in practice more like a poorly designed graduate tax than a genuine loan arrangement. Once accepted by a university, a student can obtain a loan to cover the cost of the fees, currently set at PS9535 for 2025-6, which is paid directly to their university (in addition they can take out a maintenance loan which can range from approximately PS9000 to approximately PS14,000, depending on circumstances, though inflation has so eroded the real value of such loans that many students from low or modest-income families experience considerable hardship). From the moment students start their course, a heavy rate of interest begins to increase the capital sum owed. Repayments start when, after graduation, annual income exceeds a stated threshold, which at present is PS28,470 for Plan 2 borrowers and PS25,000 for Plan 5 borrowers (in both cases well below the national median income). Thereafter, graduates pay a 9 per cent tax on all earnings above that threshold, until either the whole sum is paid off or the limit of thirty years (or in Plan 5 forty years) is reached, at which point any remaining 'debt' is wiped. As many graduates have discovered in recent years, the rate of interest can increase the capital sum owed faster than repayments can reduce it. Although psychologically this scheme is experienced as a 'debt' hanging over the graduate, that is in some ways a misleading analogy. During the working lifetime of many graduates, it will not really matter what the capital sum 'owed' is: assuming they are not going to be able to pay it off in full during the term of the loan, what matters is the 9 per cent tax, since that remains the same whatever the size of the outstanding capital sum. In those circumstances, it is what you earn, not what you 'owe', that determines what you pay.
One of the more iniquitous features of this loan system has always been the way the government has reserved the right to change the terms of the loans retrospectively, which means that someone signing a contract for a student loan at the beginning of their course has no guarantee that the terms may not be changed for the worse some years later. As Lewis and others have pointed out, this is something no commercial lender would be legally permitted to do. The response by the chancellor, Rachel Reeves, to complaints about the measures introduced in her November statement suggested an attempt to make political capital out of what was essentially a revenue-raising exercise. Her defence of the changes was to say that it was 'not right that people who don't go to university are having to bear all the cost for others to do so', echoing (as so often in statements from this government) the kind of 'anti-elitist' sentiments weaponised by Reform. It's hard to tease a meaning out of this statement that is relevant to the proposed measures, but it looks as though she intended to suggest that unless graduates were made to pay even more, non-graduates would be left to pick up the bill.
But the first and most obvious thing to say is that graduates are already taxpayers and thus contributing to the public coffers even before their loan repayments are factored in. And second, a substantial proportion of those who do not go to university end up paying little or no tax anyway. Tax revenues are heavily dependent on those in the better-paying jobs, a slice of the population that is increasingly made up of those who did go to university. There are questions to be asked about the social and economic conditions that shape who gets to go to university in the first place, but it is simply not the case that non-graduates are bearing the brunt of the costs involved, and anyway it is arguably more equitable for wealthy non-graduates to make a slightly enhanced contribution via taxation than for relatively poorly paid graduates to foot the bill through increased loan repayments. Beyond that, for Reeves to say that without her recent measure, non-graduates would be bearing 'all the cost' of others' higher education is clearly nonsense. The great bulk of the costs are met by, first, repayments on the loans, and, second, income tax to which graduates already make a disproportionate contribution. The general perception of Reeves's changes was that the government was trying to squeeze even more money out of students by making the terms of their loans more onerous.
A further symptom of the growing antagonism to the loan system was the ludicrous, indeed demeaning, sight of Kemi Badenoch, the leader of what's left of the Conservative Party, complaining that the terms of repayment for student loans taken out between 2012 and 2023 are 'unfair', when it was her party that devised, implemented and continued to justify those arrangements throughout its period in government. Even though such a move is nothing more than cheap electioneering, it signals a calculation that public discontent with this funding model has mounted to the point where it can be turned into a political asset for a party that denounces that model (without having at present to take responsibility for coming up with a replacement). It is particularly contradictory for a party that is always attempting to accuse its opponents of being profligate with public finances to make this criticism, since, according to official estimates, only some 20-35 per cent of graduates are, as things stand, expected to pay off their Plan 2 loans in full within the thirty-year cut-off. This means that the longer those terms were in place, the larger the public subsidy would eventually become. And, of course, should the economy take a turn for the worse (what could possibly cause that to happen?), the proportion of graduates failing to find sufficiently remunerative employment to pay off their loans in full would increase. As the date for the remaining 'debts' under the first Plan 2 loans to be written off gets nearer, so anxiety about the colossal financial liability to which this scheme exposes the government will increase. By contrast, the calculation is that, under the new terms of Plan 5, approximately 50 per cent of graduates will repay their loans in full, which will eventually represent a massive reduction in public subsidy. Widespread discontent with the whole system has prompted the government into further tinkering in recent months, but the truth is that both ministers and vice-chancellors are locked into a financial model whose premise is misconceived and whose side effects are profoundly damaging for higher education.
This, then, is the structural backdrop to the (usually rather under-informed) news stories about course closures. Among the major humanities disciplines, the most obvious casualty of such pressures in recent years has been modern languages. Even on the most conservative estimates, the losses in the past decade or more have been nigh-on catastrophic. According to a 2025 report from the Higher Education Policy Institute, 'since 2014, 17 post-1992 universities have lost their modern languages degrees, bringing the total closures to 28 and leaving modern languages in just 10.' Even formerly strong pre-1992 universities such as Nottingham, Cardiff and Leicester are, according to various reports, now proposing either complete elimination or a drastic reduction in degrees in modern languages. All that remains in some places is a 'language centre', equipped with the latest technology to help beginners achieve some basic fluency. The full range of modern language teaching grounded in the literatures and cultures of the respective countries is increasingly available only in a select number of more confident institutions. When trying to identify the causes of the decline, which in this case include but are clearly not confined to the funding system, one obvious culprit is the decision of the Blair government in 2002 to make a foreign language no longer a compulsory school subject after age fourteen. The result of this and wider cultural changes is that, at university level, only Spanish of the modern European languages can be said to be in even a minimally healthy state: French is ailing but alive, German and the so-called 'smaller' languages are mortally wounded and have in many places disappeared. Mandarin is now the fastest-growing foreign language - a salutary development, no doubt, but not one that improves the plight of staff in traditional departments of modern languages.
Little cheer is to be had from looking at developments in other humanities subjects. According to one count, more than a dozen music departments have closed since 2004, most of them in the past decade, with several more eliminating or reducing degree teaching. Classics provision shrank in the 20th century but, even so, has reduced further in the past 25 years: the Council of University Classical Departments estimates that only between 20 and 25 universities now offer a full degree in classics (the exact number depending, as ever, on definitions). It is particularly difficult to track the situation in philosophy, since in many places philosophers work within one or other kind of interdisciplinary programme (PPE, medical ethics and so on) and so do not show up in surveys of philosophy departments. Still, the headlines make bleak reading, as even universities such as Kent and Kingston that traditionally had some reputation in the subject have recently announced the complete closure of their philosophy departments.
English has long been one of the 'big battalions', even at times the most popular subject in some universities in the mid and late 20th century, but it, too, has been feeling a chill wind for some time. In England, numbers for A-level English literature have been falling, from 83,000 in 2013 to 54,000 in 2023. The changes made to the GCSE and, to some extent, A-level syllabuses in English when Michael Gove was education secretary between 2010 and 2014 almost seemed designed to put schoolchildren off studying English at university, so restricted and unimaginatively traditional are the set texts and the emphasis on formulaic answers. A fall in the numbers taking the subject at A-level means a drop in the numbers applying to read English at university, which in turn leads to rushed decisions to close courses and sack staff. Following the removal of controls on student numbers, large, well-regarded Russell Group universities have hoovered up an even greater proportion of the pool of applicants, leaving mid-range universities and, especially, post-1992 institutions to reduce or eliminate provision. The announcement in late 2024 that Canterbury Christ Church University would stop offering its degree in English literature ('in the city of Chaucer and Marlowe') provoked a flurry of commentary suggesting English would soon be following the steep decline seen in modern languages. In December 2025 the Times reported that there had been a 19 per cent drop in the number of students enrolled in English degrees in the past five years. There is talk of a 'death spiral' in this and similar subjects: decline in the number of applicants leads to redundancies in university departments which leads to widespread adverse publicity which in turn encourages a further decline in applications. As one respondent to an English Association survey put it in 2025, 'our staffing numbers have been halved. I am leaving. It has enormous personal repercussions as well as a catastrophic reduction of student opportunities and diminishing of the subject's status. It's devastating.'
That comment speaks to the personal suffering and waste of accumulated learning and talent involved, but, even so, in the case of English, matters are not as straightforward as media discussion tends to suggest. There is a particular problem with the official statistics for this subject, in that they tend to aggregate, or not consistently discriminate between, numbers doing English literature, English literature and language, English language, creative writing and even in some cases English as a second language. An analysis undertaken for the English Association and other national bodies suggested that, insofar as the figures can be disaggregated, the picture is particularly bleak for English language courses but somewhat less so for English literature. Moreover, the constant insistence by the media and unsympathetic politicians that studying English leads to poor employment prospects and lower earnings is simply not borne out by the facts, since English is roughly in the middle of the pack, below the celebrated high-earning subjects such as economics and maths, but well above a raft of more obviously vocational subjects that are not always well regarded by employers and lead to lower than average earnings. More concerning is the possibility that English will before long be in the situation experienced for some time by subjects such as classics, music and art history: namely, that of being largely confined to the so-called 'elite' universities that still overwhelmingly recruit from the advantaged middle class. English in post-1992 universities was one of the great 'access' success stories of the late 20th and early 21st century, opening up cultural vistas to first-generation working-class students, particularly women, but it is in precisely those institutions that the most savage cuts have been made in the last few years.
Although the axe has mainly fallen on the humanities (and to some extent the social sciences), the natural sciences have also suffered from the corrosive effects of the funding system and of misplaced commercialism. Undergraduate degrees in chemistry have fallen by 25 per cent since the 2019-20 academic year, according to a Financial Times analysis of official OfS figures; several universities have entirely closed their chemistry departments in recent years partly because of a shortfall in student numbers. The cuts to research funding in physics mentioned earlier are among the consequences of a new policy announced by UK Research and Innovation, the umbrella body for the national funding councils. The body which is to bear the brunt of the proposed cuts, the Science and Technology Facilities Council, funds basic research in such fields as particle physics, nuclear physics and astronomy, including the UK's contribution to the Large Hadron Collider at CERN in Geneva, where some of the most important breakthroughs in understanding the physical properties of the universe are being made. But that counts for little when the government has ruled that all public organisations must henceforth make economic growth their overriding goal. According to a report in the New Scientist in February on UKRI's decision:
The organisation's chief executive, Ian Chapman, said in a press briefing on 5 February that the organisation was now focusing more on commercialisation. 'We're a public body, in service of the UK public. The public should expect us to make those hard choices to make sure we make the biggest impact to the country, to grow our economy,' he said.

Apart from threatening to force the UK to renege on existing international collaboration agreements, it is claimed that the cuts would practically eliminate funding for the next generation of doctoral and postdoctoral researchers in these fields. As one physicist commented: 'These proposed cuts are going to be devastating for our community ... If this goes through, the impact on the core programme will be catastrophic.' Or as another put it: 'Unless these cuts are reversed, it's difficult to see how we can recover ... Jobs will be lost, and physics departments will close.'
The outright closure  of a department is only the most extreme of a whole raft of measures that reduce provision. One of the most common is to merge several departments into a single 'school', shedding posts along the way. For example, where once a university had departments of history, philosophy, theology and classics, with perhaps sixty staff altogether, it undertakes a reorganisation that abolishes separate departments and creates instead a 'school of historical and critical studies' with maybe forty staff or fewer. A new head of school is appointed from outside the university to enforce a new culture; at the same time and for a mixture of reasons, priority has to be given to getting external research funding and generating links with outside bodies or communities that can be used to demonstrate the university's 'impact'. Interdisciplinary projects become almost mandatory. The old model of inducting students into the craft mysteries of a single discipline is replaced by transdisciplinary courses addressing 'major societal issues'. As part of the 'rationalisation', the four long-serving departmental administrators are made redundant or redeployed, leaving the new school reliant on the shifting personnel of the central administrative services division. The loss of outstanding teachers, the loss of accumulated intellectual capacity, the loss of expertise, experience and sense of identification effected by such changes impoverish the culture of this part of the university, though all that is deemed of little consequence if it means that 'line management' is 'streamlined' and the balance sheet looks healthier. But students recognise what is happening and are, understandably, not happy about it. According to an analysis by the Office for Students in late 2025, around 40 per cent of the students polled perceived impacts of cost-cutting measures on 'access to academic resources and the quality of teaching', and 46 per cent 'expressed concern about the potential closure of their course or department'.
Less visible, but in the long run no less damaging, are those cuts which mean that although a discipline may survive in a particular institution, it does so in a sadly reduced form. In many humanities disciplines, the teaching of anything that is not 'modern' is dying or on life support in all but the most selective universities; in literature programmes, courses on pre-19th-century works (apart from Shakespeare), once universal, are starting to become rare. In the interests of survival, disciplines are urged to discover new, more 'relevant', roles, but in practice that can easily involve distinguished scholars filling service duties for more fashionable subjects as the traditional core of their discipline is hollowed out. It may, for example, be prudent for a German department to emphasise the value of a command of the language for those likely to be engaged in some forms of European business, but that doesn't help it to retain any member of staff capable of teaching a final-year course on Goethe and Schiller. English literature has even been touted as a valuable way for student nurses and doctors to develop empathy and expression, but while that alliance may provide some employment for those marooned on the shrinking island of single-subject honours degrees in English, it's hard to imagine the wards are going to echo to declamations of The Faerie Queene or Paradise Lost.
Matters are not helped by the adversarial culture which is the result of the managerialism to be found at the higher end of some university administrations. Adopting the cruder versions of the now dated business school dogma of the late 20th century, vice-chancellors and pro vice-chancellors are often brought in from outside a university on the premise that insiders will be unable to wield the axe ruthlessly enough. Where the occupants of such roles were once members of the institution's professoriate serving for limited terms, there has now developed a separate career trajectory for those destined for the upper 'managerial' positions. A track record of having slashed a budget and made staff redundant at one university becomes a prime recommendation for appointment at another. Members of the academic staff cease to be regarded as colleagues whose co-operation should be solicited; instead, they are treated as a disaffected workforce liable to make trouble if given a hint of the cuts being prepared by the senior management team. In England, senates, once powerful bodies determining academic policy, have mostly been bypassed or abolished. Only in Oxford and Cambridge are versions of participatory self-government still occasionally effective; it may seem paradoxical that those two universities, usually seen as the most traditional and hierarchical, have the best claim to have preserved elements of internal democracy, but their peculiar history and structure makes them relatively resistant to an aggressively top-down style of management. It would be pleasing to think that the adversarial culture festering in so many UK universities now might be reversed or at least modified by such measures as the effective revival of senates or the election of vice-chancellors by the academic community (as is the practice in many continental European universities), but we'll see squadrons of pigs in the sky before that happens.
Positive changes in institutional culture would in any case be slow and uneven, and meanwhile time is running out for some colleagues and their areas of teaching and research. Can anything be done in the immediate future to staunch the bleeding? Better-targeted trade union activism on campus can be one first line of defence, involving solidarity across subjects, in acknowledgment of a common interest. It can be important to stir up protests in the media over closures, not least because I suspect many people are simply unaware of the scale and speed of the damage that is currently being done. Parent power, if it can be mobilised, is a force to make MPs tremble, so parents need to be encouraged to see that the shoddy deal they believe their offspring are receiving is part of a wider pattern.
But such responses are largely reactive, complaining about decisions that have already been taken. What is also needed is some way to have a voice earlier in the decision-making process, to help frame the range of possibilities. After all, vice-chancellors and their senior management colleagues do not want to be butchering disciplines and then having to face down the ensuing storm of criticism. Some collaborative advice at an early stage about other options might be welcome. There are signs that the major national academies, such as the Royal Society and the British Academy, representing research and scholarship across a whole category of subjects, as well as national subject associations representing particular disciplines, such as the Royal Historical Society, University English, the Institute of Physics or the Royal Society of Chemistry, would be ready to provide information and advice if asked. At present, such bodies either feel that they are constitutionally bound not to interfere in the internal affairs of particular universities or that they come on the scene too late. But what if, instead of being seen simply to criticise decisions already taken, they could present themselves as able to help those institutions to grasp the larger national pattern, foresee trends and broker various kinds of agreement between institutions? They could, for example, chart the availability of subjects in certain regions of the country, with a view to not letting some areas become 'cold spots' as far as provision is concerned, an increasingly important consideration when economic pressures are leading more students to go to a university near the parental home. The British Academy has already done useful work charting the changing geographical picture where the humanities and social sciences are concerned; the next step is to try to feed such information into decision-making processes at an early stage. But as things stand, it would need government action to allow universities and related bodies to collaborate on this scale. Beyond that, extremely modest sums from the Department for Education might enable a process of sensible rationalisation. More ambitiously, a central fund to which universities could apply for a loan to help tide them over short-term fluctuations in student numbers in a particular subject might actually save money in the long run. Dozens of objections to all such schemes immediately spring to mind, though pointing to drawbacks in a new proposal should not automatically lead to its being dismissed when the status quo suffers from even more damaging weaknesses. At present, British universities are haemorrhaging staff and courses: better to explore measures that might moderate the losses than to let the rigid institutional individualism of the present system wreak permanent damage.
Universities are obviously not a priority of this government. The White Paper on 'Post-Sixteen Education and Skills', published in October 2025, says comparatively little of substance about them, and what it does say is depressingly focused on 'meeting the needs of employers'. But buried among the usual cliches about 'promoting economic growth' and 'expanding opportunity' is a stated desire to see a 'much more collaborative system' in which individual universities can work with each other to sustain particular fields rather than competing in a mutually destructive game of chicken. So far those are merely warm words, but they may signal a welcome shift away from the manic emphasis on competition among institutions promoted by Tory or Tory-led governments since 2010. If that is so, this could be a good political moment for university leaders and other representatives of the sector to come up with some imaginative proposals.
Both ministers and university senior management teams have to recognise that it is in everyone's interests to replace the current individualistic practice of lopping off random branches of the tree whenever a wind blows with a collective long-term concern for the balance and shape of the tree overall. However, that would take not just political will, but an acknowledgment that the value of certain intellectual and educational activities transcends narrowly economistic accounting systems. More ambitiously, it would require recognition that the task facing a mature society is to adapt its methods of financing universities to sustaining the purposes for which such institutions exist - rather than, as at present, the other way round. Unless and until significant steps are taken in that direction, the present pattern of dilution, damage and decline seems likely to continue.
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Story
The Full Stature
Diane Williams

361 wordsEarlier Mrs Wren had appeared entirely joyful holding her husband's hand in the outer corridor - yet how she wept inside of the courtroom, so much so that her face looked enamelled.
 And this could all prove that Mr Wren is an admirable man.
 But before I ever arrived at this trial that bore on Mr Wren's gun and what he might have meant to do with it - I should have returned home to change clothing, because the heavy pant-leg material of my new trousers made an upsetting noise, while rubbing itself against itself with every step I took.
 'Describe yourself,' the judge ordered us - the possible jurors. And he asked how we spent our spare time.
 On my right, a woman announced that she did 'things' with her family 'in the neighbourhood' and that she was 'honest and fair'.
 I will never know what happened to Mr Wren - and when I was dismissed, spurned, swept away, the slight pressure I put on my knees, toes and heels was barely sufficient to help me to stand.
 I could only dip my head and twist. I had to try twice in order to successfully rise up to leave.
 At a deli after, while I endured my sandwich, I thought that it was really bad and smelly - and yet this hero had been made by an extremely hospitable man.
 A small thin girl nearby seesawed her knife on top of her tough food with urgency. And although she managed to cut up a part of it, she never ate any.
 Overall and beyond that, I had much to consider - the reassessment of my own circumstance.
 In my spare time I eat. Have a cup of coffee! I tell myself.
 I think about what I can and will eat in my spare time. I can drink all of the coffee I want.
 I left behind my crying child this morning, as I do to go to work every day. Rana's three and she apparently venerates me.
 She is in the care of someone I don't know well, while I am just living the only way I know how. I am devastating.
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Slavdom
Greg Afinogenov

2971 wordsAcross Europe 
, military leaders are dreaming of war with Russia. Nato's defence chief, Giuseppe Cavo Dragone, has called for a pre-emptive, 'defensive' strike (whatever that means); the German defence minister, Boris Pistorius, said in the autumn that it might have been 'the last summer of peace for Europeans'. France's chief of the defence staff, Fabien Mandon, laid out the stakes of rearmament more clearly than most: the coming war will force the country to 'accept the loss of its children' (for which it is being prepared through the introduction of voluntary national service); in a speech in September, he connected the rearmament project to the defeat of 'relativism', the enemy within. Meanwhile, Trump likes to warn Europe that insufficient militarism and a lack of border vigilance have left it facing 'civilisational erasure'.
But why, let alone how, would Russia invade France or Germany? The answer is much the same as it was in the 18th or 19th century: because it is barbaric (that is, non-European), tyrannical (that is, opposed to liberal democracy) and expansionist (that is, inherently warlike). Where Poland was once the helpless victim of the Russian Empire, today Ukraine is being savaged by the Russian Federation. The remedy, too, is little changed: we must create 'a barrier behind which the nations of Europe can enjoy the security of their rights, their commerce and their civilisation'. The line belongs to Charles-Louis Lesur, writing just before the Grande Armee's failed invasion of Russia in 1812, but it could be used to describe today's European military strategy.
Each side still sees the other as expansionist and tyrannical. As the political scientist Marlene Laruelle shows in her new book, Putin and his supporters increasingly believe that Russia's purpose is to serve as a katechon, a nuclear bulwark against the menace of Euro-Atlantic liberalism and its push for hegemony and homogenisation. The West, as Russia sees it, is an 'anti-civilisation' determined to destroy traditional values and overthrow legitimate authority. In fact, Putin and Mandon are in agreement about the value of military sacrifice as a cure for liberal decadence.
In the 1990s, as Russians cast about for a new ideology to replace Marxism, Samuel Huntington's Clash of Civilisations (1996) became an unexpected success. Though his Western critics condemned the book as reductive, determinist and Eurocentric, Russian readers found it far more congenial than Francis Fukuyama's End of History (1992). Fukuyama saw no future for a Russia shorn of its Marxist legacy except as part of the generalised victory of liberal democracy. Huntington, though hardly a promoter of what he called 'Orthodox' civilisation, did at least acknowledge Russia's distinctiveness and resilience. If Russia could no longer be the spearhead of worldwide revolution, it could at least fight to preserve its own separate character.
As Paul Robinson points out in his new study, the 'civilisationism' that Huntington promoted and that drives Putin's thinking today has been a staple of Russian political thought since the 19th century, though in the past it competed with other ideologies (Robinson has written overviews of liberalism and conservatism in the Russian context). Unlike nationalism, civilisationism is not principally concerned with political self-determination: one may want, as many Eastern European nationalists do, to defend political statehood within the framework of European liberal civilisation. The inverse is trickier. In theory, a civilisation may incorporate many independent states, though in practice civilisationists tend to argue that they are led by hegemonic imperial entities such as the US, China or Russia itself. That makes civilisationist thinking well suited to great powers that don't have a realistic shot at universal hegemony.
At its core, civilisationism rejects the socialist and liberal view that all societies must eventually arrive at a shared destiny, whether an internationalist utopia or a universal liberal-democratic world order. Claims to universality are seen as merely the expression of the will to power of a single civilisation, its ideological weapon for dominating the others. Instead of a shared historical trajectory, then, history is portrayed as unfolding through multiple independent paths of development in which civilisations compete for dominance. The Russian ideological lexicon describes this as 'multipolarity', an alternative to the arrogant 'unipolarity' of the US-led international order of the 1990s.
Russia did not pioneer these ideas, which were first sketched out by Johann Herder in the 18th century and developed by writers as diverse as Francois Guizot in the 19th century and Oswald Spengler in the early 20th century. But Russian philosophers had a unique point of view: the experience of more than a century of enforced Westernisation, starting in the era of Peter the Great, which had transformed their empire's intellectual and economic landscape without significantly narrowing the perceived gulf between Paris and St Petersburg. Some Russian thinkers believed Westernisation hadn't gone far enough; others thought it needed to be rolled back to the way it was before Peter's time, whatever that meant. Yet until the final decades of the 19th century, even Slavophile sceptics of Westernisation imagined that a fully re-Slavicised Russia would ultimately renew and redeem a decaying European culture rather than having to find its way entirely on its own.
It was the philosopher Nikolai Danilevsky who, in Russia and Europe (1869), dared to suggest that what he called 'Slavdom' and 'Romano-German' civilisation had nothing to do with each other, and followed different historical paths. Far from being subsumed (as the Westernisers wanted), or synthesising into some new and greater entity (as the earlier Slavophiles did), Slavdom was bound to struggle with Romano-German civilisation. If the West won, Slavdom would become a vassal, but if it lost, the outcome would be a world that at last recognised civilisational diversity.
Danilevsky was little known in his lifetime (he died in 1885) but in recent years he has become one of the most popular philosophers in official circles in Russia. Putin has quoted him in several speeches, most notably in his October 2022 speech at the Valdai Discussion Club, his most comprehensive ideological statement since the full-scale invasion of Ukraine. Danilevsky was placed alongside Dostoevsky and Solzhenitsyn in a trinity of thinkers who shared a hostility to Western arrogance, an insistence on Russian distinctiveness and a belief that liberalism was leading humanity towards disaster. Russia's campaign against Ukraine since 2014, then, could be framed not only as a pre-emptive strike against Nato encroachment but more expansively as a defensive move against an overweening civilisation unwilling to recognise its proper boundaries. This is the reason Putin shares with centrist journalists a preoccupation with 'cancel culture', which he sees as the latest weapon of Euro-Atlantic anti-civilisation.
Such a narrative may seem compelling to the Kremlin, but on the ground it has clear weaknesses. What of 'Slavdom', for instance? Today there are as many or more Slavs outside Russia's sphere of influence as within it, and it is far from clear that the latter are better off. Marxism offers more obvious rewards to the worker who sheds their false consciousness than civilisationism does to the Pole or Ukrainian who 'returns' to their 'proper' civilisational fold. And civilisational goals seem to be mutable: if Trump's 'America First' national security strategy is 'largely consistent' with Russian views on multipolarity, as the Kremlin announced in December, where is the conflict? Clearly, the intellectual robustness of civilisationism is not sufficient to explain its rhetorical prominence.
In Ideology and Meaning-Making under the Putin Regime, Laruelle attempts to show the way civilisationism works through institutional structures. She has for decades resisted the mainstream of her field, which tends to consider Russia as a 'mafia state' or, increasingly, a 'fascist dictatorship'. Far-right ideology plays a major role in Russia today, of course. But unlike the Soviet Union, where the Communist Party developed and disseminated its ideological platform through a dense, centralised network of institutions, Russia is constitutionally banned from having a state ideology. Even the constitutional amendments that in 2020 allowed Putin to run for additional terms did not reverse this.
The ideological landscape in contemporary Russia is closer to the neoliberal 'marketplace of ideas', albeit one managed by the presidential administration along with subsidiary institutions such as political parties and the Russian Orthodox Church. In the 1990s, Gleb Pavlovsky, who is sometimes called Russia's first 'political technologist', imported the characteristic features of modern liberal-democratic politics - from campaign ads to push-polling and spin-doctoring - to protect Boris Yeltsin's ruling clique from the electoral consequences of shock therapy, corruption and Yeltsin's own decline. Once United Russia and the presidential administration emerged as a consolidated party of power, Pavlovsky was sidelined and replaced by Vladislav Surkov, who created a network of openly or secretly state-funded media organisations, civil society bodies and political parties to manage and channel popular discontent.
By the time Surkov himself fell from grace, the system he and Pavlovsky had established was far-reaching. Successful ideological entrepreneurs are rewarded with access to the media, leadership of parastatal think-tanks and sometimes even elected office. The churn is constant, even during moments of apparent ideological consolidation. The greatest rewards go to those who, like the now ubiquitous talk show host Dmitry Kiselev, can speak not only to the demands of the moment but anticipate which way the political winds are blowing.
The result is a managed simulacrum of a diverse ideological space, though one from which liberals have been excised, at least at the level of public political debate. Among the survivors are right-wing social democrats associated with the Communist Party of the Russian Federation, who advocate greater welfare-state protections and display a patriotic nostalgia for the Soviet Union and a hostility to immigration; nationalist Z-patriots, who want total mobilisation for an all-out conflict with the West; and religious conservatives linked to the Russian Orthodox Church or Muslim organisations. These groups share a common enemy - the liberal West - but not necessarily a common vision for a future Russia. Their interpretations of the past vary widely; for instance, as Laruelle points out, the Russian Orthodox Church is one of the few organisations still allowed publicly to criticise Stalin-era repressions.
In Russian Eurasianism (2018) Laruelle argued that the career of the 'Eurasianist' Aleksandr Dugin, the best-known ideologue of contemporary civilisationism, exemplifies the unpredictability of this landscape. His post-Soviet career began alongside Eduard Limonov in the fringe National Bolshevik Party, which blended (with no little provocation) elements of communist and fascist symbolism. Dugin gradually built closer connections with the Russian military, which funded the work that led to his Foundations of Geopolitics (1997). This esoteric, ideologically syncretic book recast the Cold War as the latest incarnation of an age-old civilisational struggle between 'thalassocracies' - empires of the sea - and land-based 'tellurocracies'. Despite the vagueness of its conclusions - rather than giving policy recommendations it invoked the 'nomos of Fire', a force untameable by Euro-Atlantic 'water' - it became a bestseller. During the first decade of Putin's rule, Dugin attempted fruitlessly to parlay this success into a new political party, the Eurasia Party. Russia's rightward turn after the suppression of the 2011 election protests gave him another opening and by 2014 he had emerged as one of the leading spokesmen for the Novorossiya project, which called for the annexation of southern and eastern Ukraine and mass mobilisation against the West. The Kremlin decided that this was going too far and Dugin lost his academic job. Only since his daughter's assassination by Ukrainian intelligence in 2022 (Dugin himself was almost certainly the intended target) has he been able to regain some of his former standing. Yet despite the broad popularity of his civilisationist ideas with the regime, Dugin's unpredictability and unwillingness to parrot official narratives has undermined his usefulness to Putin.
Unlike 20th-century communism or fascism, contemporary Russian ideology does not have a clearly articulated manifesto or creed, but has been formed through successive smaller ideological conflicts. Thus the statist ordoliberalism of the early Putin era was followed by a conservative geopolitical turn emphasising the 'Eurasian Union' and the 'Russian World', which in turn has been followed by the more eschatological militarism and social conservatism of the last five years. This idea of Russia as a nuclear-armed Orthodox bulwark against Western liberalism is the most developed example of this trend. Yet the past never quite goes away: in wealthy Moscow, for instance, the 'system liberal' mayor Sergei Sobyanin has worked hard to maintain the impression that little has changed since 2011. Putin holds all these contradictions together. When he dies or retires, it will unleash an ideological reckoning of the sort not seen in Russia since 1991.
But what of the millions of ordinary Russian citizens (and their sympathisers in nearby countries) who are the intended audience of all this ideological production but play little part in formulating it? Since the Cold War, Western observers have relied on three models for conceptualising the mind of the ordinary Russian. The first holds that they are brainwashed true believers. This narrative, derived from a mixture of political despair and class prejudice, is popular among the dissidents of Russia's own educated elite. The second, no less simplistic perspective is that they secretly yearn for freedom but are too oppressed by the secret-police jackboot to liberate themselves; this view has become less appealing since 2022, as evidence of widespread discontent with mass wartime casualties and growing repression has largely failed to materialise. Most of the Russians who yearn for liberal democracy have already emigrated.
More persuasive than either of these is a model that sees Russians as cynical operators, willing to say in public whatever is demanded of them while acting to maximise their own advantage. In this view, Putinism promises material gain in exchange for political compliance. This might help to explain the regime's durability under the unprecedented stress of the Ukraine war: for many families, especially in the provinces, the jobs and payouts associated with military service and production have brought redistribution on a greater scale than anything since the Soviet period (though this appears to have reached its limits). Yet this theory is also unsatisfactory. The neoliberalism of the Putin era has encouraged an entrepreneurial mindset, but most people in Russia, as anywhere, think of themselves as being driven by something deeper than acquisitiveness. If your unemployed husband volunteers for the front and is killed by a Ukrainian drone, the death bounty, however large, won't make the sacrifice feel worthwhile.
The work of the ethnographer Jeremy Morris offers a corrective to these simplified models. Where most social scientists, especially in the West, rely on shaky opinion polling and qualitative interviews to gauge Russian attitudes, Morris is a true participant-observer. He started travelling to Russia in the late 1990s, first visiting and then spending extended periods living in a town near Kaluga, an industrial centre not far from Moscow. He got to know many people there, and watched them navigate the crisis and partial recovery of the post-Soviet era. Long-standing relationships like these are vital today, when the fear of outsiders runs high.
He describes people who are hemmed in on every side. Making a living has been made more difficult by the disappearance of Soviet welfare models and by the decay of social and material infrastructure in an environment rife with corruption, in which the state increasingly demands political compliance, but often without any material rewards. In this context, to invoke Soviet times, as people in Morris's town often do, is not a nostalgic or reactionary gesture but an appeal to recognisable values: the desire to help one's community; the aspiration to social fairness and equality; the memory of shared suffering and sacrifice in the Second World War.
Many of Morris's informants resent being lectured about the evils of the West, though they rarely see themselves as Navalnyite liberals. Sometimes genuinely patriotic, they also mock the propaganda about the annexation of Crimea and the war in Ukraine. Civilisationism holds little appeal when the state they live in is not a communitarian Slavic utopia but a shambolic mess that barely bothers to secure communal goods and tells them to expect nothing in the way of social provision. Yet they see little hope of fundamental economic or political change. Instead, they tighten their belts, take on more gig work and try to do what they can to protect small islands of community, even if these take the form of collecting donations for soldiers fighting in Ukraine. Such projects are 'pro-war', but also express a deep dissatisfaction with the way the regime has treated its troops and for many imply a desire for peace.
Morris can be accused of underestimating the appeal of hardline chauvinism; even if his own informants don't have such views, there is plenty of evidence that other Russians do, and not simply to curry favour with the regime. But his understanding of the contradictions of civilisational warfare as it is actually lived makes him right in a broader sense. It allows us to see how similar ordinary Russians are to ordinary Ukrainians, who want their own country to remain free and independent and who must also contend with widespread economic precarity amid official corruption and the lawlessness of military recruiters. In Western societies, too, people from many ideological camps feel alienated from increasingly dysfunctional political systems and betrayed by politicians who are out of touch with the realities of a fracturing social world.
The chimera of civilisational conflict seeks to paper over these problems by evoking a shared ideological project. But individual Russians will not benefit if Slavdom finally defeats Euro-Atlanticism; neither will Europeans derive much advantage if their dream of a permanently contained Russia is attained at the cost of a militarisation that undermines the central achievements of their societies. In Russia, as in the West, the main beneficiaries will be the people who know how to speak the language that power wants to hear.
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Dangerously Scary
Malcolm Gaskill

2170 wordsReleased  in 1945, Dead of Night is the most imaginative British horror film of the postwar era. It was produced by Ealing Studios and pioneered the anthology format, much imitated in subsequent decades. The film fits five ghost stories from four directors into a framework that gathers its own supernatural momentum. It's only when Walter Craig, played by Mervyn Johns, pulls up outside a Kentish half-timbered cottage that we realise something strange has happened, or rather is about to happen. Craig, an architect, has been summoned to discuss improvements to the property, Pilgrim's Farm (a clue there), but is distracted by the spooky familiarity of both the place and his host's family and friends assembled in the sitting room. Increasingly overwhelmed by deja vu, he addresses each member of the company in turn, extracting their stories. A racing car driver recovering from an accident falls through fractured time to meet a sinister man driving a horse-drawn hearse. A game of sardines at a Christmas party, all flickering candles and angular shadows, results in a chilling discovery in an attic room, inspired by a real Victorian murder. A woman gives an antique ormolu mirror to her fiance, opening a window onto a previous owner's homicidal past and wickedly infecting the present.
 There follows some dated comic relief involving a pair of bumbling golfers, based on characters first brought to the screen by Alfred Hitchcock in The Lady Vanishes (1938). This segment divides critics: the sight of two men competing for a trophy wife now seems tedious and distasteful (even in 1945 US distributors filleted it out, doing little harm to the overarching story). But just when Dead of Night seems low on ideas, Dr Van Straaten, a psychiatrist with a Central European accent (played by the German Jewish refugee Frederick Valk), takes the floor. This is the portion of the film that most people remember. Directed by Alberto Cavalcanti, it tells the story of Maxwell Frere, a stage ventriloquist trapped in a toxic relationship with a hideous dummy named Hugo. The audience senses that Hugo is either a demon inhabiting a doll or the maverick half of Frere's divided self. The second interpretation explains why Van Straaten will become involved with the police.
 It's a mini-masterpiece of modern horror. Cavalcanti, a Brazilian who had joined Michael Balcon's Ealing Studios in 1940, also directed the Christmas party episode; he was best known for his propaganda film Went the Day Well? (1942). In the role of Frere, Michael Redgrave, who in 1942 had been medically discharged from the Royal Navy, looks fixated and frantic, genuinely unwell in body and mind. The final scene would play out similarly in Hitchcock's Psycho, where a violent split personality also fuses permanently.
 The narrative then returns to the country cottage, where Craig has not only forgotten what he's doing there, but, like Frere, has pretty much lost his grip on reality. The film plunges into freefall, a fever-dream flume ride through scenes derived from the stories, transporting the dissociating architect into madness.
Dead of Night, which opened in London at the Gaumont Haymarket, was praised by critics and cinemagoers alike, and did well at the box office. Assured storytelling had much to do with this, as did Cavalcanti's genius and the social comment and psychological depth that Robert Hamer, later known for Kind Hearts and Coronets (1949), brought to the tale of the haunted mirror. Its impact was enhanced by the fact that in 1942 horror films had been banned because of the depressing effect they might have on public morals and morale. After VE Day the ban was lifted, but even so newspapers condemned Dead of Night for being dangerously scary.
 Concern about the corrupting effect of horror films had been growing in the interwar period. In 1931 James Whale's Frankenstein was banned by London County Council and Manchester City Council, prompting the British Board of Film Censors to introduce a new class of certification: H for 'horrific'. Set up twenty years earlier, the BBFC was the fledgling film industry's engine of self-regulation. The fuss made in London and Manchester was a welcome shot across the bows, but elsewhere the H certificate soon became a reason for local authorities to embargo all such films. Cinemas hesitated to order 'horrifics', which might be blacklisted just hours before they were due to be screened.
 Tussles between directors and censors, councils and cinemas, lasted into the 1960s and beyond. Harsh certification and insistence on drastic cuts caused no end of artistic grief, especially to auteurs such as the doomed wunderkind Michael Reeves - the director of Witchfinder General (1968) - who employed grisly violence to educate as well as entertain. Whenever horror broke new ground, it provoked controversy. Ken Russell's The Devils (1971), a phantasmagoria of blasphemous sexual excess, provoked a new level of outrage. Then, in the way of moral panics, the passion subsided. The shock of the new wore off, and the films settled harmlessly into television schedules, albeit in graveyard slots.
 I remember seeing Dead of Night aged seven or eight. My sister reckons that we watched it together on our grandmother's black and white portable TV. I doubt that the stories corrupted me, but they did play on my young mind. When we visited Maidstone Carriage Museum, a sign on a coach door read 'room for one more inside' (or something similar), which was too eerily like the line spoken by the hearse driver in the first of the stories. But it was the ventriloquist and his weird puppet that really got to me - Redgrave's descent into mania alongside Hugo's soulless patter and swivel-eyed gaze.
 Then again, I was the sort of child who enjoyed being scared that way. It felt like creeping through the looking glass, from daylight into darkness. The occult threshold also blurred the line between past and present. Chancing on that coach in Maidstone felt like straying from reality into the story, much as Walter Craig finds himself sucked into the vortex of his own nightmares. It was a sensation I never forgot. Years later, I bought an overmantel mirror from the estate of the literary scholar Dadie Rylands, which I fancied had hung in his rooms at King's College, Cambridge. Whose faces had appeared in that glass, I wondered - possibly that of Michael Redgrave, whom before the war Rylands had directed in numerous undergraduate productions.
 The haunted mirror and two of the other stories in Dead of Night - the racing driver and the Christmas party - involve time slips between the 1940s and the 19th century. M.R. James once said that ghost stories should be set in the recent but not too recent past: he thought thirty or forty years about right, just enough for 'a slight haze of distance'. Modern horror directors seem to have found the 1970s and 1980s a fruitful setting - Osgood Perkins's Longlegs (2024), starring Nicolas Cage, is a case in point. Ghosts are themselves historical relics: post-mortem messengers, spurs to memory, agents of retribution, raising repressed thoughts to the surface of consciousness.
 The overall effect of Dead of Night is spectral disorientation, bending the familiar out of shape and reversing the reassuring thrust of time's arrow. It's oddly unsettling that the war, which must have loomed large in the characters' recent lives, is never mentioned or even alluded to. We see a date, 1938, written on a police statement, but this may have been a tease or a directorial slip-up, and in any case relates to something that had happened some years earlier.
 Undated time points up universal themes: the jolt of the uncanny, the frailty of the human psyche, the persistence of guilt and shame, the corrosiveness of envy and desire. The life of Hamer, an alcoholic given to DT-induced hallucinations, adds a tragic edge to his haunted mirror, a story that not only displays the ravages of insanity, but, in a burst of self-loathing, also skewers bourgeois self-satisfaction. 'Handsome couple,' purrs Joan Cortland, played by Googie Withers, as she and her husband-to-be Peter admire the mirror and themselves in its reflection. The section featuring the ventriloquist's dummy is both a cautionary tale about the perils of ambition and envy, and a portrait of a tormented unnatural relationship. Maxwell Frere's surname is a clue to twisted fraternity, and the dummy might symbolise anything from a savage id irrupting through his master's ego to a manipulative evil twin or a gay lover stoking the fires of jealousy. He might even be seen as some kind of fetish or imp mediating between the shattered fractions of Frere's inner life.
 Eighty years on, Dead of Night stands as an astute meditation on repression and madness. Time, however, has dulled the cultural historical implications. The lavish Regency room Peter sees in the mirror is juxtaposed critically with the modernist minimalism of his Chelsea apartment, which must have struck a chord in 1945 - pricking the bubble of pride in victory, perhaps, to reveal waning self-confidence and uncertainty in direction and purpose. The absence of references to the war only makes its agonies, invisibly encoded, more traumatic. There's nothing more horrific than the violent removal of identity, the fate of the characters thus representing the unease of a nation peering unsteadily at the future.
 This unease was informed by recent death and destruction on a vast scale. The racing car episode was directed by Basil Dearden, who had made The Halfway House, a patriotic ghost story produced by Balcon and released in April 1944. Set in a Welsh pub inexplicably intact after it was meant to have burned down in an air raid, the story involves a cross-section of distressed and dislocated people, each with their own back story. 'Time stands still here in the valley,' comments the landlord, played by Dead of Night's lead, Mervyn Johns, chillingly unreflected in a mirror; his daughter, Gwyneth, played by his real-life daughter, Glynis Johns, similarly casts no shadow. The most moving thread in The Halfway House concerns bereavement - a son torpedoed in the Aegean - and the choice between accepting death and the fantasy of post-mortem survival. The studied timelessness of Dead of Night carries it off in a different direction, but The Halfway House now works like a prologue to the later, more famous film.
 After 1945, discontinuity and loss forced British people to adjust to a new sense of who they were and might yet become. Consciously and unconsciously, horror films zeroed in on the pain and perplexity. In June 1948 the president of the Board of Trade, Harold Wilson, complained to the House of Commons about horror films that failed to represent national life, whatever this meant, by suggesting that 'amnesia and schizophrenia' were dominant traits in society. If Wilson wasn't thinking of Dead of Night, he surely had in mind its successors, among them the disturbing Universal Pictures thriller The Lost Moment (1947), which owed something to it.
 And yet the horror boom of the 1950s and 1960s proved that postwar audiences, much as they identified with the kitchen-sink verite of Look Back in Anger (1959), were as receptive as ever to macabre explorations of paranoia and misrepresentation, as well as mainly American monster and science fiction movies, which played less on mental affliction than on Cold War anxieties of invasion and annihilation. By that time, the most terrifying capital H in Western culture stood for 'hydrogen', not 'horrific'.
Dead of Night's unique place in the canon owes much to the way it muddles the psychological and the supernatural, making audiences contemplate both the grand mysteries of heaven and earth and the small secrets in the recesses of their minds. Ultimately Dead of Night exerted its greatest power through the manipulation of time. By sliding temporal planes over each other and curling events round to their beginning, the film found a fiendish new way to mess with a viewer's head.
 For three cinemagoers, however, Dead of Night offered a unique source of inspiration. Hermann Bondi, a brilliant mathematician who in 1937 had fled Nazi persecution in Austria for the UK, spent much of the war working on radar with the astronomer Fred Hoyle. One evening in Cambridge, the two men went to see the film, accompanied by Bondi's fellow Jewish emigre, the astrophysicist Thomas Gold, with whom he'd previously been interned. Strolling back to Bondi's rooms in Trinity College, Gold speculated that the universe might be like the film's narrative structure - not extending from a 'big bang', a phrase Hoyle had coined, but travelling in a huge circle, where a continuum of time and space endlessly looped back on itself. That evening they tried to talk the whole thing away before dinner, but the idea that Gold hatched in the cinema stuck. In 1948, through a series of papers from the three scientists, the steady state theory of an expanding universe, proposed by Einstein and others, was finally established as a model for the origins of everything.
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'Gavin, Gavin, we love you!'
Deborah Friedell

3214 wordsThe Gettys  were one of the richest families in the world, and Gavin Newsom's father was their 'consigliere'. In 1973, when John Paul Getty III was kidnapped by the Calabrian mafia, it fell to Bill Newsom to fly to Italy to get him back. At first he suspected that his godson - 'Little Paul', a trust fund kid locked out of his trust - might have staged his own abduction, but changed his mind when an Italian newspaper received Paul's severed ear in the post. Bill helped put the ransom together: $2.9 million in cash, negotiated down from an initial demand of $17 million (eminently affordable, but why overpay?) and structured to be mostly tax-deductible. One of Gavin Newsom's earliest memories is of riding in a car with Paul Getty to go Christmas shopping, under instructions not to mention the missing ear. He had a sense that 'the Newsoms had been tied to the Gettys for a long time,' even if he didn't then understand how - he wondered if they were cousins. In his new memoir, he writes that his father, an aspiring writer turned lawyer, had 'altered the course of his life to provide aid, counsel and comfort to the Gettys. When misfortune or scandal found one Getty scion or another, it was Bill Newsom, family consigliere, who flew off in one direction or another to the rescue.' In return, the Gettys invested in his only son's business ventures and backed his campaigns for mayor of San Francisco and governor of California. In Young Man in a Hurry, Newsom insists that though he grew up with the Gettys - sometimes living in their mansions and flying on their jet (the 'Jetty') - he was never one of them, and owes them no fealty.
Political memoirists are usually coy about their use of ghostwriters, but Newsom readily acknowledges that he couldn't have written this book himself, and that the former Los Angeles Times reporter Mark Arax assembled it from interviews. Newsom's dyslexia is so severe that he can't deliver a typed speech, and he says he's never been able to read a novel (non-fiction is a bit easier). He has learned to use a teleprompter - he finds its short, well-spaced lines easier to process - but an hour-long speech can still require a hundred hours of practice. All this put him at odds with his father, a great reader who named him after Gavin Maxwell, and he hasn't entirely forgiven his mother for once telling him, when he was struggling with his schoolwork, 'It's OK to be average.' She was probably trying to comfort him, but that's not the way Newsom understood it: 'I don't recall crueller words ever said about me.'
Newsoms, he knew, were supposed to be illustrious. His great-grandfather was one of the founders of Bank of America. His grandfather William Newsom made a fortune in tract housing after the war (as did Donald Trump's father), becoming a Democratic Party powerbroker (also like Trump's father) and a patron of Pat Brown, the progressive governor of California. His mother's side, he says, was no less accomplished, especially in botany and medicine, though she rarely spoke of her parents and never about her past. He now suspects that she had been deeply damaged by her father, a celebrated horticulturist who never recovered from his time in a Japanese prisoner of war camp. 'My grandfather committed suicide,' Newsom told the San Francisco Chronicle, 'but not before putting his daughter - my mother - and her twin against the fireplace and saying he was going to blow their brains out.' He now leans on his family history to justify what counts, in American terms, as an aggressive line on guns: he proposes a constitutional amendment that would raise the minimum age for purchasing a firearm from 18 to 21 while 'leaving the Second Amendment unchanged and respecting America's gun-owning tradition'.
Newsom's parents divorced when he was young, which he attributes to political failure: his father 'made the mistake of running for office not once but twice', first for San Francisco supervisor and then for the California state senate. He lost both times, leaving him ashamed and in debt, and had a breakdown. Neither parent remarried, and on the campaign stump Newsom habitually invokes his mother's struggles to raise him and his younger sister - low pay, long hours, constant stress - as proof of his connection to ordinary Americans. 'Growing up, my mom juggled three jobs to keep a roof over our heads,' he says. 'Her example will live with me forever.' She worked as an estate agent, a bookkeeper and a buyer for a department store, took in foster children and sometimes picked up waitressing shifts. By the time he was a teenager, they were living in a 'Mediterranean Revival-style' house in Marin County, across the Golden Gate Bridge from San Francisco - it was large and grand, and, according to Zillow, is now worth about $3 million.
Nathan Heller wrote in the New Yorker that some of Newsom's 'former associates' roll their eyes at his account of childhood privations - one described it as Newsom's 'I was born a poor Black child' story, after the Steve Martin monologue in The Jerk. Newsom insists that his home life was straitened - he ate too much macaroni cheese on his own, and it made him anxious when his mother complained about money. At the same time, he knows the story is complicated: he also went on safari in Tanzania with the Gettys, guided by Mary Leakey; in a helicopter over Hudson Bay to watch polar bears; aboard yachts in the Mediterranean. Sometimes a 'line of limousines' would greet him, or a 'pair of hot-air balloons'. His father had been friends with the Getty heirs since prep school, and they appointed him trustee of a fortune so large that the interest grew faster than it could be spent. Newsom remembers 'crisp hundred-dollar bills' being pressed into his hand, his wardrobe filling with 'clothes appropriate to meet a king', which he did, in Spain, at the Zarzuela Palace.
Newsom doesn't pretend that frolicking with the Gettys awakened in him an early sensitivity to inequality or the unfairness of the American tax code. He seems to have been a personable jock, taking luxury as it came. His main interests were playing baseball and basketball - schoolwork felt impossible, but at least the cheerleaders at Redwood High would yell: 'Dippity-do, dippity-do! Gavin, Gavin, we love you!' The only foreshadowing of his political career seems to have been a propensity for theatrical self-fashioning. He'd learned from his mother that identity was, to some extent, elective - after all, she spoke with a 'cut-glass English accent' despite being entirely Californian. (She picked it up after watching Audrey Hepburn in My Fair Lady.) After seeing Pierce Brosnan play a proto-Bond in the TV show Remington Steele, Newsom became 'obsessed with Steele' - so confident, so smooth - and started to copy his mannerisms, 'the wrinkling of his brow being the first', becoming the only kid at school who wore a suit. He doesn't mention his later fixation with the predatory, greed-is-good Gordon Gekko in Wall Street, but on a recent podcast his sister suggested it was the inspiration for his shellacked-back hair.
Newsom says baseball got him into Santa Clara University - he doesn't say that, as the New York Times reported, his application was probably pushed through by two of his father's friends, the California governor Jerry Brown and a member of the university's board of regents. After college, living rent-free in the Getty compound in San Francisco, his grades too poor for law school, he went into the wine business. Backed by the Gettys, he started a chain of shops and restaurants called PlumpJack, in honour of an opera Gordon Getty had written about Falstaff. He describes its aim as nothing less than the 'democratisation of fine wines' - Wine Spectator noted that he'd 'challenged conventional wisdom by putting a screw top on a $135 bottle of Napa Cabernet'. PlumpJack grew to include hotels and a nightclub. It made Newsom rich. (The Getty trust also paid him for 'investment advice'.) But was it enough? He had become friendly with another of his father's associates, the San Francisco mayor Willie Brown - they'd flown together on the Getty jet. Nothing in the memoir suggests that Newsom had taken any interest in public policy until the mayor put him on the city's Parking and Traffic Commission, and he was surprised by how much he enjoyed it. There's a real sweetness, and only the hint of condescension, in his account of trying to bolster the morale of traffic wardens. When he began considering a career in politics, what sealed the deal was his father's approval: he'd never quite been able to get it before. At the prospect of a Newsom finally winning elected office, his father 'literally glowed with pride'.
Newsom describes himself as an 'accidental politician'. Mayor Brown anointed him as his preferred successor, though the decisive factor was probably his ability to outspend his rivals by several million dollars. When Newsom became mayor of San Francisco at the beginning of 2004, he was 36 - the youngest in more than a century and an instant Democratic celebrity. He was 'Mayor McHottie', with a new and no less glamorous wife: Kimberly Guilfoyle, then a prosecutor and TV court reporter, before the political and surgical transformations that would accompany her rise through Fox News and into Trumpworld. (She spent several years as Donald Trump Jr's fiancee; after their break-up in 2024, she was made ambassador to Greece.) Newsom is strikingly careful when he talks about her. In the memoir he praises her beauty and intelligence, while quoting his sister's view that her 'need for attention and love could not be met'.
Brown  once described the mayor's job as 'streetlights, dog do and parking meters'. Newsom took a grander view. Within weeks of taking office, he ordered the city clerk to begin issuing marriage licences to same-sex couples, in defiance of state law. He describes it as an impulsive act - he had been shaken by George W. Bush's State of the Union address, in which the president spoke in defence of the 'sanctity of marriage'. In that moment, Newsom says, he grasped what it meant to represent San Francisco: his constituents were under attack. He knew that Democrats were supposed to favour incremental progress and consensus-building, not to disregard the law or to embrace unchecked executive power. But what if they didn't? Newsom writes, with evident pride, that he became such an embarrassment to party leaders that he wasn't permitted to address the Democratic National Convention that year, where Barack Obama 'kept a mile's distance between himself and me'. In what became known as the Winter of Love, the city issued around four thousand marriage licences before the state supreme court intervened in March: the marriages were all annulled, but Newsom argues that he shifted public opinion, widened the Overton window. Couples from all over the country had converged on San Francisco to 'consecrate on paper what they had consecrated with their lives'; 'a beautiful little girl' had tugged at his jacket to thank him for giving her two mommies. Americans finally had an opportunity to see what gay marriage looked like: ordinary joy, no collapse of the heavens.
When Newsom looks back on that moment in speeches and interviews, it's usually to make the point that he can stand up for people, make hard choices, 'fight fire with fire'. Yet the memoir is more equivocal. He seems to have taken seriously criticism from the gay congressman Barney Frank, who called him a 'naive attention seeker' and argued that he should have followed the less flashy model of working to change the law. He also recognises - how could he not? - that the backlash was severe, culminating in Proposition 8, a California ballot measure that banned same-sex marriage until 2013. Senator Dianne Feinstein later argued that Newsom had played into the Republicans' hands by acting this way in an election year: the spectre of gay marriage mobilised their base. Newsom sometimes used to open speeches by saying: 'My name is Gavin Newsom and I helped elect George Bush' - a joke, but not a funny one.
Whatever the rest of the country thought, the Winter of Love made Newsom a hero in San Francisco. His admission that he'd had an affair with his appointments secretary - the wife of his deputy chief of staff, one of his closest friends - did little to set him back. (Newsom was still married to Guilfoyle at the time, but they had separated.) Once his marriage collapsed, he says, he 'proceeded to plunge into my second act of bachelorhood, which I did not handle with discernment', a euphemism for dating a 19-year-old. He has now been married to his age-appropriate current wife - the documentary filmmaker Jennifer Siebel Newsom - for eighteen years, scandal-free, and they have four children. In 2011 he was elected lieutenant governor of California, which he has denigrated as a 'largely ceremonial post' and 'backwater'. Jerry Brown had no interest in ceding power. Newsom was frustrated not to have a portfolio, and sometimes humiliated: in 2013, the Los Angeles Times reported that 'you could say that Governor Jerry Brown treats Lieutenant Governor Newsom like a dog. But that wouldn't be accurate,' since the governor's dog at least 'regularly walks with gubernatorial aides in Capitol Park. Newsom essentially gets locked out.' He put up with it for eight years, in anticipation of eventually becoming governor himself. Yet nowhere in the memoir does he articulate why he wanted the job. Why not a senator, or something else entirely? The ambition is treated as self-evident: if the office is attainable, why wouldn't you want it?
When Brown finally retired in 2019, Newsom had been openly campaigning to succeed him for almost four years. But the long runway helped: it's a huge state, and voters tended to like him when they met him. California Democrats skew progressive, and so did his platform: universal healthcare, clean energy, gun control, criminal justice reform and a 'Marshall Plan for affordable housing'. He won the election just before his father died, summoning his 'last bit of life force to see his only son become the fortieth governor of the state he loved so much'. The memoir ends there, all potential energy, before the inevitable compromises and disappointments of governing. An early ending also allows him to leave out the French Laundry debacle in 2020, when despite Covid stay-at-home orders Newsom was photographed attending a lobbyist's birthday dinner at the inordinately expensive restaurant in the Napa Valley. He survived - unlike Boris Johnson - by apologising as soon as the story broke, attacking himself for recklessness and hypocrisy before others could do it for him. When Republicans tried to recall him from office, he shrewdly reframed the effort as a referendum on Trump and Covid denialism.
After seven years as governor, Newsom no longer promises to bring single-payer healthcare to California, or a Marshall Plan for housing. When asked about what he hasn't done, he becomes defensive: 'I'd rather be accused of [having] those audacious stretch goals than be accused of timidity.' He insists that housing is 'a stubborn issue. You can't snap your fingers and build hundreds of thousands, millions of housing units overnight.' He speaks increasingly of the need for fiscal discipline, and says that Democrats need to become 'more culturally normal' and 'less prone to spending a disproportionate amount of time on pronouns, identity politics'. Last year he startled allies by saying that it was 'deeply unfair' for trans women to compete in women's sports. (His reputation nationally has yet to catch up. On a recent episode of Jimmy Kimmel's late-night show, a Newsom impersonator - teeth too white, face too tanned - rode in on a skateboard: 'I just came from a ribbon-cutting sesh at a shelter for non-binary chihuahuas.')
The conventional wisdom is that ever since Newsom became governor, he's been tacking to the centre in anticipation of a presidential campaign; while sections of the Democratic Party might flirt with a more progressive candidate, it always nominates a moderate. Newsom is almost certainly running, though he's yet to declare. His claim to the office will be the state of California itself, which he argues he's made better, richer, stronger. He likes to ask: 'If California is a failed state, why are four of the seven most valuable companies in the world based here? Why does the Bay Area remain the top-ranked region for venture capital,' with more 'unicorns' - billion-dollar start-ups - than anywhere else? He says that California succeeds because it 'embraces innovation', hence his wariness to overtax or to over-regulate Silicon Valley. (He opposes the ballot initiative to levy a one-time tax on the state's billionaires.) 'No other place offers opportunity to so many from such diverse backgrounds.' But he'll have to confront the counter-narrative: to many Americans, California no longer seems like a good place to live. The median price of a home hovers around $850,000 - nearly $100,000 higher than the next most expensive state, Hawaii. Although Newsom entered office promising to tackle homelessness, more Californians are unhoused now than when he was elected. In 2008 voters approved $10 billion in state bonds for a high-speed rail network - the federal government added billions more - and still, no rail. Californians are leaving the state faster than others are moving in, remaking their lives in Texas and Arizona. The Los Angeles Times recently reported that the Governor's Office of Business and Economic Development plans to spend $19 million to boost the state's image - Newsom's team calls this a boon for local businesses, though the greatest beneficiary seems likely to be the governor himself.
Newsom is betting that what the Democrats most want is a fighter, and so he's erected billboards in red states: 'Need an abortion? California is ready to help.' He needles Trump on Truth Social and X, and his website sells kneepads 'for all your grovelling to Trump needs - now in Republican red'. When he calls Stephen Miller a 'cuck', or suggests that the president wears adult diapers, he insists he's merely holding up a mirror to the prevailing madness. He's arguably done more than any other Democrat to boost his party's chances in the upcoming midterms. Liberals were initially uneasy when he suggested redrawing California's congressional maps - isn't gerrymandering supposed to be wrong? - but came around when it became clear that it might be the only way to regain control of the House. But that's probably not the reason betting markets are predicting Newsom will be the next Democratic nominee, even as Kamala Harris leads in the polls. As the Democratic congresswoman Jasmine Crockett says, the party is keen to coalesce around the 'safest white boy we can find'. Unlike Harris, or Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, Cory Booker, Pete Buttigieg, J.B. Pritzker, Gretchen Whitmer, Jon Ossoff and Josh Shapiro, he's a straight white man who goes to church at Christmas. Who else is there? Remington Steele for president.
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You can't satisfy everyone
Malcolm Petrie

3073 wordsIt looks like  Britain's long-standing electoral duopoly is coming to an end. Even though Labour won a huge majority in the 2024 general election, the combined vote share of the two main parties dropped below 60 per cent, the lowest on record. The two-party system we have been used to emerged in the first quarter of the 20th century, a consequence primarily of the growing electoral power of the Labour Party. Founded in 1900 as the Labour Representation Committee (LRC), which united trade unionists and socialists, Labour became a parliamentary presence after the 1906 general election. Before the First World War, its MPs acted primarily as a pressure group, seeking concessions from the Liberal government, but after 1918 Labour advanced rapidly, becoming the official opposition at the 1922 general election and displacing the Liberals as the principal challenger to the Conservatives. The first Labour government took office after the general election of December 1923, but it was a minority administration with just 191 MPs, surviving for barely ten months. Labour returned to power in 1929, again as a minority government, though this time it was the biggest party. It was defeated two years later, but a pattern had been set, and British elections have continued to be a contest between Labour and the Conservatives.
Labour's arrival as a party of government stemmed partly from external developments: it benefited from the extension of the franchise in 1918 and the steep rise in trade union membership in the early 20th century. The fracturing of the Liberal Party, first through the pressures of war and then as a result of Lloyd George's continuation of the wartime coalition of Conservatives and (most) Liberals, also gave Labour an opportunity. Internally, the central figure, as Walter Reid suggests in his awkwardly titled biography, was Ramsay MacDonald. He was the first secretary of the LRC; in 1906 he became Labour MP for Leicester; and by 1911 he was leader of the Parliamentary Labour Party. Although his opposition to the First World War forced him to relinquish this position and he lost his seat in the 1918 election, he returned to Parliament in 1922 and was prime minister in the first two Labour administrations. Yet MacDonald's place in party history is contentious: in August 1931, during the financial crisis that followed the Wall Street crash, he agreed to lead a National Government dominated by Conservatives; two months later he led that coalition to a decisive election victory. As Reid writes, MacDonald's decision was condemned by the left as a calculated act of betrayal, an interpretation that has persisted. He claims that MacDonald is still viewed not merely as having 'failed his party', but having 'deliberately plotted to destroy it'. Reid's intention is to demonstrate that MacDonald was guided by a consistent set of political principles, and followed, even in 1931, what he felt was 'the path of duty'.
Born in 1866 in Lossiemouth, a small fishing village in the north-east of Scotland, to the unmarried Anne Ramsay, who worked as a maid, MacDonald was a pupil-teacher at the local parish school before departing for England at the age of eighteen. An initial move to Bristol in 1885 misfired, but the following year MacDonald settled permanently in London. He joined the putatively Marxist Social Democratic Federation in Bristol, and in London became a member of the Fabian Society and worked as a private secretary to Thomas Lough, a radical Liberal and supporter of Irish Home Rule. By the 1890s, MacDonald, now earning a precarious living through his journalism, was active in the Independent Labour Party (ILP) and stood as its candidate in Southampton in the 1895 general election. After that, his influence within Labour politics grew swiftly. As secretary of the LRC, which the ILP helped set up, he negotiated the secret pact with the Liberals that enabled the electoral breakthrough of 1906, when 29 Labour MPs were returned, MacDonald among them.
Despite his undoubted influence, MacDonald was, even at this stage in his career, a strangely distant figure, detached from the passions and concerns that motivated others in the Labour movement. He advocated a progressive alliance between Labour and the Liberal government and was dismissive of those in his party who wanted to take a more confrontational approach. In March 1914 MacDonald was even invited to join a future Liberal cabinet. This reflected, in part, his conception of socialism, which was evolutionary rather than revolutionary; for him, socialism was an extension of radical Liberalism rather than its negation, and could only be secured by parliamentary means. But his aloofness also derived from his background. Unlike most of the party's senior figures, he had no direct connection to the trade union movement; indeed, he was sceptical of the value of organised labour, and uneasy when he was expected to defend industrial action, as he was during the 1926 general strike. His childhood in the small port of Lossiemouth, and his increasingly comfortable life in London, meant he had no tangible experience of the life of the industrial working class: as Reid writes, although MacDonald considered himself 'part of the working class, his working classes were not those of the great towns and cities'. Other socialists, including his fellow Scots and near contemporaries Tom Johnston and John Wheatley, worked as MacDonald did as journalists or publishers, but tended to be involved in campaigning publications, Johnston as the editor of the socialist weekly Forward and Wheatley as the writer and publisher of socialist books. While he conceived of himself as a socialist and wrote works of socialist theory, MacDonald was also content to have his journalism appear in the Liberal press.
The sense that MacDonald was an isolated figure was increased by a series of personal tragedies. In 1896 he had married Margaret Gladstone, a fellow socialist from a prosperous middle-class family, who was engaged in charitable work in the East End. The couple had six children. In February 1910 their son David died, aged five, from diphtheria. Eight days later, MacDonald's mother died (he had no contact with his father). Then, in September 1911, Margaret died of blood poisoning. Even in the 1930s MacDonald still imagined himself walking along, 'holding the hand of my little boy in his dark blue jersey'.
The outbreak of the First World War ended his first stint as Labour leader. Unlike the majority of Labour MPs, he was unwilling to support the Liberal government's decision to go to war, which he saw as a consequence of discreditable diplomacy. His successor, Arthur Henderson, led Labour into the wartime coalition the following year. Although MacDonald's attitude towards the war was, Reid suggests, 'complicated, nuanced and misunderstood' - he believed that once Britain had entered the war, it should fight to win - he was denounced as a traitor in the press and accused of aiding Germany. There were more personal attacks: in 1915 a copy of his birth certificate was reproduced in the right-wing journal John Bull, revealing his illegitimacy; a year later, he was expelled by the golf club in Lossiemouth. Even so, his reputation as a principled opponent of the war aided his political career in the longer term in two ways. First, through his participation in the Union of Democratic Control, MacDonald worked closely with radical Liberal critics of the war, many of whom would transfer their loyalties to the Labour Party, among them the future cabinet ministers Arthur Ponsonby and Charles Trevelyan. Second, the hounding MacDonald experienced gave him a new credibility with the left of the ILP, for whom he became a figurehead. And he did flirt with a more radical stance. He welcomed the February Revolution in Russia, and appeared, later in 1917, to endorse the idea of workers' and soldiers' councils in a British context. Reid sees this as a rare misjudgment, a moment when MacDonald allowed himself to be guided by an unserious idealism.
At the 1918 general election, held a month after the end of the war, Labour was faced by the victorious wartime coalition of Conservatives and Liberals, led by Lloyd George. MacDonald was aware that he had little chance of winning in Leicester West, where he faced a coalition-endorsed candidate, but he was shocked by the scale of the defeat - he lost by more than fourteen thousand votes. His career seemed, as Reid writes, to be 'in ruins'. Yet by the early 1920s his standing had recovered, while the reputation of the coalition government had faded, damaged by the postwar depression and rising unemployment. MacDonald's criticism of the war now seemed prescient rather than disloyal. He stood unsuccessfully in the 1921 Woolwich East by-election, but came within seven hundred votes of winning. A year later he returned to Parliament as the MP for Aberavon. Labour, now the official opposition, voted narrowly to restore him to the leadership, ahead of J.R. Clynes, who had led the party into the election; the support of the ILP left, including the newly elected Red Clydeside MPs, was critical to his victory. Just over a year later, after the 1923 election, MacDonald became prime minister and foreign secretary in the first Labour government. For Reid, despite its brief tenure, and the controversies regarding Labour's relations with communism at home and abroad that prompted its defeat, this administration had proved that Labour could govern. He finds MacDonald's diplomatic efforts on the question of German reparations particularly impressive. The government's greatest domestic achievement was Wheatley's Housing Act of 1924, which led to the construction of half a million homes.
Any assessment of MacDonald must rest, however, on his second term. Whatever optimism accompanied Labour's return to office after the May 1929 election soon dissipated. MacDonald again had some diplomatic successes, but the economic outlook was ominous: unemployment rose relentlessly in 1930, reaching 2.75 million. MacDonald was willing to consider protectionist tariffs, but his cabinet colleagues, particularly Philip Snowden, the chancellor, were incapable of imagining an alternative to the Treasury orthodoxies of free trade, balanced budgets and the gold standard. Oswald Mosley, then a government minister, drafted proposals in early 1930 for a programme of public works to alleviate unemployment, funded by government borrowing, but these were rejected and he resigned, leaving the party soon afterwards as he moved to the far right. In spring 1931 the situation deteriorated further. A banking collapse in Europe put pressure on sterling, and soon there was a currency crisis. The May Committee, established to examine potential savings in government expenditure, forecast a budget deficit and recommended spending cuts, to be achieved mainly by reducing unemployment benefits.
By August, the government had conceded the need for cuts, but cabinet ministers urged MacDonald and Snowden to soften the sacrifices being asked of the unemployed and the unions made clear that they wouldn't accept any reduction in unemployment benefit. MacDonald, who had never been close to the unions, regarded this as 'practically a declaration of war'. He tried to find a programme that would satisfy everyone - his Conservative and Liberal opponents, the Treasury, the Bank of England and foreign lenders. He asked the cabinet to support a package that included a 10 per cent cut in unemployment benefit. The cabinet voted in favour, eleven to nine, but it was clear that the minority, led by Henderson, would resign rather than accept collective responsibility for the proposed measures, and so the government fell. MacDonald, who had already spoken to senior Conservatives and Liberals as well as to George V, resolved that, even if his party left office, he would stay and lead a National Government that would implement the cuts. Of his former colleagues, only Snowden, J.H. Thomas, secretary for the Dominions, and John Sankey, the lord chancellor, joined the new coalition.
Reid,  who is engaged in a project of exoneration, claims that MacDonald had no alternative to the spending cuts: he quotes MacDonald's argument that his proposals were 'the negation of everything that the Labour Party stood for' but were 'necessary in the national interest'. While some - including John Maynard Keynes, from whom MacDonald sought advice - argued for more radical steps, including deficit financing and the abandonment of the gold standard, Reid contends that such measures had yet to gain intellectual credibility. There was, he states, 'not the slightest possibility of implementing Keynes's proposals in 1931'. He is also certain that there was no conspiracy to contrive a National Government. Rather, MacDonald was motivated by his sense of duty and by the entreaties of the king, who implored him to remain in office until the crisis had abated.
It is difficult to reconcile any of this with subsequent events. The measures MacDonald felt necessary failed to deliver stability, and the resulting public-sector pay cuts provoked a brief naval mutiny. The impact on sterling was such that the gold standard was abandoned less than a month after the establishment of the National Government - the unimaginable had become reality remarkably swiftly. Reid also follows MacDonald in displaying a disconcerting naivety about the motivations of the Tory and Liberal leaders and of George V. He never asks why they all felt it was so vital that a coalition tasked with fiscal retrenchment should be led by a Labour prime minister, and not by Stanley Baldwin, the Conservative leader. Throughout the 1920s, MacDonald had faced accusations, especially from the left, that he was too fond of aristocratic company and the trappings of office. At times, this descended into petty speculation about MacDonald's personal life, or criticisms of his willingness to appear in court dress before George V. But it isn't necessary to accept that his desertion arose from his liking for the 'aristocratic embrace' to feel that his vanity left him vulnerable to flattery, that he had an innocent faith in the institutions of the British state and that his ego blinded him to the foreseeable consequences of his actions.
MacDonald seems to have been convinced that the National Government could be a temporary expedient. Reid quotes from a letter he sent to Manny Shinwell, a junior minister in the first two Labour administrations, in which MacDonald claimed that the National Government was 'not a coalition but a co-operation between individuals who are banded together to avoid the disaster'. There were, he wrote, 'no parties ... involved in it, and as soon as the country gets on an even keel again, the government will cease to exist'. He pledged that there would be no repeat of the 1918 'coupon' election: the coalition would leave office as soon as possible and normal electoral politics would be resumed. He was proved wrong within weeks. The October 1931 general election returned 554 National Government MPs, of whom 470 were Conservatives; Labour's representation fell to 52, its worst result since before the war. MacDonald, standing for National Labour, was re-elected in Seaham, which he had represented since 1929. Reid attributes his decision to hold an election, and to stay in office, to Labour's spiteful response to the events of August 1931. Whatever the truth, MacDonald's views certainly shifted quickly. Within a week of the collapse of the Labour government, MacDonald complained in his diary that his colleagues had run away, leaving 'everything unprotected'. If this was the best Labour could offer, he wrote, mimicking Conservative criticisms of the early 1920s, then the party was 'not fit to govern except in the calmest of good weather'.
Although he remained prime minister until 1935, it was soon apparent that MacDonald was leading an administration that was Conservative in all but name. The Tory desire for protectionist tariffs was fulfilled early in 1932, prompting the departure of the free-trade Liberals and further hollowing out any claim that this was a genuine coalition. MacDonald's presence in the government was increasingly anachronistic. His health was declining; he had glaucoma and insomnia, and his memory was deteriorating. In June 1935 he stood down, swapping roles with Baldwin, who had been lord president of the council. At the general election five months later, he lost his seat to Shinwell by more than twenty thousand votes. Although he returned to the Commons the following year after a by-election for the Scottish Universities, he was now a marginal figure. In November 1937, while sailing to South America with his daughter Sheila, he died of heart failure.
Reid admits the debt he owes to David Marquand's comprehensive and largely sympathetic biography, published in 1977. He displays little originality in his selection of sources and anecdotes, or in his discussion of MacDonald's political outlook. Where he does diverge from Marquand is on the question of MacDonald's legacy. Marquand saw MacDonald as 'decent and honourable', but regretted his failure to follow the path outlined by Keynes in 1931, arguing that he lacked 'a willingness to jettison cherished assumptions in the face of changing realities'. For Reid, this shows that Marquand, then a Labour MP, was a follower of the Keynesian economics that still prevailed in the 1970s. In the decades since then, Reid asserts, the 'apparently self-evident ... merits of Keynesianism and deficit financing have been displaced'. But even this restates what Marquand himself wrote in 2004 in a re-evaluation of MacDonald's life, admitting that his earlier criticisms had been moulded by the 'equally time-bound assumption that it would have been better to take Keynes's advice in 1931 than that of the Bank of England'. Marquand, who followed Roy Jenkins into the Social Democratic Party in 1981, conceded that it was 'no longer obvious that Keynes was right in 1931 and the bankers wrong', or that governments could flout the financial markets. MacDonald, he now wrote, had been 'not just honourable and consistent, but right'.
For Reid, MacDonald had the qualities of the ideal Labour leader: he was uninhibited by 'dogma' and a 'natural parliamentarian'; he recognised that Labour had to 'reassure moderate progressives' and preferred 'governing' to 'protesting'. The implicit negative comparison is patently with Jeremy Corbyn. Reid draws approving parallels between MacDonald and Keir Starmer, whom he views as equally pragmatic and uninterested in 'abstract theories'. Less charitable readers may detect other similarities, not least a shared anxiety that Labour governments should, to use Reid's words, be 'part of' and 'not seen as a challenge to the establishment'. But contemporary analogies can prove treacherous, as the collapse of Starmer's authority as prime minister demonstrates. In 2004, Marquand wondered whether MacDonald, with his 'cautious and non-sectarian progressivism', was the 'unacknowledged precursor' of the Third Way centrism espoused by Tony Blair. After the Iraq War, the financial crisis of 2008 and Blair's decision to join Donald Trump's Board of Peace, that comparison appears less complimentary than Marquand presumably intended.
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Capture the Flag
Rory Scothorne

4161 wordsSome Labour MPs  always had their doubts about the 1998 Scotland Act. According to Tom Harris, former Labour MP for Glasgow South, there was a joke in the Commons tearoom: 'Line 1, between "there shall" and "be a Scottish Parliament", insert "not".' Since the inception of the Scottish Parliament, Labour's number of seats has dropped in every single election. In May it won just 17 out of 129, tied with Reform in a distant second place after the SNP, which has 58 seats and is about to enter its third decade in government. A chunk of Harris's old Glasgow constituency is now represented in Edinburgh by Holly Bruce of the Scottish Green Party, which beat Labour into third place in both of Scotland's main cities.
'By the early 21st century,' David Torrance writes in A History of the Scottish Labour Party, the party 'appeared to have lost an empire but not yet found a role. The irony was that the party had itself helped to bring about that evidently uncomfortable state of affairs.' It's not that they weren't warned. Torrance's book quotes many of Labour's leading figures acknowledging the risks not only of creating a new forum for Scottish nationalism, but filling it with more competition than Labour was used to. Donald Dewar, who steered Labour's plans for devolution in the 1990s, presented this as a virtue: 'What we have got to do is persuade Scotland that fear must be conquered and that canny caution be put on one side. The people must decide if they are prepared to live a little dangerously in order to achieve what they want.'
It has never been clear, however, what the party itself wanted. Dewar portrayed the adoption of proportional representation in the Scottish Parliament as an act of 'charitable giving'. In 1999, in the first election to the Scottish Parliament after the devolution referendum, Labour went from winning 78 per cent of Scottish seats in the 1997 general election to 43 per cent of those at Holyrood. The SNP was not the only beneficiary of PR; the Conservatives, who had won no Westminster seats, got eighteen MSPs. Nye Bevan said that 'the purpose of getting power is to be able to give it away,' but he didn't mean like that.
Torrance looks at some of the other strange inversions in Scottish Labour's history. One of them is that the party was born out of radical Liberalism, and many of its founders' lives reflected the eclecticism of that old cause. Gavin Brown Clark ran away from his bourgeois Glasgow home at thirteen, living in India, Australia and London before working as a surgeon in Edinburgh; by the 1880s, this 'inveterate joiner of organisations' had become dedicated to temperance, land reform and the independence of the Transvaal, and won election to Parliament as a Crofters' MP for Caithness. Robert Bontine Cunninghame Graham was a member of the Scottish aristocracy who became famous in Argentina as 'Don Roberto' for his exploits as a cattle rancher, returning home to become the first president of the Scottish Labour Party and, later, the honorary president of the SNP on its founding in 1934. Then there was Keir Hardie, whose proposed reading list for socialists began with 'the first four books of the New Testament', but who was, unlike many of the other early activists, working-class. Gordon Brown used to joke that in those early days, 'we promised home rule, proportional representation and the prohibition of alcohol. And in more than seventy years we have managed to secure none of them.'
In 1894, the Scottish Labour Party dissolved itself into the Independent Labour Party (ILP), which preached a similar gospel from its West Yorkshire heartlands. In England, the trade union bureaucracy dominated the Labour Representation Committee (LRC), which was set up to help increase the number of socialist MPs and changed its name to the Labour Party in 1906. The balance of power in the Scottish movement was more complex. Unlike the Trades Union Congress in England, the Scottish Trades Union Congress included trades councils - local workers' institutions which were more open to radical influence. The Scottish Workers' Representation Committee bound together trade union representatives, trades councils, co-operative societies and the ILP into something spikier than its southern equivalent. It was also less well organised, and failed to form a Lib-Lab pact of the sort that helped the LRC break through in 1906, winning 29 seats (two of them in Scotland). With Scots like Ramsay MacDonald and Hardie already at the heart of 'British' Labour, thanks to their parliamentary seats in England (MacDonald) and Wales (Hardie), the SWRC dissolved itself into the new Labour Party in 1909.
The ILP retained a degree of autonomy within the new party - until 1918, no one could join the Labour Party directly, only an affiliated organisation - and supplied, along with various Marxist groups, the energy that powered Red Clydeside. From 1906 Tom Johnston produced a weekly newspaper called Forward, which turned Glaswegian socialism into a laboratory of protest and policy, publishing the revolutionaries James Connolly and John Maclean as well as those, like Johnston himself and John Wheatley, who hoped socialism could come through parliamentary representation. Helen Crawfurd, Mary Barbour, Mary Laird and Agnes Dollan of the Glasgow Women's Housing Association led a rent strike that forced the government to introduce rent controls during the First World War. The men of Red Clydeside made it to Westminster in 1922 and then into government. Wheatley's 1924 Housing Act, promoting quality municipal housing, was the crowning legislative achievement of Labour's interwar sprint through the corridors of power.
Many of these activists were also Scottish nationalists, convinced by the example of Clydeside that Scotland's revolutionary potential was far ahead of England's. James Maxton, the ILP chairman, argued that this potential was being steadily ground down by the votes of English members 'pledged to a policy of social stagnation'. An attendee at an ILP-organised Bannockburn Rally in 1923 noted that one of the speakers, David Kirkwood, an important union leader during the war and one of the Red Clydesiders who went to Westminster in 1922, seemed 'far more concerned with Bannockburn, Stirling Bridge, Bruce and Wallace' than with 'the dictatorship of the proletariat and Karl Marx'.
This mixture of protest and power-seeking was bound to curdle. Torrance notes that Scottish Labour's own mythology celebrates a party - the ILP - that seceded from it in 1932, disgusted at the betrayals of MacDonald's second term. In the US military, this kind of thing is called 'stolen valour'. As Malcolm Petrie has argued, the ILP's politics were local, radical and extra-parliamentary while the Labour Party's were national, reformist and electoral. Labour didn't see its supporters as communities to be mobilised, but voters to be canvassed and then left alone. Scottish Labour was always better than British Labour at pretending this divide didn't exist, speaking for Scotland as if it were a big shipyard in dispute with a faceless conglomerate.
This false mythology has overshadowed most of Scottish Labour's genuine achievements in power. Tom Johnston, who stayed in Labour after the ILP split, used his time as secretary of state for Scotland during the Second World War to establish a prototype of the National Health Service and to found the North of Scotland Hydro-Electric Board, which was followed in the 1960s by Willie Ross's Highlands and Islands Development Board. Jennie Lee, who as an ILP MP had supported disaffiliation and didn't rejoin Labour until 1944, eventually became Harold Wilson's minister for the arts, and tripled state funding for Scottish artists while defending the independence of the Scottish Arts Council, preparing the ground for the 'second Scottish renaissance' of the 1980s. Willie Ross's relentless lobbying diverted vast quantities of state spending into Scotland in the 1960s and 1970s: he was the shadow or actual secretary of state for Scotland from 1961 until 1976. In the 1980s, Labour-run Scottish councils followed the Greater London Council in supporting community groups, unemployed workers and even the Palestine Liberation Organisation. But not much survived eighteen years of Conservative government. In 1996 it abolished the powerful regional councils; Strathclyde, which contained half of the country's population, had been a particular annoyance.
There isn't much feeling in Torrance's history. Some of the richest accounts of left-wing party politics, such as Vivian Gornick's The Romance of American Communism, engage closely with the 'structures of feeling' through which political culture is built. Torrance offers something more impersonal, closer at times to a modern antiquarianism than to political history, laying out the facts in meticulous chronological order and leaving us to work out the rest. Torrance defends this as 'the most efficient (and indeed coherent) means of bringing together a large amount of primary and secondary material', but the result is disorientating, as if Scotland were trapped inside the Labour Party rather than the other way round: a series of leaders, office-bearers, elected members and the things they decided to do whizz past in a blur.
The clearest  benefit of Torrance's approach is his focus on Scottish Labour's evolving relationship to the British party. After it merged with the Labour Party, the Scottish Labour Party ceased to exist until it readopted the name in 1994. Between 1914 and 1919, it was the Scottish Advisory Council of the Labour Party. When that body proposed a return to 'Scottish Labour' and a degree of autonomy in 1917, the British leadership reacted badly. 'Were Scotland granted separate representation,' Arthur Henderson, the party leader, argued, 'London, Lancashire, Yorkshire, Wales, and perhaps other sections of the country differing in type, would each present a similar claim, with a great show of reason.' Henderson (who was born in Glasgow) got his way, and the Scottish party had to settle for being called the Scottish Council of the Labour Party for the best part of the century.
One of Torrance's most useful insights concerns what he calls the 'branch office paradox'. At its least independent, between the end of the First World War and the 1980s, Labour in Scotland seemed to function as an outlet for the nation's instincts. But as Scottish Labour began to acquire authority over its own structures, policies and strategy in the 1990s it 'ceased producing ideas of any consequence'. Autonomy was grabbed as a lifebelt whenever the party panicked about SNP attacks on 'London rule'. This insecurity is clearest in Labour's approach to devolution. Despite his party's promise of Home Rule, MacDonald's governments neglected the issue in office. By the 1940s, Labour was more interested in expanding the state than dividing it; Scotland had to make do with the 'administrative devolution' of the Scottish Council of State and the Scottish Council of Industry. In the 1970s, Labour reluctantly embraced the idea of a Scottish Assembly to fend off the rising SNP. But the timidity of its proposals prompted Jim Sillars, then one of Labour's rising stars, to form his own 'Scottish Labour Party' in 1976 with the Paisley MP John Robertson. It proved a struggle to find support beyond Sillars's own Ayrshire base and members of the Scottish intelligentsia including Tom Nairn, Neal Ascherson and Hamish Henderson, as well as members of the Trotskyite International Marxist Group. Paranoid about the IMG, Sillars and his allies attempted to purge the entryists and the party fell acrimoniously apart. It left behind a distinctive policy of 'independence in Europe', in opposition to the Eurosceptic SNP's 'separatism', which would come to define modern Scottish nationalism. Labour's proposed Assembly was ultimately rejected in the 1979 referendum, when a narrow 'Yes' vote failed to breach the required 40 per cent of the registered electorate.
The 40 per cent rule had been mischievously inserted by the Labour backbencher George Cunningham, born in Dunfermline but MP for Islington South, supported by other dissenters from Wales, Scotland and the North of England. There have always been unexpected allies on both sides of the battle in Labour between centre and periphery. Norman Buchan, an enthusiastic participant in the Scottish folk revival with his wife, Janey, argued that a straight choice between an assembly and the status quo would not settle the debate; he thought independence should be a third option, so that 'separatism' could be explicitly rejected. He saw Britain's territorial inequalities as an argument for union: 'If we remove all Scottish political control over what all accept is a single economic entity in the United Kingdom, then we are left inevitably to be controlled by that total economy ... we would have less say than we have now over our own fate.'
Buchan was appalled by the evolution of Scottish Labour rhetoric in the 1980s, when Thatcherism's electoral success in the South of England prompted a nationalist turn. Torrance rightly identifies this as the beginning of a genuine commitment to legislative devolution, despite the lack of interest shown by the party's British leadership. In 1988, Neil Kinnock waved away the omission of the issue from his speech to the Scottish Council Conference by joking that he hadn't mentioned 'environmental conditions in the Himalayas' either. On the fringe of that conference, an organisation called Scottish Labour Action was launched with a radical prospectus:
1. Recognition of the right of the Scottish people to self-determination
2. ... assert that the Tories had no mandate to run Scotland
3. Non-payment of the poll tax
4. Labour participation in a Constitutional Convention
5. Non-co-operation at Westminster on Scottish business
6. Greater autonomy for Labour's Scottish organisation

SLA members became surprisingly influential, touring constituency parties and supplying several leading figures in the first devolved governments. But unlike the Trotskyist group Militant, which caused far less trouble in Scotland than it did in England, there was little policy in SLA's factionalism. Its members were doing what Nairn called 'display-identity': broadcasting the intensity of Labour's commitment to Scotland, in the absence of real power. Labour's helpless MPs in Scotland, swamped by an English Tory majority, had been branded the 'feeble fifty' by the SNP, and this struck a nerve. In November 1988, Sillars - now in the SNP - took Govan from Labour in a by-election, and the party flung itself into the cross-party Constitutional Convention to establish a framework for a Scottish Parliament.
This new determination was the product of a metamorphosis in the party's social and intellectual profile, which reflected deeper changes across Scotland. Labour's earlier successes had been won in a society that could barely be described as capitalist. Scotland was 'a statist economy without a state', Neal Ascherson wrote in 1975, 'a country which has drifted - nobody paying attention to the moorings - out beyond the three-mile limit of "the West" to a point at which the lighthouses of "the East" can be seen on the night horizon'. Scotland had the largest proportion of public-sector employment in the EEC and the majority of households lived in council housing - it's surprising that people voted for anybody else. Labour could add religious loyalty to its appeal: it had dominated the Catholic vote since the 1920s and had claimed much of the Protestant working class as well. This helps to explain Scottish Labour's cultural conservatism, which often prompted the party to abstain, or worse, on social issues. Thanks to a minefield of practical, legal and cultural obstacles, until the 1980s homosexuality, divorce and abortion were probably easier in secular East Germany than in Labour Scotland.
By the time Thatcher took power in 1979, however, a new breed had emerged in the Scottish party, bristling with degrees, professional jobs and modern tastes. They were more responsive to the movements that had been struggling to liberalise Scottish society since the 1960s. Robin Cook introduced an amendment to decriminalise homosexuality to the Criminal Justice (Scotland) Bill; it came into force in 1981, more than a decade after the equivalent legislation in England. Dennis Canavan and Judith Hart supported parents' efforts to ban the belt or Lochgelly tawse, a leather strap used for corporal punishment in schools (most schools stopped using it after the European Court of Human Rights judged in 1982 that parents had a right to refuse the corporal punishment of their children). Labour women's groups battled for gender balance in the selection of parliamentary candidates. As new social movements emerged in Scotland, they had to confront the country's constitutional strangeness, navigating its distinctive systems of law, education and local government with only the Tory-run Scotland Office for oversight. This situation produced a democratic case for devolution that cannot be explained by electoral calculation alone.
By 1992, one of these modern Scots, John Smith, led the Labour Party. By 1997, after Smith's premature death, they ran Britain. In place of Hardie, MacDonald and the Red Clydesiders were Gordon Brown, Robin Cook, Alistair Darling, George Robertson and others - the highest ever proportion of Scots in a Labour cabinet. Even Tony Blair was born in Edinburgh. In his quest to scrap Labour's Clause IV commitment to common ownership, Blair was encouraged by a victory at Scottish Labour's 1995 conference, recalling in his memoirs that if they could win in Scotland 'where traditional thought was strong ... we could win in most places, and even in the unions'.
New Labour imbued the Scottish Parliament with its vision of a 'middle-class' future, but few Labour MPs beyond Dewar moved back north, and several left-wingers were blocked from standing, so Holyrood's 1999 intake accelerated Scottish Labour's transformation: fourteen of its MPs at the time came from manual working-class backgrounds, but only two of the 56 new Labour MSPs. In 1998, Jack McConnell, who would become MSP for Motherwell and Wishaw, argued that 'Scotland is actually a modern, cosmopolitan country, where people do have individualistic aspirations to get their children a decent education and a secure job. While Scotland's community spirit lives on, collectivist aspirations [are] becoming a thing of the past.'
If Scotland was suddenly so similar to post-Thatcherite England, what was the Scottish Parliament for? Labour's rhetoric in the 1980s had emphasised the need for a forum that could assert 'Scottish values', in particular the country's relative radicalism. During negotiations after the 1999 Holyrood elections over forming a coalition, the Liberal Democrats suggested abolishing or altering university tuition fees in Scotland, prompting a revealing exchange between Blair and the Lib Dem leader, Paddy Ashdown:
Blair: You can't have Scotland doing something different from the rest of Britain.
Ashdown: Then you shouldn't have given the Scots devolution, including, specifically, the power to be different on this issue. You put yourself in a ridiculous position if, having produced the legislation to give power to the Scottish Parliament, you then say it is a matter of principle that they can't use it.
Blair (laughing): Yes, that is a problem. I am beginning to see the defects in all this devolution stuff.

When, after Dewar's sudden death, Henry McLeish became first minister in 2000 he wisely attempted to reassert some difference, proposing that the Scottish Executive be renamed the Scottish Government. Brian Wilson, then minister of state for Scotland at Westminster, responded that 'they can call themselves the White Heather Club [a kitsch old Scottish variety show] if they want, but they will never be a government.' When McLeish introduced free personal care for the elderly in Scotland, Alistair Darling, the work and pensions secretary and MP for Edinburgh Central, withheld PS23 million in reserved funding for overlapping 'attendance allowance' benefits - a 'calculated rebuke', Torrance argues - so that Holyrood had to make up the extra costs itself. McLeish was quickly forced out after an expenses scandal.
Dewar  once told a young Glasgow councillor that 'whoever gets to the flag first, it is their values that will dominate.' By the time McConnell became Labour's third first minister in as many years, it was clear that Labour had gone for the wrong flag. While the party continued to pile up seats at Westminster under first-past-the-post, the Scottish party's inability to distinguish itself from London cost it seats at Holyrood. In 2003, both the Greens and the Scottish Socialist Party (SSP) surged, powered by disgust at the invasion of Iraq a few weeks earlier. In 2007, the SNP absorbed the votes of the imploding SSP to win its first Holyrood election by just one seat. Alex Salmond, arriving in Edinburgh by helicopter to claim victory, quickly established the SNP as a far more confident flag-carrier. He insisted that his administration be called the Scottish Government, abolished what was left of tuition fees and rhetorically embraced many of Labour's heroes and values as his own. He was rewarded with an absolute majority in the Scottish Parliament elections in 2011.
In the lead-up to the independence referendum that followed, Labour joined a cross-party 'No' campaign under the slogan 'Better Together'. While Labour faced the public, Tory donors paid the bills. David Cameron initially believed he could rely on Labour's Scottish machine to transcend his government's unpopularity. George Osborne recalled that 'it was a bit like that scene in The Wizard of Oz when we pulled back the curtain and realised that there was nothing much to Scottish Labour behind it.'
Torrance emphasises the long-standing weakness of Labour's organisation in Scotland. Arthur Woodburn, the Scottish party secretary in the 1930s, admitted that after the secession of the ILP, there was 'practically no Labour Party in Scotland ... my job was to rebuild it from scratch.' In 1957, Scottish Labour still had 'the worst membership record in Great Britain'. After 1963, every Constituency Labour Party was required to have a thousand members, with the result that many of them faked their figures. An internal inquiry in 1969 discovered that the fifteen Glasgow CLPs had only 1786 members between them. Even under Blair, with Scots dominating the front bench, Scotland accounted for just 8 per cent of the British party membership. Scottish Labour was able to win in spite of this because of its deep roots in Scottish society. For most of the 20th century, it controlled the trade unions, local government and the provision of council housing; it delicately maintained a political home for Catholic and Protestant workers alike; and it never openly defied the humanistic socialism of Scotland's intelligentsia, which meant it could command the instinctive sympathy of much of the country's press.
The 'indyref' of 2014 was Scottish Labour's final ride. In the last week of campaigning, with polls suggesting a surge towards 'Yes', Gordon Brown gave a speech instructing activists to 'have confidence, and say to our friends that for reasons of solidarity, sharing, justice, pride in Scotland, the only answer for Scotland's sake, and for Scotland's future, is vote "No".' Labour offered, as it always had under pressure, 'more powers' for Scotland, which were published - as 'The Vow' - on the front page of the Daily Record two days before the vote.
The old song worked one last time, but only for those who remembered the tune. Not only did a majority of young people vote 'Yes' (though not, strangely, 16 to 24-year-olds), so did Glasgow and Dundee. Despite a ten-point victory for 'No', wiser activists worried that they were going against the direction of travel of their own base. Sitting behind Brown, clapping along to his speech, was the Scottish Conservative leader, Ruth Davidson, who deftly repositioned her party as the natural unionist option. Labour, its vote split between 'Yes' and 'No', was almost wiped out by the SNP in the following year's Westminster election, losing many seats in Glasgow for the first time since 1922, and fell to third place at Holyrood in 2016.
Nationalists like to accuse Labour of having betrayed Scotland in 2014, but this is unfair. Despite the ILP's early nationalism, the mainstream Scottish party has always believed that Scotland benefits from the union. It has consistently argued that Britain's tangled, lopsided economy demands at least some political centralisation and the redistribution of wealth. This isn't so different from the centre-left case for the European Union. Labour has pursued it fairly sincerely in office, and continues to do so. Spending on public services in Scotland is currently 22 per cent higher than in England, and Scotland's block grant from the UK government has grown by PS2 billion, about 2 per cent in real terms, since Keir Starmer became prime minister.
Labour has never really ceased to speak for Scotland. The party has been, if anything, too representative, battling to contain all of the nation's complexity within itself. Most of its agonies over the years, from the Great Depression to devolution, have reflected the indecision of the whole. With the establishment of a Scottish Parliament, this extraordinary burden ought to have been lifted, liberating Scottish Labour to become something more focused, more principled and more sure of itself. It has failed to do this because devolution institutionalised the same problem: a truly representative body that is half-in, half-out of Britain, reinforcing rather than relieving the power of the 'Scottish question'. It is unlikely that Labour will 'find a role' until that question is finally answered.
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Gold Rush
Claire Wilmot

1987 wordsThe road  that leads to the city of Shire, the centre of Ethiopia's gold rush, is pockmarked and warped. My driver told me the origins of each fissure: a drone strike here, an artillery shell there. He was stationed near Shire during the recent war, as a soldier with the Tigray Defence Forces, the popular army that rose up in 2020. All the seatbelts in his car had been cut off and repurposed as shoulder straps to ease the weight of AK-47s. The war pitted Tigray against the Ethiopian federal forces and their allies in neighbouring Eritrea. It ended in 2022, two years after it began, by which time some half a million people had been killed. The uneasy peace had been marred by sporadic political violence and a scramble for resources. Now, the region is teetering on the brink of another war.
 Across Tigray, the remains of razed towns are marked with mounds of earth piled over the dead - impressions of war still visible in satellite photographs. A shadow economy has also etched itself onto Tigray's postwar topography: new mining pits and the heavy machinery that comes with them. On the drive from Mekelle, the capital of Tigray, to Shire, we passed dozens of orange diggers gnawing away at terraced hills where crops once grew. At a bend in the river, young men were climbing down the slopes with heavy jute bags on their backs. They piled their earth and stones along the riverbank. The bigger stones were carted off to a rock crusher rumbling under a tin roof further downstream; smaller stones were broken apart with hammers and pickaxes. Women and children were sloshing ore around in blue basins, binding quicksilver mercury to bits of gold to form lumps of alloy. The alloy was gathered up for transportation to a nearby town, where it would be melted into nuggets of pure gold.
 Half a kilometre away was a larger operation, a Chinese mining camp manned by ex-soldiers. I asked a teenage boy panning in the river about his community's relationship with the foreigners working downstream. He told me he sometimes pays to use their equipment and that they sell him mercury. Digging and panning for gold by hand is legal, but mercury is not, nor is the unregulated use of excavators. Gold was a minor industry in Tigray before the war, but the economic crisis and political fragmentation that followed resulted in a rush to open new pits, many of them funded by mysterious foreign backers and secured by local military might. The most lucrative ones are in the northern and western hinterlands, off difficult dirt roads. To reach them you need a decent truck or motorbike, as well as written permission from the military commanders now in control of these territories (though we managed without). A senior Tigrayan official described the sites as 'large-scale' artisanal mines - a contradiction in terms, as he acknowledged.
 Scaling up Tigray's mining sector - never a major industry - was justified internally as a temporary measure to finance the region's reconstruction. Ethiopia's federal government had refused to release much needed funds to the Tigrayan leadership. Before the war, my driver told me, men like him would go into the wilderness to look for gold in advance of major life events. His brother spent a few weeks before his wedding digging and panning in the hills around the historic city of Axum. He took the dust he collected to a jeweller in the city, who melted it down and turned it into a ring.
 In a bar in Shire, a former soldier who used to work at one of the biggest mines showed me some photographs on his phone. In the earlier ones, the land looked smooth and flat, a plateau between two terraced hills. Then diggers and metal sluice structures start to appear around tailings ponds, which seemed to expand, dry up and expand again. The land collapsed in on itself. 'Investors' (a catch-all term for the men who flocked to the region after the war) paid for most of the machinery that made its way to the site. In exchange, the ex-soldier told me, they took the lion's share of the profits. 'They presented themselves as investors. In reality, they are invaders.' The proceeds intended for reconstruction never materialised. They are said to have lined the pockets of military men and smugglers, who stashed the money in offshore accounts. Labourers - most of whom are ex-soldiers - earn less than PS5 a day. At some sites a white powder is said to be stirred into their tea, allowing them to work on only a few hours of sleep.
 At Shire's open-air gold market, traders were milling about under the midday sun, waiting for Dubai to announce its prices. Brokers haggled over quality assessments and discounts for bulk purchases. Some were weighing little bags on rusty scales, phones tucked under their chins, talking to prospective buyers abroad. On a street nearby was a row of low-tech smelters - shops with roaring furnaces that melt alloys into roughly refined bars suitable for transport. From Shire, it slips away: mostly to Dubai, but also to China, India, Turkey.
 At the time of the ceasefire in 2022, an ounce of gold was selling for around $1600. In the years since, its value has more than doubled. It shot past $4600 in January, when the US Department of Justice subpoenaed the chair of the Federal Reserve, and climbed to more than $5000 in February before dipping slightly with the Iran war. It may climb higher: the geopolitical forces driving up prices show no signs of slowing. Research by the World Economic Forum and other bodies shows significant increases in global financial and political instability since Trump returned to the presidency. Gold buyers, including central banks, hope to weather the storm by placing their wealth in something tangible.
 Other buyers are seeking to reduce their dependence on the dollar. China watched Russia lose access to hundreds of billions of dollars after its invasion of Ukraine in 2022 and began to ramp up its gold purchases in response. By the end of 2025, China's reserves had risen to more than 2300 tonnes - around 6 per cent of the global total. According to the ECB, central banks accounted for more than 20 per cent of demand last year; a decade ago the figure was 10 per cent. Much of this was driven by the BRICS countries - now comprising Egypt, Ethiopia, Iran, Saudi Arabia, the UAE and Indonesia as well as Brazil, Russia, India, China and South Africa. There has been talk of creating an alternative, possibly gold-backed currency to rival the dollar, though internal divisions may prove insurmountable. One difficulty is that the group contains staunch geopolitical rivals - just consider Ethiopia and Egypt's spat over the Grand Renaissance Dam or Saudi and Emirati competition in Sudan and Yemen - and members are divided in their attitudes to the US. Large economies such as Brazil and India are unlikely to burn bridges with Washington, nor is there sufficient trust between member states to pool reserves. For its part, China would like to position the renminbi as the only de facto dollar alternative (some 50 per cent of trade within the BRICS area is reportedly settled in renminbi).
 The BRICS International Alliance for Strategic Projects - a Russian-led economic spin-off - has been particularly assiduous in courting gold-rich countries in the Horn of Africa and the 'Coup Belt' between Guinea and Sudan. Some of its representatives are involved in the mining sector and several have worked with Western-listed mining companies active in East Africa. Gold mines in Sudan, which have played an important role in financing the brutal civil war, are backed by money linked to the UAE and Russia. In Ethiopia, China is the biggest player. The investigation that first brought me to Tigray after the war concerned two mechanised mines which had been illegally expanded. The people running them were reportedly working with subsidiaries of a Chinese-Canadian joint venture. Correspondence I've seen shows that mining companies linked to the Chinese state are buying up stakes in publicly traded Western mining companies active in the area.
 At first, gold from Tigray's illicit mines was smuggled overland through Eritrea. Cross-border transactions were managed by a UAE-based businessman, who facilitated an alliance between one faction of the Tigrayan leadership and the Eritrean regime. When gold smugglers arrived in Asmara from Tigray, they were asked if their gold came from private investors or 'the Chinese'. Private gold went on to Dubai, Chinese gold to China. Some left through Port Sudan, moved by networks of soldiers, professional smugglers and the nomadic Rashaida and Beja people.
 In mid-2024, the Ethiopian government issued price incentives to draw business away from smugglers and deprive the leadership in Tigray of the proceeds of the illicit economy. The national bank agreed to buy gold at a rate higher than market value, and also floated the national currency, the birr, which made selling to the bank even more attractive. For a while the plan seemed to be working. By the end of 2025, Ethiopia reported record volumes of gold exports - 38 tonnes, worth more than $3 billion - and gold surpassed coffee as the country's biggest export. But these figures are only part of the story. In 2025, smuggling routes through Eritrea fell away. Most illicit Tigrayan gold made its way south, to the national bank, while some was smuggled through Somaliland. Here, Tigrayan gold is mixed with locally produced gold and roughly refined; it is then issued with a new certificate of origin and can be exported to the UAE. At the same time, federal purchasing premiums drew in gold brokers from across the region. Brokers who previously moved gold into Dubai from Sudan, Chad and the Democratic Republic of Congo (by way of Uganda and Rwanda) began to sell in Ethiopia. 'We are businessmen,' a smuggler told me. 'If it's cheaper to sell to the national bank, we do that.'
 The dramatic fluctuations in official gold export figures from other East African countries over the past few years should raise questions. Kenya, for example, is recorded as having exported more than forty tonnes of gold to Dubai in the first nine months of 2025, up from fourteen the previous year. Sudan and the eastern DRC are classified by the OECD as 'conflict affected' and 'high-risk areas', meaning gold from these areas can't as easily be traded on regulated markets. Suppliers have to show that the gold is not funding armed groups, which is nearly impossible to prove when such groups control gold-producing areas. Last year, the UAE imposed what amounted to an embargo on trade with Sudan, which appears to have redirected the transfer of gold to illicit channels. Smugglers in Ethiopia told me they are now moving vast volumes of gold that would have otherwise left through Sudan to neighbouring countries. Excluded from regulated markets, producers in war economies find themselves at the mercy of rent-seeking intermediaries. One broker told me that he buys 'conflict gold' from places such as the Central African Republic for around 40 per cent of its global value and then sells it to sanctioned Russians for much more than it's worth.
 Some gold circles back to the region. Before the purchasing premium was removed in February, some Emirati bullion was arriving in Ethiopia, where it was melted down and mixed with local gold before being sold to the national bank. It's possible that this circular economy flattered foreign exchange reserves, lending credibility to Ethiopia's ongoing IMF-imposed reforms. In Addis Ababa, a broker opened the boot of his car to show me gold bars stamped with the logos of two Emirati refineries. One is certified by a body that claims to advance responsible business practices at each stage of the jewellery supply chain. I asked him where it came from. 'Dubai,' he replied. 'And before that?' He shrugged. 'From everywhere.'
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Certain Kinds of Carpet
Jonathan Parry

3463 wordsIf historians  are remembered posthumously, it tends to be for their book titles, while the books themselves gather dust. James Bryce is mostly known today for his surveys of two of history's great federations: The Holy Roman Empire and The American Commonwealth. He admired both. In some quarters, he retains a more substantial reputation, as a powerful advocate of Anglo-American friendship before the First World War, articulating the liberal constitutional values that both countries seemed to share, and a proponent during the war of a League of Nations which would promote these values around the world. He achieved this by means of his books and articles, his talent for networking among politicians and academics on both sides of the Atlantic, and his position as Britain's ambassador to the United States for six years. Some present-day proponents of an 'Anglosphere' can be found admiring his vision, while critics of Anglo-American liberal imperialism occasionally berate his prejudices. Historians such as Frank Prochaska and Hugh Tulloch have portrayed him as a believer in the Anglo-Saxon racial mission.
In truth, no one has pushed these partisan readings very far, because Bryce was too fastidious a writer to scatter wild generalisations through his writing. On the contrary, he was committed to exploding them, to an extent which has frustrated biographers looking for simple explanations of his beliefs. Stuart Jones has now tackled the problem with an intellectual biography based on a thorough reading of Bryce's large output, which succeeds admirably because Jones is such a fastidious historian himself. Primarily a contextual study of Bryce's political thought, it is scrupulously fair without turning a blind eye to those opinions which grate on modern sensibilities, particularly as relating to race. Indeed, Bryce turns out to be much more interesting when his imperfections are taken into proper account.
Bryce's close-knit Presbyterian family were lowland Scots with strong links to Ulster, where he was born in 1838. He inherited their belief in God, integrity, inquiry and hard work, as well as their family pride - he memorialised his grandfather and father in the Dictionary of National Biography. His personal religion was undogmatic, but he worshipped consistently throughout his life, usually in Presbyterian churches. His schoolmaster father, a devoted geologist and botanist, taught him to observe the beauties of the natural world, believing that revelation and natural science were God's complementary ways of communicating his love for mankind. He was killed in a rockfall while exploring above Loch Ness.
Bryce's upbringing left him politely but steadfastly antagonistic to church establishments and privileges. Yet he also shared the common Scottish assumption that talented students of humble background should be able to secure worldly success by educational attainment: hence the 'democratic intellect' of Jones's subtitle. Bryce enrolled at Glasgow University at sixteen, but could not resist applying to Oxford despite its Anglican connections. It meant the chance of prizes and a London professional career. There followed a telling episode when, having won a scholarship to Trinity College in 1857, he declined to meet the president's unenforceable request that he declare his conformity to the Church of England (religious tests at matriculation having been abolished in 1854). The fellows supported Bryce. Five years later, after winning three firsts and several university prizes, a similar issue arose when he won a fellowship at Oriel. Again he declined to make the declaration of conformity, without any adverse consequences, and took up the position knowing that he could hold it for eight years before being required to take a higher degree, the MA, which would oblige him to subscribe to the 39 Articles. This problem also disappeared: when he was appointed Regius Professor of Civil Law in 1870, convocation simply conferred the necessary higher degree (the DCL) on him. Oxbridge's remaining Anglican restrictions now seemed so threadbare that in 1871 Gladstone's government was able to abolish them without difficulty.
In 1862, the examiners of the university's Arnold Historical Essay Prize chose the Holy Roman Empire as its topic. Bryce claimed to be daunted by the prospect of mastering more than a thousand years of history but submitted his essay all the same, reasoning that no entry could hope to be adequate to the 'grandeur' of the subject. Of course he won, and the resulting book, published in 1864 when he was 26, gave him lifelong fame. It celebrated the ambition and continuity of a grand idea transcending borders and races. It emphasised the legacy of Roman law - which became one of Bryce's specialist subjects - and the idea of ordered rule also inherited from Rome. It lamented the collapse of Central Europe after 1648 into small, squabbling and badly governed principalities, and it appealed to liberals who saw German unification and the survival of the Union in North America as urgent contemporary projects which would revive good government on a grand scale.
One fruit of the book was Bryce's appointment as Regius Professor of Civil Law. Yet even with Oxford's Anglican prejudices in retreat, Bryce was not keen to live there. He preferred the intellectual life of the cities in the North-West. He had got to know the leading educational philanthropists of Lancashire during a stint inspecting its secondary schools in 1865-66 for a royal commission seeking to increase public access to their historic private endowments. He also practised law on the northern circuit, and lectured for the Liverpool Law Society. Progressive Manchester and Liverpool Unitarian social circles offered intelligent young men and women relaxed opportunities for mingling and debating, and provided Bryce with most of his women friends (including his future wife, Marion, whom he married in 1889 after a lengthy bachelorhood). These Unitarian connections led to his appointment to teach law at the tertiary-level Owens College in Manchester from 1867, for which he later drafted a constitution. His constitution was founded on the principle that higher education was a matter of public interest, and specified a strong local lay element in the governing body. Bryce's emphasis on local lay governance was replicated when the college was reincarnated as Victoria University in 1880 (it later became the University of Manchester), and replicated further in most of the civic universities established in the following decades.
Bryce's constitution illustrated his vision of an active citizenry promoting the public interest, a concept Jones persuasively places at the heart of his worldview. It owed a lot to classical republican thinking, and to the lay-dominated governance structure of Presbyterianism. Bryce's republicanism underpinned his admiration for the egalitarian dynamism of the US, which he first visited in 1870. His idealism about public service, and his thirst for deserved fame, also made him hanker after a career in British politics, as the highest calling of the learned patriot. In any case, he failed throughout the 1870s to make a great success of the bar. He was trying to juggle legal practice with too many lecturing commitments and too many intellectual interests. In Manchester legal circles he was thought of as a dilettante.
Bryce had a mania for geographical, historical and scientific information. He travelled zealously in search of material on local laws, customs and natural phenomena. In 1872 he spent a formative two months in Iceland, where he marvelled at its 'raw bleakness' and its rich legal and constitutional history going back to the sagas and its tenth-century law court. His historicism made him realise that not all small nations could be assimilated in grand cross-border projects, however progressive the latter might seem, and he became a supporter of home rule for Iceland, then under Danish sovereignty. In 1876 he visited Armenia, again combining exhilarating open-air tramps with historical investigation. He climbed Mount Ararat in mist without a guide - a feat that led to his election to the Alpine Club. He also realised how severely the rich traditions of the Armenian nation were being threatened by Ottoman oppression, and advocated the cause of the Armenians in a letter to the Times in 1878.
Politically, this was a timely gesture, connecting Bryce to the intense agitation on behalf of the Ottoman Christians that Gladstonian Liberals had taken up in opposition to Disraeli's government. He became a Gladstonian loyalist and MP for Tower Hamlets at the 1880 election which returned the Liberals to power. The 'virtuous passion' the Liberals aroused over the 'Eastern Question' had a great impact on him, as on several other academics. It gave him faith that democratic public opinion, properly led, could realise constructive political ends. This strengthened his confidence that politics could be an uplifting pursuit.
He was to need all this confidence in the next few years, as his experience at Westminster jarred with his high-minded ideals. Since he was still writing history and journalism at a furious pace, he came to hate the 'petty distractions of parliamentary life'. He found the workload as MP for Tower Hamlets unmanageable, and escaped to a smaller constituency, Aberdeen South, in 1885. His speeches were far too academic and discursive to please the Commons: Joseph Chamberlain called him a 'snivelling professor'.
Above all, Bryce was depressed by the obstruction campaign mounted by the Irish Nationalist MPs, which occupied vast amounts of parliamentary time and disrupted the government's legislative timetable. In the great crisis over Gladstone's conversion to Home Rule over 1885-86, Bryce dismayed his greatest friend, A.V. Dicey, and surprised many others by supporting Gladstone's volte face - primarily on the pragmatic grounds that the Nationalists would make any other option unworkable. Bryce thought Dicey's unionist aspirations a fantasy: already in 1882 he had realised that a British democracy could not consistently impose coercive legislation on an Irish democracy. In genuinely representative polities, large forces could not oppress small minorities for ever. Irish resistance to British rule had become too ingrained, and some experimental concession of self-government was the only way forward. But the same logic applied to Ulster Protestants within a self-governing Ireland and in 1886, stimulated by family pressure from Belfast, Bryce urged Gladstone to consider separate arrangements for Ulster (something, curiously, that Jones does not mention). Bryce's loyalty to Gladstone raised his political profile, in that he sat on the front bench of the much depleted party for the rest of his career, but this was of little immediate benefit, since the Liberals were out of power for most of the next twenty years.
Some Liberals of an intellectual bent, Bryce not among them, sought to rationalise Home Rule by mooting the federalisation of the UK, or 'home rule all round', for Scotland and Wales as well as Ireland. This was not practical politics, but it reflected widespread interest in the principle of confederation, which might consolidate large territories under a united and ambitious government while preserving local freedoms. Canada had gone down this road in 1867, while liberal-minded people were increasingly praising the US for the same reason. Admiration for American political stability was a relatively new argument. In the 1830s, Tocqueville had given what most Europeans considered to be a very ambivalent account of American democracy. The Civil War had subsequently shown up its structural as well as its ethical weaknesses. It was Bryce's achievement, in 1888, to replace Tocqueville and to give the world an apparently scientific and mostly complimentary study of the American political system. The American Commonwealth was the book that did most to validate liberals' emerging confidence that a republican US could promote the peaceful development of global constitutionalism.
Bryce's book offered a comprehensive analysis of American political institutions, including state legislatures and political parties, and was founded on much reading and many interviews with Americans (Stefan Collini once suggested that his 'genius largely consisted in an infinite capacity for taking trains'). Bryce's boast here, as in his political career, was that intensive travel and research gave him a superior expertise, and that this expertise was the best way of solving political dilemmas. His account celebrated America's success in combining purposeful federal government and local patriotism, and argued that cultural factors were largely responsible for this success. Tocqueville had been wrong to suggest that a democratic constitution had determined American political culture, rather than the environment, the economy and racial factors. The American constitution was less flexible than Britain's, being more rigidly constrained by law. But the historian should not infer that one set of arrangements would always provide better outcomes than the other. In both countries, political mechanisms were delicate; they worked because political actors were accustomed to making them work. American and British political outcomes were the consequence not of abstract legalities but of local political and social realities, as well as the impact of public opinion over time. And though each constitution drew inspiration from the same legal tradition, in practice the differences mattered much more than the common 'Anglo-Saxon' heritage which so many writers at the time, and since, have chosen to emphasise.
So Bryce challenged several existing interpreters - not just Tocqueville but also, for example, Henry Maine, who had suggested introducing a supreme court in Britain as a barrier against excessive democracy. Bryce pointed out that the American court was supreme only in relation to its responsibility to interpret a written constitution, not because courts should be above democracy. Later, Bryce challenged Moisei Ostrogorski, who worried that British democracy would develop the same caucus spoils system that had infected some American cities. Bryce denied that caucuses were an unavoidable aspect of democratic politics. Instead, he traced their development to the political culture in those particular cities, especially the social function played by party networks in close-knit immigrant communities. This contextual argument did not make Bryce complacent about the way that democratic party systems were developing, in Britain or the US. On the contrary, he hoped that The American Commonwealth would publicise the worst elements of big city corruption so that public opinion could be led to demand reform.
Bryce's careful contextualism was now his trademark. He had used it in 1867, in a way that exaggerated his radicalism. Together with other young Oxbridge fellows, he had contributed to a celebrated book, Essays on Reform, published at the height of that year's controversy over parliamentary reform. His essay had attacked anti-democrats such as Robert Lowe for using historical analogies from ancient Greece to justify their opposition to franchise extension, since the social and political circumstances of modern Britain were entirely different. Compared to Lowe, Bryce's instincts were democratic, but it soon became clear that he did not support a dramatic extension of the franchise. He always insisted that the franchise was not a right; it should be restricted to those with the 'intellectual capacity' and 'moral zeal' necessary for them to understand and promote the public interest. In lectures at Yale in 1908, he blamed the 'deficiencies' of the modern world's 'free governments' on 'the failure of the citizens to reach the needed standard of civic excellence'. For Bryce, the 'intellect' that should shape the national political conversation was in fact 'meritocratic' more than 'democratic'.
Jones supplies his own careful contextualism to illuminate Bryce's writings on race, arguing that they were animated less by racialism or 'Anglo-Saxonism' than by his rigidly cerebral Presbyterian republicanism. Bryce argued forcefully that it had been a mistake to enfranchise the emancipated African Americans en masse after the Civil War. They lacked the education and political interests necessary to be independent voters. They were easy prey for demagogues and corrupt forces, and so the large expansion of the electorate in Southern states after 1865 was bound to weaken political institutions. This argument hardly suggested deep sympathy or familiarity with Southern Black culture. But Bryce was similarly unrepentant about his opposition to women's suffrage, on the same grounds. He acknowledged that his own women friends in progressive Unitarian circles discussed political issues judiciously, but insisted that they would remain a minority, given the poor state of women's education. So mass female enfranchisement was bound to lead to the driving out of reasoned opinions by unprincipled hucksters exploiting ignorance.
Before the 1890s, Bryce generally downgraded the role of race in politics, insisting, for example, that racial tensions had played little part in the expansion of ancient Rome, and that race feeling was only one of several elements inspiring modern nationalist movements. But he became more preoccupied with the topic, initially because of his visit to India in 1888-89, which exposed him to the ingrained racial prejudices of Anglo-Indian elites. He lamented their general unwillingness to engage with Indian culture, which meant that Britain had learned nothing from conquest, 'except a taste for certain kinds of carpet'. The visit seems to have convinced him that similar antagonisms would continue to bedevil American race relations. This led him into trouble in 1902, when he gave the Romanes Lecture on the relation between 'advanced' and 'backward' races, and relied, as usual, on interviews for much of his content. Having collected the opinions of many separatist whites in the American South, he pointed out that their hostility to racial intermingling was an inescapable political fact, and that some black leaders also favoured separate development. It seemed that he was condoning apartheid. Thereafter he wisely stuck to platitudes. When The American Commonwealth was revised in 1910, he hoped race antagonism might decline under the influence of 'the application of the principles of the Gospel'.
The period between 1898 and 1905 was painful for someone of Bryce's beliefs. The Tory government led Britain into the Boer War, which he opposed. (His view that the Boers' Orange Free State was one of very few 'successful democracies' hardly strengthens his reputation for racial sensitivity.) The Tories then won a thumping majority by playing the jingo card at the election of 1900. The US also followed an imperialist agenda with its defeat of Spain and acquisition of the Philippines. In 1903, Chamberlain, who had played a key role in promoting the Boer War, launched a campaign for the return of protection. Bryce loathed this 'intolerably selfish' idea - a reversion to the politics of vested interests - as well as the 'moral deterioration' of British politics that Chamberlain had engineered.
Of course, Bryce was far from alone in these opinions; academic circles on both sides of the Atlantic mobilised against the new populism, and sought spokesmen to defend the old liberal verities. Bryce's high profile and seniority, together with his genuine interest in people and ideas, meant that he was an obvious candidate for such roles. Offices, honours and lecture invitations fell into his lap, irresistible for someone who had always sought prizes. In 1907 the Liberal government made him ambassador to the US, in order to signal its belief in good relations and free trade (and to remove him from his cabinet post as chief secretary to Ireland, after his Irish Councils Bill antagonised Nationalist MPs). For the next six years, he was constantly in demand for lectures, commencement orations, addresses to religious associations (warning society against excessive materialism) and environmental organisations. He declined a peerage on his appointment, on the grounds that Americans would have more respect for an untitled man, but accepted the Order of Merit instead, and a viscountcy when he returned. As president of the British Academy from 1913 to 1917, he had a platform to celebrate the importance of the humanities, a phrase he helped to make fashionable during the war in response to alarms about the impact of carnage, technology and materialism on the human spirit. By his death he had received honorary degrees from 31 universities.
Bryce's intellectual achievement in his later years was much less impressive. Ever since the multiple crises posed by the Boer War and tariff reform, he had been preparing the book that finally appeared as Modern Democracies in 1921. It was a grandiose study in comparative political science. The plan was to look at the modern democracies 'in a dispassionately scientific spirit', to see in what respects they had developed differently, with the hope of persuading the leaders of public opinion in each state to learn from best practice elsewhere. While ambassador in Washington, he visited Canada (and South America, leading to a separate volume). He also travelled to Australia and New Zealand, and drew on his experiences and networks in France and Switzerland. Yet the task proved beyond him, the volumes too bitty, the conclusions too hesitant, the project unsuited to the very different circumstances of the postwar world. The book's subject matter also offered an unfortunate reminder of the political shortcomings of Bryce and his contemporaries. During his 27 years as an MP, he had never succeeded in shaping democratic public opinion himself. Even the most skilful of his political colleagues had found it difficult to mobilise a 'virtuous passion'; instead the initiative had passed to demagogues such as Chamberlain and Lloyd George, both of whom Bryce disliked. And the Armenians were still suffering.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.lrb.co.uk/the-paper/v48/n10/jonathan-parry/certain-kinds-of-carpet



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



At MoMA
A Dose of Duchamp
Hal Foster

2578 wordsIn  1973, when a Marcel Duchamp retrospective was last staged in the United States, the critic Lucy Lippard declared that too much was made of him already. More than fifty years later he is still ubiquitous: we see endless variations on his old theme of the readymade object. The best cure for Duchamp fatigue, though, might be a large dose of the real thing. This is what the curators deliver in the current retrospective at the Museum of Modern Art (until 22 August), where the entire sixth floor is given over to three hundred or so works, along with many vitrines filled with facsimiles, notes, documents and ephemera of all sorts, some of which will be new to initiates. Clearly the aim is to exhibit as much as possible, which not only shows off the excellent collections of Duchamp at MoMA and the Philadelphia Museum of Art (where the retrospective will appear next) but also demonstrates the loan power of these institutions.
Duchamp will be familiar to many visitors, and the three curators - Ann Temkin and Michelle Kuo of MoMA and Matthew Affron of the PMA - don't condescend to them: the wall texts are straightforward. This confidence in the viewer is in keeping with his own emphasis, in a talk in 1957 about 'the creative act' of the beholder, on the importance of reception in the fate of any artwork. And our understanding of Duchamp will shift in the wake of this show. In the usual accounts, for instance, he renounced painting when his colleagues refused his submission, the Cubo-Futurist Nude Descending a Staircase (No. 2) (1912), to the Salon des Independants in Paris. But if Duchamp rejected painting, it also rejected him: he was a poor painter, as the first gallery, dotted with splotchy landscapes and unlovely nudes in the manner of Monet and Degas, makes clear. Duchamp began his career with sketches for magazines, and his wan Cubism is more illustrational, in the manner of Roger de La Fresnaye, than analytical as in Picasso and Braque.
[image: ]'Bicycle Wheel' (1951).




Perhaps Duchamp was aware of his own limitations, or maybe he realised that his true interests lay elsewhere, not in 'retinal' painting (as he put it dismissively) but in cerebral art: he was primarily an ideas man. In this respect his first invention was the readymade, an everyday commodity presented as an artwork; in 1913 he attached a bicycle wheel on its forks to a wooden stool (he said he liked to watch it spin). Yet this innovation was overshadowed by a more consequential event that same year: included in the Armory Show in New York, which introduced modernist art to the US, Nude Descending a Staircase (No. 2) was the succes de scandale of the exhibition. Mocked in the press, it made Duchamp a small celebrity; it also suggested a way to think about art strategically rather than stylistically. Both the notoriety and this way of thinking served him well when he sailed to New York in 1915 for an extended stay.
His most notorious readymade, Fountain, appeared in 1917 at a show staged by the Society of Independent Artists, or rather it didn't appear - we know the original only through a photograph taken by his friend Alfred Stieglitz. Duchamp bought a urinal in a shop, signed it with the pseudonym 'R. Mutt', rotated it through ninety degrees and placed it on a pedestal as an artwork (one commentator called it 'Buddha of the Bathroom'). The exhibition committee, which had pledged to accept all entries, voted to refuse it, and Duchamp resigned in protest: another rejection, another scandal, another triumph. Much later, Duchamp claimed that he had selected his readymades out of 'visual indifference', 'a complete anaesthesia', but obviously this one was intended, in avant-gardist fashion, to shock. Accused of plagiarism, Duchamp responded, in third-person disguise, that the urinal was art because 'he CHOSE it' - a fateful declaration in 20th-century culture. And, charged with immorality, he noted that a urinal was an everyday piece of furniture. Besides, he added, 'the only works of art America has given are her plumbing and her bridges.'
This tension - between a critique of authorship (anyone can buy a readymade) and an assertion of authority (only an artist can nominate one as art) - wasn't new to Duchamp. On the way to Fountain he had already challenged conventional ideas of artistry with diagrammatic images like Chocolate Grinder (No. 2) from 1914 (mechanical drawing was taught in lycees to prepare children for industrial manufacture) as well as aleatory pieces like Three Standard Stoppages (1913-14), which consists of three strings a metre long dropped from a metre up in the air and fixed in the shapes in which they landed. Not long after Fountain Duchamp complicated the idea of authorship in another way: he invented a female alter ego called Rrose Selavy (which, voiced as French, translates as 'eros, that's life'), whom he credited with several works thereafter. Here Duchamp implied that sexual difference is always in play in the making of art, and sexual desire in its viewing, which goes against not only the Kantian insistence that aesthetic contemplation be disinterested, but also his own pose of anaesthetic indifference. Duchamp highlighted difference and desire, too, in his 1919 detournement of a reproduction of the Mona Lisa, on which he doodled a moustache and a goatee; its title, L.H.O.O.Q., sounds like the French for 'she has a hot ass.'
Duchamp focused all these concerns in his first magnum opus, The Bride Stripped Bare by Her Bachelors, Even, also known as The Large Glass, a nine-foot-tall work of two glass panes that he laboured over from 1915 to 1923; his notes for the piece began earlier, and the subject matter stems directly from his Cubo-Futurist paintings. Art historians have devoted entire careers to the exegesis of The Large Glass, which Duchamp declared 'definitively unfinished' when it shattered in transit sometime in the late 1920s. Suffice it to say that it comprises two separate zones, one for the bride above, who is evoked by an insectoid form, and one for the bachelors below, who are represented by various mechanisms (Chocolate Grinder is also reproduced here). The bride, who 'blossoms orgasmically' in a horizontal row of three pale rectangles, has no need of the bachelors, who grind away onanistically - an allegory in line with the Freudian thesis that desire is born of frustration or lack, which would soon be explored in many Surrealist objects.
Duchamp returned to this idea in Etant donnes, located at the PMA, which he developed in secret between 1946 and 1966 (it was unveiled only after his death in 1968). In the nether reaches of the museum one approaches a large weathered door (which Duchamp had brought over from Spain) with two peepholes through which is revealed a diorama of a headless female mannequin spreadeagled in a landscape illuminated by the gas lamp that she is holding. In this perspectival set-up our viewing point lines up with her vanishing point - her vulva. Duchamp said he wanted to underscore the fact that viewers are always voyeurs; or, as Jean-Francois Lyotard later put it, 'Con celui qui voit' ('He who sees is a cunt').
[image: ]'La Boite-en-valise' (1935-41).




After The Large Glass Duchamp fell silent, or pretended to do so, and turned to chess, in which he soon achieved master status. This was in part a break from art - as Rrose Selavy he became involved in optical investigations - and in part a redefinition of artmaking as a game of strategic moves. By this time a pattern had emerged in his career, a to-and-fro between public scandal and private project, between abrupt withdrawal from the art world and sudden return to it in another guise. An exile between the wars, mostly in transit between Paris and New York, where he finally settled after the Second World War, Duchamp survived as a sometime agent of his own work and that of good friends like Brancusi. It makes sense that the next major project for this man on the move was a limited edition of a little suitcase filled with miniature facsimiles of his own previous works. Few people knew what to make of the meticulously crafted La Boite-en-valise (1935-41); when it was given to MoMA, it was recorded sardonically as 'Duchamp suitcase Box of tricks'. More astute was a note to Duchamp from his great patron Walter Arensberg: 'It is a kind of autobiography in a performance of marionettes. You have become the puppeteer of your past.' Box of tricks and puppet show, Valise is also a mini-museum of a single artist that mocks the very institution it mirrors.
At MoMA the materials of Valise are given a gallery filled with vitrines; they form the crux of the show. This is another shift in the interpretation of Duchamp, away from The Large Glass as the centre of his oeuvre (though it may shift back at the PMA where The Large Glass is a fixture). Indeed, both the exhibition and the catalogue are preoccupied with 'his direct and deep engagement ... with the inherently conservative institution of the museum', above all MoMA and the PMA. Arensberg gave his Duchamp holdings to the PMA in 1950, while the other great Duchamp patron, Katherine Dreier, donated six of hers to MoMA in 1953. Duchamp negotiated the PMA donation with relative ease, but his relations with MoMA were somewhat strained. He complained of the 'malicious incompetence' of its director Alfred Barr, even though Barr had floated the idea of a survey of his work as early as 1936, the same year that MoMA included eleven Duchamp pieces in the landmark show Fantastic Art, Dada, Surrealism.
After the Second World War, Duchamp was a revered presence in the New York art world, an avuncular adviser in particular to the circle of Cage, Cunningham, Rauschenberg and Johns, who made of his hermetic art a queer code of their own as they worked to establish a neo-avant-garde alternative to the pure painting of Abstract Expressionism. Renewed interest in Duchamp led to an increased demand for his art, especially for the readymades, but they were scarce since he kept the supply tight. Eventually Duchamp agreed to two sets of replicas, the first undertaken by the Swedish curator and critic Ulf Linde in 1960, the second by the Italian dealer and writer Arturo Schwarz in 1964. Though he was less involved in the former set than the latter (which is more precise as a result), Duchamp authorised both - another twist in his long play with authorship and another focus of the curators here. (Because of the chronological layout of the show, the gallery of readymade replicas, some suspended from the ceiling as beautiful objects, comes late, which is a surprise given that the initial versions date from the 1910s.)
Above all, the replicas were needed for the first two Duchamp retrospectives, one at the Pasadena Art Museum in 1963, the other at the Tate Gallery in 1966. The Pasadena opening attracted young Pop artists like Andy Warhol and Ed Ruscha, who claimed Duchamp as a patron saint. Another Pop figure, Richard Hamilton, who accompanied Duchamp to California, devoted a few years to a reconstruction of The Large Glass for the Tate show; he also collaborated on a 'typotranslation' of the 'Green Box' of notes which Duchamp made while at work on the piece. Duchamp signed the Hamilton reconstruction 'Pour copie conforme' (certified genuine copy), continuing the complication of the opposition between original and copy begun with the readymades and deepened with the replicas. (The deconstruction of this opposition is associated with postmodernist art of the 1980s, but it was already at work in the 1960s. All these facsimiles, which start with La Boite-en-valise, also confused the opposition between industrial production and artisanal craft.) 'The replicas unsettled the museum,' the curators write. This is an understatement; many Duchamp devotees (such as Daniel Buren, an artist associated with 'institutional critique' in the 1970s) branded them a betrayal. For his part Duchamp remarked, with his usual irony, that the replicas reclaimed for the readymades 'the freedom of repetition that they had lost'. In the same wry spirit Hamilton commented that Duchamp had allowed 'his essentially artistic genius' to 'defeat him'.
As his critics saw it, Duchamp had succumbed to the marketplace as well as the museum. But did he ever pretend to be outside either? For Duchamp, it seems, there was no alternative to these bourgeois systems, and they didn't operate in separate spheres anyway. In effect, the museum was his medium (or, as the curators phrase it, his 'testing ground, foil, partner and, ultimately, home'), and the marketplace his milieu. In an early note for The Large Glass, which alludes cryptically to 'the interrogation of the shop window', Duchamp suggests that art objects circulate along with other commodities and trigger a similarly fetishistic desire.
This posture puts the curators in a tricky spot rhetorically, for they need Duchamp to count as avant-garde - that is, as critical if not transgressive. Yet was he? His first biographer, Robert Lebel, called him a 'born contrarian', which is weak tea. A bit stronger was the judgment of the painter Robert Motherwell - whose anthology The Dada Painters and Poets (1951) helped to recover such figures for the postwar anglophone world - that Duchamp was a 'great saboteur', who '[made] sure his work ended up in museums'. This is less a charge of complicity than an acknowledgment of canniness: though Duchamp dissed 'the art game', he played it with panache, in large part because he didn't see any other in town. This tolerant view is in keeping with a revised understanding of institution-critical art from Duchamp to Hans Haacke as a matter less of transgression of both museum and marketplace than negotiation with them, less inevitable recuperation by these systems than limited transformation within them. It is also in line with recent scholarship - The Apparently Marginal Activities of Marcel Duchamp (2016) by Elena Filipovic is the foremost example - that highlights his roles as art adviser, exhibition designer, reproduction maker, publicist and archivist.
Or one can simply see Duchamp as a dandy. Certainly he fits the bill, as detailed by Baudelaire in 'The Painter of Modern Life' (1863): his charm was legendary; he had the nonchalance of 'an out-of-work Hercules' whose 'air of coldness' hid 'a latent fire'; he enjoyed 'astonishing others' while 'never being astonished'; he played the aristocrat in an age of vulgarisation (he liked to say he was just a respirateur, a breather); and he was amused by his own contradictions (such as the one posed by his readymade replicas) because, well, if you can't resolve them you may as well enjoy them. The dandy has an important lineage in 20th-century art, but one whose politics is limited to provocation and whose belief in posterity depends on acclaim (or lack thereof). 'The dead should not be permitted to be so much stronger than the living,' Duchamp remarked in 1915, a comment weirdly close to Marx ('Let the dead bury the dead'). Four decades later his view had changed: 'You should wait for fifty years or a hundred years for your true public. That is the only public that interests me.'
What, then, would Duchamp have made of this exhibition? His retrospectives in the 1960s were almost posthumous; this one seems almost post-posthumous. Which is to say, once more, that he's still very much with us. His epitaph, one of my favourites, is 'Besides, it's always the others who die.' Long gone, Duchamp lives on.
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AK-47 and Guitar
Rahmane Idrissa

2699 wordsMore than two-thirds  of the Earth's surface is covered in sea water. The gigantic archipelagos we call continents consist of 33 per cent desert, 25 per cent mountain and 30 per cent forest. The forested area has been much reduced over the last two thousand years, and in a matter of decades we have shown ourselves capable of melting polar and alpine glaciers and destroying marine ecologies. But deserts don't seem to be susceptible to humans' dubious achievements. Desert won't vanish under the pressure of human activity; on the contrary, what frightens us is that it will advance. The UN Convention to Combat Desertification came into force in 1996. In 2024 it reported that more than three-quarters of the world's land 'has become permanently drier' since the convention was signed. Much of this expansion is in what the UN calls 'drylands', not all of which are desert. But it estimates that the Sahara - the desert par excellence - has claimed around an extra million square kilometres over the last century, inching relentlessly southward into the dry savannah of the Sahel. At more than nine million square kilometres, it is now nearly the size of Europe.
Judith Scheele is cynical about desertification and uses the word with scare quotes. To her mind, it is a concept inherited from European empires by international bodies and NGOs, reducing the Sahara to a problem to be solved and subjecting those who live in and around it to what are effectively colonial agendas. She's irked by the outsider's view of the Sahara as a hostile world, either populated by wildlings or empty of life. Arab geographers 'were almost exclusively interested in supply points and "civilisation"' on the routes across the Sahara, she writes, not in the people who hovered in the distance, unless they threatened to disrupt trade. Scheele doesn't think that trans-Saharan trade routes really existed - they shifted too often. Early Western geographers populated the desert with imagined creatures, but 'by the 19th century, colonial maps ... mostly showed nothing ... The idea of the Sahara as an essentially empty space had found its perfect visual expression.' Eugene Fromentin wrote in Sahara et Sahel (1887) that 'vast populations inhabit this immense expanse ... which it would be a great mistake to regard as empty, and where people had nevertheless imagined all manner of chimerical beings, except for man, the most real and the most numerous of them all.'
The question of who these people are is central for Scheele. The answer given by French colonisers was racial: Saharans are white. The great colonial geographer of the Sahara, Emile-Felix Gautier, author of a dozen books on the subject, including L'Afrique blanche (1939), characterised the desert, in a bestseller published in 1928, as an environment essentially suited to the 'white race', on account of its low temperatures. He noted that these freezing conditions were 'in some measure responsible for the fact that, in the diffusion of the human species, the Sahara has become the home of a white race'. Gautier's notion took hold, at least in francophone Africa. It might seem logical, at least as a way of marking off the Sahara from 'Black Africa' - an expression whose peculiarity only really struck me after a Moroccan colleague used it, in English, in a lecture to students in Florida and received a response that shook him. Scheele dislikes the expression too, though not for the reasons it played badly in a US lecture theatre, where students could not imagine a white Africa. Scheele rejects the notion of a racial divide as an artificial distinction, imposed by colonial discourse.
In her view the 'classification' casts North Africa as an 'accidental appendage' of the African continent, whose Arab inhabitants would never be quite African enough, even though many Muslim Africans across the continent use the Arabic language. It also obscures the fact that Black people form a majority in the Sahara, and makes the significant Black minority in North African countries 'strangers in their own land'. Yet Scheele knows that the standard version of Arabic used for religious and intellectual purposes in North Africa is not the same as the language spoken in everyday life, and that Black people in North Africa, the majority of them descendants of the enslaved, can indeed feel like foreigners in their own countries, or at the very least like second-class citizens and objects of racism.
Even if Scheele deplores it, this racial classification is older than colonisation. In the eighth century, Arab geographers gave the name Bilad as-Sudan, 'the land of the Blacks', to the region immediately south of the desert, which we now call the Sahel. The peoples of the Sahel regarded Arabs and Berbers as whites. In Gao and Kano, the main southern terminus points of trans-Saharan trade, there was an official known as korey-farma in Songhay or sarkin turawa in Hausa: both terms translate literally as 'chief of the whites' - the person responsible for dealing with Arab-Berber merchants and visitors. Much earlier, Greco-Roman geographers referred to all of sub-Saharan Africa as 'Ethiopia', or the land of people with 'sunburned faces'. The poem 'Moretum', once attributed to Virgil, features an African servant with 'hair tightly curled, lips thick, colour dark'. In Alexandria, in the second century ce, Ptolemy synthesised the research of his colleagues and reports from merchants to imagine a central Sahara - he calls it Inner Libya - whose population was a mixture of white and black. In his stab at physical anthropology, the Sahara was inhabited by tribes of Blacks with white people's features, the Melanogaetuli, and whites with Black people's features, the Leukaethiopes. The Libyoaethiopes, Black Saharans, were mentioned later by Orosius.
For contemporary Western media, this motley Sahara does not exist: it's simply the land of the Tuareg, the 'blue men of the desert', light-skinned, perched on camels and dressed in dark blue robes, peering through the slits in the lithams that cover their mouth and head, and often fighting for their freedom against states in the Sahel. Scheele doesn't resist the charismatic image of the Tuareg rebel, which she evokes in her discussion of the Tuareg band Tinariwen ('deserts' in Tamasheq, the Tuareg language). The band members met in an Algerian refugee camp, then moved to Libya, before returning to Mali
when the second Tuareg rebellion against the Malian central government broke out in 1990. This was when they crafted their legendary style: young men with wild hairstyles, what was left of their turbans wrapped loosely around their necks; an electric guitar over one shoulder, an AK-47 over the other; traces of mud - or is it blood? - on their faces.

Scheele writes that Tinariwen rebelled against 'an authoritarian nation-state and its military organs', even though the Tuareg kept up hostilities for several years after the military regime in Bamako was toppled in 1991 and the country became a democracy - as it remained until recently. Her aim is to challenge 'two millennia' of preconceptions about 'the Sahara, its people, its history, even its geography', but positioning the Tuareg the way she does suggests that she, too, has preconceptions: that there really are 'Saharans' and that the Tuareg are the chief example.
Scheele's desert peoples are those of the central Sahara: northern Chad and Mali, Libya, Algeria - countries she knows well. This is the land of the Tuareg and the Tubu (and others). But even here, there is a world of difference between the 'Moors' of Mauritania - a term that's lost currency among scholars, though not on the ground - and the Arabs of Sudan. What remains is the idea of a Saharan way of life. It consists, on the one hand, of adaptation to the desert environment - which Scheele describes well, and which could just as easily apply to the inhabitants of the Arabian desert - and, on the other, of the multiple interactions between the peoples of the Mediterranean and the Sahel. As the desert advances, aspects of this way of life shift southwards, along with its inhabitants. Tea slowly boiled on embers, a Tuareg speciality, has turned into a Sahelian tradition; turbans have become more widespread with the proliferation of dust storms; the Tuareg are becoming part of the fabric of life in western Sudan. This is less striking than Tuareg rebellions, but more significant in the long run.
The term 'Sahara' is from the Arabic - it means 'the ochre lands'. (Seeing the Sahara for the first time, Fromentin described a world that was 'neither red, nor wholly yellow, nor tawny, but precisely the colour of a lion's skin'.) Peninsular Arabs were already using the word for their own deserts when their armies entered Egypt in 639 ce and described what they saw as As-Sahra al-Kubra, 'the larger ochre lands'. Clearly, they were better equipped to invade where the Romans failed - or didn't try. The Sahara forms part of a discontinuous belt of deserts that stretches from the Atlantic to western China. It is broken by river plains and mountain ranges but is so distinctive that geographers refer to it as the 'arid diagonal'. The deserts in the south-western part of the diagonal - those of the Sahara, Western Asia and Arabia - are not only dry but torrid. Cut off from two major sources of precipitation, the polar front and the westward-flowing equatorial currents carried by the trade winds, they are lands of perpetual aridity. Only Yemen and parts of Oman in the Arabian Peninsula are touched by the monsoon winds of the Indian Ocean: they were known by ancient geographers as Arabia Felix. These arid landscapes are varied: between the vast rocky plateaus, lateritic trenches, flat stretches of pebbles and gravel there are fossil valleys and depressions of baked mud left by vanished lakes. There are seasonal streams: the gorges of some mountain ranges are well watered and suitable for limited cultivation. But the most recognisable feature of this environment, though not the most common, is the erg - a mesmerising expanse of sand dunes that makes up 15 per cent of the Sahara.
All these deserts, African as well as Arabian, were an immense savannah until six or seven millennia ago, and may return to that state, but recorded history began at a moment when they were formidably dry, at one extreme in their long sequences of desiccation and renewal. That moment in the cycle was set off by a tilt - or rather a slight wobble - in the Earth's axis, a phenomenon that occurs regularly in Milankovitch cycles, which describe variations in the planet's orbit over tens of millennia. The event weakened West African monsoons and shifted the continental interior of North Africa and the Middle East away from rainy weather systems. The savannah that vanished as a result must have resembled what remains further south, in the Sahel, or better, in the more humid Sudanic climatic zone. There were patches of arid land, but mostly there were vast grasslands and woodlands through which rivers coursed. Lake Chad was larger than the Caspian Sea.
Medieval West Africans prized the Sahara's copper and salt, and while the outside world was drawn to its gold, the empires of the Sahel took more income from internal trade in all three commodities. In the years following decolonisation, the French found reserves of oil and gas in the Algerian Sahara and uranium in Niger's Tenere Desert. Algeria has turned into a militarised petrostate that has given up agriculture - in particular the vineyards left by the French - in exchange for oil rents; and while Scheele lambasts the French for the pollution caused by uranium extraction, many Nigeriens dream of the money it would bring. But the Sahara's most intriguing resource is water and Scheele's account of it is gripping.
The mega-lake in Chad is gone, but the mineral depths of the Sahara are full of large bodies of water. They are not really replenished, though rains in the south feed them to some degree. One of these fossil lakes, the largest in the world, is equivalent to two-thirds of the surface area of the Mediterranean. Known drably as the Nubian Sandstone Aquifer System (NSAS), it lies beneath northern Chad, northern Sudan, south-east Libya and southern Egypt. Almost three-quarters of the fresh water used in Libya is pumped from NSAS and piped thousands of kilometres north to supply the coastal cities. Oil was discovered in Arabia by American geologists who were looking for fossil water; fossil water in Libya was found by oil companies drilling for oil. NSAS has a counterpart in the central Maghreb, the North-Western Sahara Aquifer System (NWSAS), which has been exploited for longer and supplies southern Algeria, Tunisia and Libya. Smaller underground water sources, barely exploited, dot the countries of the Sahel. Intensive exploitation in one place has repercussions elsewhere. There is no international regime regulating use and misuse: 'for now,' Scheele writes, it is 'take what you can for as long as you can.'
The careful use of water in oases, necessary before the exploitation of underground aquifers, relied on methods refined over the centuries. In her unromantic account of oasis management, Scheele dispenses with the picture of a paradise of palm trees, gurgling water and cool shade in the fiery desert. In the images used for screensavers or soft drinks labels, she remarks, humans are mostly absent, though people have always been indispensable for the survival of oases. They are difficult ecologies to manage and so tended to have sturdy governance systems that ensured the just and sustainable use of water. The labourers on which oases depended were often slaves and subalterns. Most oasis-dwellers were poor; many foods had to be imported and the threat of marauding nomads was ever present. But these artificial paradises were places of respite for exhausted travellers, developing along trade and pilgrimage routes. Other deserts, like the Kalahari, have no oases - proof that the oasis is anything but natural.
The Sahara is now one of the most inhospitable places on earth, but not because of the desert. It is a dumping ground in which distant powers and states jettison their problems. Algeria has pushed its Islamist militants south, to the detriment of the Sahelian countries; Europe drives migrants back into the desert by bribing North African states; the Emirates conduct political and military business in the eastern reaches of the desert; the juntas in Mali and Niger have ended the policy of engagement with Saharan communities, exacerbating the jihadist crisis in the region. 'Terrorism' does not begin to describe the sense of generalised insecurity and imminent threat from various armed groups.
Last June, in Genoa, I spoke to Pier Luigi Maccalli, an Italian priest who was kidnapped by jihadists in September 2018 in a village near Niamey, the capital of Niger. He was taken at least a thousand kilometres north into the heart of the desert, where he was held for two years. Like Scheele, he was at a loss to describe what seems to be happening in the Sahara. Nothing during his time in Africa had prepared him for the brutality he endured at the hands of young men whose Islamic education should have taught them respect for elders, strangers and clerics. Maccalli's account of his captivity, Chaines de liberte: Prisonnier au Sahel (2022), reads like an anthropologist's monograph. It also echoes the story of the Scottish explorer Mungo Park, captured by Moors in the late 1790s and held in Benowm, not far from where Maccalli ended up. Park, though subjected to the same insults reserved for infidels, was not tied to a stake, as Maccalli was. Instead, his captors tethered a hog beside him - a suitable companion, they thought. At the moment of his release, Maccalli offered his hand to his captors; it was refused. Park managed to escape, as did one of Maccalli's fellow captives.
Many of the dangers that Saharans and Sahelians faced two or three centuries ago have re-emerged. Scheele is tired of Western tropes and cliches about the region. She is particularly scathing about French domination, but as an anthropologist she may be among the last exponents of a discipline that colonialism enabled and which has now become next to impossible.
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Buffalo Bones
J. Robert Lennon

3148 wordsFor many years  I held certain assumptions about Larry McMurtry. Without ever having read his novels, I thought of him as a prolific - perhaps excessively prolific - author of sentimental bestsellers, most of them sequels or prequels to earlier successes. I knew that a few good movies had been adapted from his work, but had mentally classified him alongside Sidney Sheldon, Colleen McCullough and John Jakes, writers of great popular appeal in my youth, whose moment had passed and whose work was unlikely to be revisited.
 I came of age as a writer in the 1990s, in Montana, where I moved to attend graduate school, and cut my teeth on the literature of the contemporary American West: writers such as James Welch, Leslie Marmon Silko, Donald Barthelme, Pam Houston and Rick Bass, some of whom counted McMurtry as a friend. But I must have regarded the ubiquity of his paperbacks in second-hand bookshops as reason to dismiss him. I had developed a taste for literature that undermined the myth of the cowboy, with his ambition, rugged individualism and bravery. My favourite Western writers embraced style over melodrama, foregrounded Native American culture and explored the lives of women. Surely McMurtry wasn't for me.
 As it happens, this misapprehension plagued McMurtry for his whole career. In Tracy Daugherty's often absorbing and sometimes vexing new biography, McMurtry bemoans the fact that readers take his characters at face value and misidentify cowboy selfishness as heroism. 'I don't think these myths do justice to the richness and fullness of human possibility,' he said. Traditional gender roles don't make 'for the best sort of domestic life'. McMurtry's own domestic life, in both his childhood and adulthood, suggests a kind, sensitive, ambivalent man in perpetual conflict with responsibility and desire, tradition and contemporary morality.
 The child of Texan ranchers, McMurtry grew up with both the anecdotal memory of white settlers' 'Old West' and the living experience of its extinction. Bookish and ambitious, he sought out the urbane and intellectual, but he grew weary of the academic world that claimed him and longed to return home - something he finally did late in life, buying up real estate in Archer City and filling it with used books, to the mingled pride and dismay of the hardscrabble neighbours he had been brought up with. He befriended countercultural icons, most notably Ken Kesey, whose widow, Norma 'Faye' Haxby, he later married - but he never really fitted in with them.
 Daugherty tells a good anecdote about a nude woman, tripping on LSD, running out of the Merry Pranksters' bus and into McMurtry's yard, where she embraced his toddler, mistaking him for her own child. 'Ma'am, would you please let go?' McMurtry pleaded. 'The boy is crying, ma'am.' Although he was devoted to his son - who became the celebrated singer-songwriter James McMurtry - Larry's first marriage, to Jo Ballard Scott, was rocky, with multiple affairs on both sides. Still, I don't think I've heard of a person on better terms with his exes; to read of McMurtry's affairs is to behold a man who thinks of sex primarily as a means of forging lifelong friendships.
 The love affairs also suggest that, among the characters who populate the Pulitzer Prize-winning Lonesome Dove (1985), its sequel and its two prequels, McMurtry may have identified most powerfully with Augustus McCrae, the books' good-humoured and perpetually horny co-protagonist. Then again, in his unwillingness to telegraph his intentions and his solitary single-mindedness, McMurtry also resembles McCrae's opposite, Woodrow F. Call. 'McMurtry saw this grim tenacity in his father and in his father's brothers,' Daugherty writes, 'and he felt it growing in him.' The idea that Gus and Call might reflect conflicting - yet complementary - sides of their author makes reading this quartet of novels more fun, especially when considered alongside Daugherty's biography.
 In these new reprints, the novels comprise about 2500 pages. Lined up beside one another they are about as wide as they are tall. Picador seems to want you to read them in order of narrative chronology, not publication order, and after spending a month in the company of this hefty cube of prose, I agree. Though the two prequels aren't as good as Lonesome Dove, they serve as emotional and historical ballast for the longer, funnier and more profound original. Taking the four books together offers a reset to readers returning to works they might not remember clearly, or a new start for the uninitiated. The order the books were published in didn't serve them well: Streets of Laredo (1993), a sequel to Lonesome Dove, must have cast a shadow over the two prequels that arrived fast on its heels, deep within McMurtry's career phase of rehashing old material. But Dead Man's Walk (1995) and Comanche Moon (1997) are entertaining and at times excellent, and deserve reassessment. You can feel, in Streets of Laredo, McMurtry having to talk himself into returning to the well, and finally discovering, with those prequels, his old spark.
 Gus and Call are introduced in Dead Man's Walk as adventure-seeking teenagers who join the Texas Rangers, a then nascent, loosely organised armed enforcement agency dedicated to protecting white settlers in the Republic of Texas from Mexican and Native American attacks. A glance at a map from this era - context tells us it's the 1840s - reveals a United States occupying less than half of its present-day territory, with much of the west consisting of Texas (on the brink of statehood), Mexico and a broad range of Native American tribes. That all this territory would be seized and its occupants conquered within half a century provides a dark subtext to the novel's tone of winking picaresque, as our bumbling protagonists stagger from one failure to another - soldiers of misfortune. After an initial botched outing in which we are introduced to the prequels' primary foe, the Comanche chief Buffalo Hump, the two boys fall under the command of 'Colonel' Caleb Cobb, a mercenary and former pirate, and are led on a mission, not unlike the historical Texan Santa Fe Expedition, to annex part of Mexico. This second section of the book also introduces us to two important figures in the series: Maggie Tilton, a sex worker (in the parlance of these novels, a 'whore') who will later give birth to Call's son, Newt, and Clara Forsythe, a wisecracking general-store clerk who will serve as Gus's unrequited love for the next two novels.
 Readers who started with Lonesome Dove will be startled by the Gus of Dead Man's Walk. The wise, good-humoured philosopher of the later book is nowhere to be found: this Gus cares only about getting laid and serves mainly as comic relief. New to the series, I found him insufferable and groaned when I learned, from the back flap of Lonesome Dove, that I'd be with him for many pages to come. Conversely, Call seemed hugely appealing as a young man, a model of self-control and integrity, perpetually annoyed by Gus. Over the course of the books, however, McMurtry slowly develops the friendship between the two, shifting the balance between the characters in the reader's estimation. Gus is allowed to mature; he learns from his mistakes, and through his sexual exploits comes to appreciate the unfairness of women's role in the lawless world the characters inhabit. But Call proves rigid and self-denying; his only visit to Maggie will result in the child he will never acknowledge, and the longer he goes without marrying her the less we like him.
 The most striking thing about Dead Man's Walk is the clarity of its view of American conquest and expansion. Every adventure is undertaken by stunted men who consider cruelty and hardship ends in themselves. McMurtry expertly plays on the reader's sense of dread whenever the Rangers embark on another doomed errand. Authority is situational here, rather than bound by laws or regulations; Caleb Cobb, a self-aggrandising brute with no official military rank, calls himself a colonel, and so is one. Eventually the Rangers and their hangers-on are whittled down to a skeleton crew of ten, who, captured by the Mexican army, are forced to draw black and white beans from a jar to determine which half of them will live and which half will be executed. (The scene is inspired by the historical Black Bean Episode of 1843, in which one in ten members of the failed Texan Mier expedition were chosen for execution by a Mexican colonel.) Gus and Call survive.
 Sometimes Dead Man's Walk suffers from authorial overreach: its bawdy humour wears out its welcome; its third-person point of view ricochets from character to character; it traffics in racial stereotypes and intense depictions of torture; scenes often unfold with redundant detail or pointlessly protracted exchanges of dialogue. For all that, however, it is wildly compelling. By granting Buffalo Hump a point of view, a political morality and a complex family history, McMurtry seems to be responding to complaints that the Native American characters in Lonesome Dove were portrayed as generically brutal warriors. We also get the origin story of Lonesome Dove's Blue Duck, introduced here as Buffalo Hump's wayward child, and the extraordinarily talented horse thief Kicking Wolf. McMurtry's painterly portrayal of the landscape captures the wild emptiness of the American West. In one memorable scene the Rangers encounter 'thousands of buffalo, browner than the brown water' and cross the herd in a funny analogue of the novel's perilous river crossings.
Comanche Moon is everything Dead Man's Walk is, but more so: its drama is intense, its descriptive prowess magnified, its characters more detailed. But it's also more redundant, more silly, more brutal and far too long. This time the Rangers are sent by the governor of Texas to capture Kicking Wolf and are put under the command of Captain Inish Scull, a pampered eccentric in possession of a legendarily large horse, Hector. For the first hundred pages or so, Scull's pomposity is hugely overplayed: he is a figure of fun. When Kicking Wolf steals Hector, however, Scull comes into his own, setting out after his quarry on foot and leaving Gus and Call in charge of the now diverted expedition. Eventually Scull tracks Kicking Wolf to Ahumado, the cruel Mexican bandit who has captured him. Scull frees his nemesis, ends up imprisoned himself and is tortured by Ahumado for the next three hundred pages. He escapes with his life intact but his eyelids cut off. I hate these passages, but I love Scull, who serves as a mouthpiece for many of the series's themes, particularly the self-justifying nature of war. 'It's the quality of the opponent that makes soldiering a thing worth doing,' he says early in the novel. 'It ain't the cause you fight for.' By the story's end, afflicted by parched eyes that can never look away from anything, Scull refuses military orders and chooses to write his memoir instead:
 'See this page of paper? It's blank,' Scull said. 'That, sir, is the most frightening battlefield in the world: the blank page. I mean to fill this paper with decent sentences, sir - this page and hundreds like it. Let me tell you, Colonel, it's harder than fighting Lee. Why, it's harder than fighting Napoleon. It requires unremitting attention, which is why I can't oblige the President, or the generals who sent you here.' 

 There's no indication in Daugherty's biography that McMurtry found writing particularly difficult: one of the biography's weaknesses, in fact, is that it doesn't say much about writing at all. You would hope for more detail, perhaps from McMurtry's notes or correspondence, about the intentions behind these prequels, or about their research and composition. But the two books barely get a mention. Instead there are many pages about the film adaptations of McMurtry's work and a bewildering amount of information about Peter Bogdanovich's affair with Cybill Shepherd. I don't object in principle to knowing all this - the same goes for the biography's long diversion about Kesey, the Merry Pranksters and 1960s counterculture - but it has been well documented elsewhere. What I wanted was a sense of McMurtry's process - what he was doing on the most frightening battlefield in the world. Daugherty's book doesn't provide it.
Comanche Moon delivers what it needs to. Gus and Call continue to evolve into the canonical characters we encounter in Lonesome Dove. Native American influence over the American West begins to wane. 'The buffalo won't return,' Buffalo Hump tells Kicking Wolf, 'because they are dead. The whites have killed them. When you go north you will only find their bones.' Gus is frustrated by 'the diminished status of the Rangers. For years the Rangers had provided what protection the frontier families had; it was hard, now, to find themselves treated as no better than local constables.' Blue Duck kills his father; Maggie dies and leaves Call's son an orphan; Clara marries a dullard. The stage is set at last for Lonesome Dove.
Lonesome Dove 
, of course, is a bittersweet elegy - for the old Western way of life, for the era of American expansion, for the cowboy. It's also, perhaps too subtly, a critique of those things, and this implied criticism is what saves the book from the sentimentality I long assumed it embraced. The overarching plot is about leaving Texas for Montana, the last frontier; it doesn't escape the characters' notice that this retreat from encroaching civilisation has a familiar ring. 'We'll be the Indians, if we last another twenty years,' Gus tells Call during a dispiriting visit to San Antonio, where the Rangers are greeted not as heroes but as scofflaws. 'The way this place is settling up it'll be nothing but churches and dry-goods stores before you know it. Next thing you know they'll have to round up us old rowdies and stick us on a reservation to keep us from scaring the ladies.' Call isn't having any of it - it's a flaw in his character that he can't see which way the wind is blowing.
 This elegiac quality is intensified if you read the prequels first; their other primary effect is to make you pre-emptively angry at Call. We've jumped ahead a decade or so; Newt is a teenager, raised near the village of Lonesome Dove, the sleepy border town where the middle-aged Gus and Call have founded the Hat Creek Cattle Company, a small outfit comprising the survivors of Comanche Moon. Newt still hasn't learned that Call is his father. Into this uneasy idyll rides Jake Spoon, another ex-Ranger, now on the run from a sheriff whose brother he accidentally shot and killed in Arkansas. Spoon has heard tales of fertile land in Montana, and wanderlust infects Call; he wants to round up a herd and drive them north, to found the first cattle ranch north of Yellowstone. Gus, reluctant at first, realises they could stop on the way to visit Clara, who has settled with her husband in Nebraska. Who knows - maybe he's dead. While the Hat Creek outfit heads to Mexico to rustle up a herd of a couple of thousand cattle, Spoon gets cosy with Lorena, a sex worker who lives above the saloon. Abused, tired and looking for escape, she persuades him to deliver her to San Francisco, after heading north with the rest of the team.
 The rustling operation goes off without a hitch - an ominous sign for anyone who has read the prequels - and the Montana journey officially begins a couple of hundred pages in. Meanwhile, July Johnson, the Arkansas sheriff pursuing Spoon, saddles up for his manhunt. The moment he leaves, his unhappy wife, Elmira, heads to the river and jumps on a whiskey boat in search of her ex. The novel alternates between these quests, encountering the usual complement of human violence and the perils of the natural world. Eventually Spoon tires of Lorena and heads to Austin to gamble; she is kidnapped by Blue Duck and endures days of sexual assault and torture before being rescued by Gus and returned to the fold.
 Native American writers and scholars have criticised McMurtry's portrayal of the Comanches in general and Blue Duck in particular. After the comparatively nuanced characters of the prequels - though they themselves are hardly representative of the full spectrum of Indigenous life - contemporary readers will be startled by how little humanity these characters are granted. Blue Duck is more a force of nature than man, a bloodthirsty psychopath, and the sections concerning him are among the least engaging in the book. But this plot turn also provides Lonesome Dove's most moving storyline: Gus's efforts to protect Lorena and give her the time and space to heal. The two separate from the rest of the outfit - Lorena can't bear to be around the other men, some of whom were once her customers - and develop a bond. She comes to love him, but with a desperate intensity inextricable from her unresolved trauma; Gus's awareness of this holds him back from romantic attachment, even as he comes to love Lorena too. She dreads their eventual visit to Clara, not only because she is a rival for Gus's affection, but because she can't bear the thought of ending up alone, exposed, doomed to return to the only profession she knows.
 Meanwhile Spoon has joined a band of horse thieves and ends up as an accessory to several grisly murders; when the Hat Creek outfit finds him, they're forced to hang him. The novel's plots, and all the surviving characters, join up at Clara's homestead in Nebraska. As it happens, her husband has been kicked in the head by a horse and is an invalid. There's some suspense about which of his great loves Gus will choose, but of course he chooses neither, instead accompanying Call on the drive to Montana, while July Johnson stays behind. I'll avoid spoilers, but suffice it to say the protagonists remain their truest, most vexing selves to the end.
 And what about Streets of Laredo? It reads like an afterthought - an entertaining but generic adventure that any characters could have been plugged into. There's too much expository dialogue, too much pointless backfilling intended to transform this book into a suitable successor to Lonesome Dove. And McMurtry casually kills off two beloved characters in the opening chapter, for no reason other than to have them out of the way. It's a perfectly fine crime story if you aren't fully Dove-pilled, but you have my blessing to skip it.
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All I need is love
Jon Day

2899 wordsHalfway  through Jesus Christ Kinski, the narrator, a nameless writer who shares many biographical details with Benjamin Myers, describes the reception of a book that sounds a lot like his novel The Offing (2019). 'After twenty years of putting his words out into the world to decent reviews and aggressively modest sales,' the writer reflects, 'his most recent novel, a relatively gentle affair (harsh critics might call it twee) which he had written primarily as an antidote to his anxiety over the state of things, and with no publishing deal in place, had, against the odds, unexpectedly found a home - and gone on to become a bestseller - in Germany.'
The Offing was something of a departure for Myers, who began his career writing bleak Northern noir: novels about stoic, often unexpectedly sensitive men, many of whom had left home in pursuit of someone or something, or were being pursued themselves. These characters tended to be outsiders - 'knuckle men', Gypsies, tortured rock stars - who were in touch with the 'old ways' (sometimes the 'auld ways') and lived in tune with nature. They dug and they worked the land and they fought and they snared rabbits, and they were rendered in prose that aspired to the sparse behaviourism of Cormac McCarthy.
You could call this constellation of interests 'masculinity', but if so, it was a masculinity undercut by a degree of irony (a collection of short stories from 2021 was titled Male Tears) and by a wistful, at times even sentimental, reverence for the natural world. Being from a particular place was important to many of these characters, but so too was escaping it, if only to return. That place was usually the North of England (Myers was born in County Durham and moved to London to live in a squat and write for Melody Maker, before settling in Hebden Bridge). It was a place where it was often raining, rain that fell 'with timeless Northern fury', or like 'diminishing sparks'; rain like 'wet bolts' and 'steel rivets'; rain like 'spigot water spitting into a bucket' or 'the filings of a milled Guinea bit onto a folded page of paper'. There was 'plum-line rain' and 'light, playful rain deceptive in its ability to nevertheless soak to the skin'. There was even rain 'Yorkshiring down with vertical vengeance'.
Myers's first proper novel, Richard (2010), was about the Manic Street Preachers lyricist and guitarist Richey Edwards, who went missing after leaving a London hotel in 1995 on the eve of the band's US tour. Two weeks after his disappearance, his car was found at a motorway service station near the Severn Bridge; he was declared legally dead in 2008. Richard was written as an extended internal dialogue, with the voice of Edwards's saner self interspersed with long italicised sections signalling the intrusion of darker thoughts. The plot was constrained by the known facts of Edwards's life, but Myers did allow himself to imagine the guitarist's death as an epiphanic moment on a hillside next to a reservoir, surrounded by 'valleys and fields and peaks and sedimentary landslides ... blackened peaks and misty troughs'. Edwards's fellow band members called the book 'really presumptuous'. Myers thought they'd been 'charitable' in their assessment.
The subject of Pig Iron (2012), his next novel, was another lost young man: John-John Wisdom, a Gypsy striving to escape the legacy of his father, Mac, a champion bare-knuckle boxer. The Wisdoms have 'violence running through' them like 'a coal seam in the northern soil', but John-John is intelligent and sensitive (as shown by the fact that he read his way through the English canon while in prison). Pig Iron has an uneven plot, but it's told in a compelling voice: a fizzing, Romani-inflected vernacular seasoned with Yorkshire idioms that don't succumb to pastiche. Gadgies speak in accents 'as thick and bitter as valley's poteen', saying things like 'Me Mam and Dad knew this. It's every traveller's business to know the way of the clans. What lines run where.'
In both subject and tone Pig Iron anticipated Myers's next book, Beastings (2014), an unsettling novel about a manic, cocaine-fuelled priest ('it just gives you a little zip of a morning,' the prescribing doctor tells him. 'They're all taking it down in London'). The priest sets off across the Cumbrian fells in pursuit of a young mute woman called Bulmer, who has run off with a local couple's baby. She is also 'one of the blighted': an escapee from the orphanage run by the priest and the victim of unspeakable acts.
Myers's breakthrough came a few years later with the publication of The Gallows Pole (2017), a novel about a crew of coin clippers - the 'Cragg Vale Coiners' - who operated in the Upper Calder Valley in the 18th century. The gang was led by the self-proclaimed 'King' David Hartley, a historical figure whom Myers portrays as a charismatic freedom fighter and Northern secessionist. His raggle-taggle band is made up of 'poor men, proud men' with nicknames like Young Frosty and Mad Blood, whose surnames 'were as much a part of the terrain as the boundary marker stones that mapped the moors and fractioned their tight territories from the days of the old wapentake'. Their main adversary, William Deighton, is a tax collector from Halifax who embodies the civilising zeal of the South and thinks of himself as the 'upholder of the law in an increasingly lawless land'.
The Gallows Pole is narrated in part as a confessional note written by Hartley after his arrest, the archaic misspellings of which sometimes make him sound like a prophetic leader and sometimes like the BFG. 'The wherefores and the howabouts of the serky stansums of how this magikal man of metal did fynd his way to us,' he remarks of a coining expert who joins the gang, 'is a story unto itself.' The rest of the novel is written in the stark third person Myers deployed in Beastings, with dialogue that tends towards written-for-TV explication: 'I actually thought this fellow might be one of your hill-top evaders that I've been hearing so much of ... those that dare deface the coin of the realm. They can't be making things any easier for you.' (The Gallows Pole was adapted for the BBC by Shane Meadows in 2023.)
Myers has been celebrated as a nature writer - his non-fiction book Under the Rock (2018) is an account of discovering the joys of West Yorkshire's wild places - and many of these early novels hinge on moments in which characters are shocked out of the squalid violence of their lives by encounters with overwhelming natural beauty. One of the few times Bulmer experiences any solace in Beastings is when she retreats to an 'evergreen plantation of firs, pines and spruces' before inadvertently taking magic mushrooms and going for a swim in a lake. Just before the climax of Pig Iron, John-John takes a girl to his 'green cathedral', a clearing in a wood by the side of a hill which is his 'special place. My mental escape. My fortress of solitude.' The breathless lyricism of these descriptions is offset by moments of slightly schlocky body horror: the 'bubble and foam and fizz' of a corpse rotting in the gibbet, or the thud and squelch of river stones smashing into wet flesh. In Pig Iron the tape recording of a puppy being dismembered is played back to its devastated owner. At the end of Beastings, the baby that Bulmer snatched is burned to death in a fireplace. As she puts her hands in the flames to try to save it they become 'spent candles dripping skin'. That some of these events are improbable - would a gang of teenagers really have the foresight to record their torturing, especially in a pre-mobile phone age? Does burning flesh drip? - doesn't stop them being disturbing, even if it sometimes feels as though Myers is piling on the savagery to allay any charges of being too soft.
After The Gallows Pole Myers seemed to lose his taste for operatic ultra-violence. Of his last few books The Offing has been the most successful, especially in Germany, where it sold more than 300,000 copies and won a major prize. It's not hard to understand why readers took to it. The Offing is a feelgood novel narrated retrospectively by Robert Appleyard, a 'slight wandering lad from the ash-coloured coalfields' who sets out one day in 1946 on a walk through 'Northern England, the greenest land there ever was, so pungent and lush it could make a young man dizzy'. On his travels he encounters an eccentric bohemian called Dulcie Piper who lives in a ramshackle house above Robin Hood's Bay. Dulcie is friends with Noel Coward and knows about wine, literature and the names of plants. Over the course of a long summer she introduces Robert to good food and the writing of D.H. Lawrence, and makes mawkish statements like 'books are just paper, but they contain within them revolutions.' She also tells him about her former lover, a German Jewish poet called Romy Landau who fled Germany before the war and later drowned herself in the North Sea, leaving behind a manuscript of unpublished poems. After Robert persuades Dulcie to publish the manuscript, Landau comes to be celebrated as a forgotten modernist genius. In the process Dulcie is released from her grief, just as Robert is freed from the constraints of his provincial upbringing. Armed with a new awareness of the possibilities of life beyond the coalfields, he becomes a novelist and is heralded by London publishers as an 'angry new voice'.
One problem with this is that - at least on the evidence quoted in The Offing - neither Landau nor Robert are very good writers. Landau's poem 'Unmothering', which strikes Robert 'like a fencepost rammer' when he first reads it, goes:
A womb awaits
What?
Nothing but a
child;
a birth-machine you are
not.

This is more Rupi Kaur than Hope Mirrlees. As for Robert, you can tell he's a writer because he likes alliteration - 'the tired tides chipped away at the shortening cliff line with the dull repetition of a mason's mallet' - but you might conclude that he's not a very attentive one because he misuses 'disinterested' and 'fulsome', and often mangles his metaphors ('Art was an attempt to preserve the amber of the moment').
Since The Offing, Myers has largely continued in this wholesome vein. The Perfect Golden Circle (2022) is a genial romp about two friends who enjoy making crop circles together; Rare Singles (2024), which has a bit more bite, is about a widowed singer from Illinois called Bucky Bronco who travels to Scarborough to perform his only hit at a Northern Soul night. Cuddy (2023), a sweeping history of the afterlife of Cuthbert - a medieval saint whose body is now interred in Durham Cathedral - is more formally ambitious; it's composed of short stories, quotations from historical accounts and fragmentary poems.
Jesus Christ Kinski - the title sounds like a posh man shouting at his dog - might seem more of a departure than it really is. The bulk of the novel consists of an extended monologue written from the perspective of Klaus Kinski during a performance of his one-man show about the life of Christ - the last of a 'disastrous run of self-financed theatrical monologues' - in front of thousands of people at the Deutschlandhalle in West Berlin in November 1971. Bolted onto this there's a meandering autofictional essay. In his narrow house on a gloomy hillside the narrator thinks about the commercial folly of the novel he is writing, worries about money and the meaning of art, frets about his mental health and gives a potted overview of his career.
Most of the Kinski sections are written in a haranguing second-person voice, the patter of a fire and brimstone sermon mixed with a choose-your-own-adventure story. 'No, you must not let yourself be used by such leeches, louses and lickers of dirty arseholes,' Kinski thinks. 'You wanted to feel free. And compromise is as disgusting a word as feminism.' Other parts take on the typographic fragmentation of Cuddy, in which the font size gradually grew smaller in places, making it feel as if you were at the optician. Photographs of Kinski's show are scattered throughout the book. In his dressing room before the performance Kinski imagines his critics 'gathering like jackdaws on a telegraph wire', their 'little pricks already getting stiff at the thought of tomorrow's assassination'. He remembers his sometime collaborator Werner Herzog, a 'worthless, simpering piece of rat shit'. His monologue is interspersed with aphorisms, each printed separately on a single page, offering wisdom like 'A caged animal can never forget the freedom of the wilderness' and 'I am a genius, you piece of shit!'
Myers's novel certainly captures the sneering disdain of its subject, at least as it was recorded in Kinski's memoir, All I Need Is Love, a stream of invective, perversion and violence that was withdrawn soon after it was released in English in 1988 and eventually published as Kinski Uncut in 1996. In it Kinski described an impoverished childhood (which Herzog later said was largely invented), and the incestuous relationships he claimed to have had with his mother, sister and daughters. When it was published his daughter Nastassja sued him for libel. In 2011, twenty years after his death, his eldest daughter, Pola, released her own memoir in which she accused Kinski of sexually abusing her between the ages of five and nineteen.
The essayistic sections of Jesus Christ Kinski amount to something of a reckoning with Kinski's monstrousness, as well as providing a justification for the book we are reading. During the Covid lockdowns, the narrator-writer says, he became obsessed with the YouTube footage of Kinski performing his monologue. He had long been fascinated with Kinski because 'he himself had a self-sabotaging streak, which often resulted in him derailing his own creative endeavours.' In his view Kinski's performance was 'every bit as potent as any mythologised rock'n'roll performance or art happening', whereas today art has lost its shock value:
the younger generation didn't want to witness bad behaviour, they wanted artists who were 'relatable' and whose words, music and actions reflected their own anxieties. They wanted people who were nice and non-threatening and only low-level sexy. No danger. Nothing too extreme ... Or, viewed another way, for the first time in a century, children in the Western world had become more boring than their parents.

Kinski is in some respects the archetypal Myers character: a charismatic, morally compromised figure fully committed to the dangerous, life-altering power of art. He has David Hartley's megalomania, the charisma of Mac in Pig Iron, the paranoid intensity of the priest in Beastings. Yet even if this narrative can be understood as a kind of ironised or exaggerated performance, the justification of literature and art it provides - what it might be for, why one might wish to create it - feels both underwhelming and slightly evasive. At one point the narrator says that writers serve 'little practical purpose beyond documenting the here and now in only slightly better grammar than those doing exactly that on social media'. Writing is 'a series of snap decisions ... arranged in an agreeable and digestible sequence using only 26 letters and a few other characters deployed to denote the passing or pausing of time. Nothing too complicated.'
This arbitrariness is also apparent when the narrator tries to account for the success of The Offing in Germany: 'Why he had made the poet German when she could just as easily have been Spanish or Japanese or Peruvian the writer couldn't quite fathom, only that this was a decision he had made after no more than ten seconds of consideration.' Romy Landau might be a near anagram of 'randomly', but Myers must know, having written more than a dozen novels, that there are no coincidences in fiction, or that if there are, it's usually bad fiction. If he really doesn't know why he decided to make Landau German, then I do: it's because a German Jewish poet driven to suicide by the nightmare of 20th-century history is a far more potent vehicle for pathos than a Peruvian or Japanese poet would be. (The fact that she also has a cameo in Rare Singles, name-checked by a German journalist who interviews Bucky, suggests her nationality can't be all that arbitrary.)
The Offing is a novel built almost entirely around the image of a promising creative life being destroyed by fascism. The idea that the poetry Landau left behind somehow made her death, if not worthwhile, then at least explicable, seems overwhelmingly sentimental, melodramatic and - yes - a bit twee. Kinski presents a similar problem. Myers's Christology is founded on the sense of scandal, shock and outrageousness that Kinski, as a subject, brings with him. As he rants and struts about the stage, the crowd boo him and call him a fascist. He curses them, claiming they are unworthy of his art. 'I would have been better than Adolf Hitler,' he thinks. 'I could have delivered his speeches a lot better, that's for certain.' You could describe such posturing as rock'n'roll swagger. You could also call it a persecution complex.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.lrb.co.uk/the-paper/v48/n10/jon-day/all-i-need-is-love



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



When Horses Snigger
Ardis Butterfield

2548 words[image: ]The Winchester Bible (c.1150-80).




'Apsalm consoles the sad, restrains the joyful, tempers the angry, refreshes the poor and chides the rich man to know himself,' wrote Niceta of Remesiana, a fourth-century bishop from what is now Serbia. His far better-known contemporary Augustine of Hippo praised the psalms in more flamboyant terms:
How loudly I cried out to you, my God, as I read the psalms of David, songs full of faith, outbursts of devotion with no room in them for the breath of pride! ... How loudly I began to cry out to you in those psalms, how I was inflamed by them with love for you and fired to recite them to the whole world, were I able, as a remedy against human pride!

These comments show how important the Book of Psalms was to early Christian thinking. Sing a New Song is the catalogue of an exhibition held at the Morgan Library in New York last year which demonstrated that influence. The show, masterminded by Roger S. Wieck, the library's head of medieval and Renaissance manuscripts until his death earlier this year, gathered together a dazzling array of psalters dating from the fourth century BCE to the 16th century. The earliest fragment, from Egypt, contains three hymns in Aramaic, one of which, a version of Psalm 20, is the oldest surviving version of any psalm. Among the more recent exhibits was Thomas More's psalter, printed in Paris in 1522, with prayers written in the margins in Latin and English while he was in the Tower of London awaiting execution.
The Book of Psalms provided an impetus for the discussion of theological and philosophical questions. Augustine's commentary, Enarrationes in psalmos, dwarfs even The City of God, taking up two volumes in the Patrologia Latina, a collection of the works of the Church Fathers published in the 19th century. An astonishing four hundred manuscript versions of Augustine's commentary survive. To fit these commentaries, and later exegesis, notably by the 12th-century bishop of Paris Peter Lombard, onto the page in such a way that they could be studied alongside the psalms or other books of the Bible was a steep design challenge. The Morgan collection includes a vast four-volume glossa ordinaria - standard gloss - complete with chains and leather place-holders. A single volume could include as many as five or six separate commentaries, with multiple columns and Russian doll-like layers around and between the lines of the Bible text in the centre of the page. Sing a New Song is illustrated with indulgent lavishness. Close attention is paid to the material conditions of every artefact: size and weight; use of ink, paint, gilding; portability; the tactile qualities of parchment, papyrus, leather, wood and metal. We are being introduced first and foremost to the tangible matter of books.
The psalms seem deeply familiar, but the not particularly Christian anglophone might struggle actually to provide much detail about them. The Book of Psalms was first written in Hebrew, but like other parts of the modern Bible it came together in its current form over a long period, in this case over five hundred years, roughly from the tenth to the fourth or fifth century BCE, and consists of hymns composed by many different poets, with King David traditionally having 73 psalms attributed to him. The current tally of 150 psalms was derived in stages and, as Joshua O'Driscoll points out, through complex processes of translation wherever Jewish communities found themselves - Egypt, Babylon, Syria and Greece. This linguistic transferability is key to the psalms' extraordinary durability. One of the finest illustrated French psalters, known as the Crusader Bible (c.1244-54), has inscriptions in Latin, Persian and Judeo-Persian dating from the 14th to the 18th century, which shows that readers' engagement continued into the early modern period. It is also a reminder that the psalms are only belatedly Latin, European or English.
Jerome opened the floodgates for the psalms in Europe in the late fourth century with his Latin translations. Augustine didn't know Hebrew, but Jerome taught himself and produced three separate translations, the third directly from Hebrew. The Psalter in the Vulgate, his Latin translation of the Bible, was derived from his so-called Gallican translation, from the Greek Septuagint, and made him a star. His portrait (usually with a lion at his feet) was almost as common as that of David in medieval biblical manuscripts.
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The life of David, which is mostly recounted in the Book of Samuel, though some of the psalms illustrate particular episodes in his life, provides irresistible subjects for illustration. King of Israel in the ninth or tenth century BCE, David was a poet, composer, singer and prophet. He was also a child giant-slayer; the grieving father of the beautiful long-haired Absalom; the enemy of Saul, the king he was prophesied to replace; the devoted friend of Jonathan; and the adulterous and murderous lover of the alluring Bathsheba. Medieval artists, urged on by hugely wealthy and sometimes spendthrift patrons, created remarkable vignettes of these scenes.
The exhibition showed leaves from the Crusader Bible, the Eadwine Psalter, the Tiptoft Missal and the Blickling Psalter, as well as the Lewis Psalter (from Philadelphia) and the Hebrew Sifrei Emet (Books of Truth) from Yale's Beinecke Library, which also holds Thomas More's psalter. Many of the Morgan's acquisitions were single leaves - the banker J.P. Morgan, whose collection forms the basis of the library, tried to buy whole books where possible, but the fashion for dismembering illuminated manuscripts was rampant around the turn of the 20th century and hard to circumvent. Otto Ege, for example, a bookseller and lecturer, cut out pages from around fifty manuscripts to sell in newly compiled portfolios to customers all over the world. In 1911 Morgan bought two leaves belonging to the Eadwine Psalter, most of which (I had assumed all of it) is in the Wren Library at Trinity College, Cambridge, from the bookdealer Giuseppe Martini. These leaves were seen in this period chiefly as pieces of art to be bought on the market rather than as objects with religious significance.
The amount of gold on the leaves is astonishing. Used to indicate divine honour and majesty, worship and purity, gold leaf was applied with microscopic attention by medieval illuminators, from delicate single initials to the heavy gold ground of the 13th-century psalter crafted by William de Brailes, who lived in Oxford. The glistening reflection of the six leaves shown at the Morgan lit up the gallery. All through the show, and in the catalogue, earthly wealth, from the earliest to the most recent patrons, makes itself felt, along with a mixture of obsessive devotion and a desire for magnificent display.
The cover of Sing a New Song shows an illuminated letter 'C' from the Windmill Psalter (another 13th-century English production, perhaps made in London) with a fastidiously comic portrayal of four singing monks in front of a lectern. With typical medieval quirkiness, the lectern has a stand in the shape of a large blue-grey fish, its open mouth around the base of the stand that supports the padded cushion. The cantor (the choir director, who was often also the librarian) in his dark blue robes holds the music book on the lectern authoritatively, his mouth open in song. Three monks are lined up behind him: the first gazes upwards and is being pushed from behind by the second, also in mid-song, his hand grasping his fellow monk's waist. At the back is a monk whose vivid red robe is not concealed by a brown cowl, as the others' are. He is holding another book across his waist and grimacing, his hand pointing upwards in what looks like a gesture of frustration, or perhaps excitement. The three seem to be jostling for space, while the cantor is oblivious to the commotion behind him.
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Interpreting the facial expressions of medieval figures is always risky, but I disagree in one small respect with Frederica Law-Turner, who in her piece in the catalogue describes the monk at the back as having 'his eyes closed but his mouth open in song'. His eyes are not closed; he is looking angrily ahead. It's possible that he is merely singing with gusto, and gesticulating as singers do when they reach a high note or a moment of intensity. He is treading with one foot on his brother's flowing robe; his other foot is in the air, projecting beyond the frame of the 'C'. The artist has clearly taken pleasure in conveying these tiny details. Medieval customaries, which give guidelines for monastic conduct, cautioned against bad or lazy behaviour:
No one ought to make needless signs in the Quire, or needless conversation, or cut his nails, or write, or smile, or whittle, or throw one foot across the other, or stretch out his legs, or support himself on his elbows in his stall, or even sit with his legs wide apart ... Those who come late to the Hours shall place themselves in the last stalls; if they come after the second psalm they shall not enter the Quire.

The monks of the Windmill Psalter might seem to fall foul of such rules of conduct.
Illuminators didn't only show facial expressions in humans: in the Crusader Bible the sheep are listening intently to David playing his flute and bell; even the doghead finial of his discarded harp gazes up at him with rapt attention. David himself is often vividly rendered: a leaf from the 12th-century Winchester Bible with six compartments shows him in the bottom right section with his face buried in his cloak. He is leaning away from a group of men, one of whom points to the vignette on the left, which shows the fleeing Absalom: he is being dragged off his horse's pummel by his trapped hair and has been stabbed in the back by a thin, elegant spear. The characteristic elongated and slender feet of the figures create a swaying visual pattern across the whole page that forms its own affective expression, implicitly leading the eye to David's anguished posture.
The illuminators of the Crusader Bible have fun with the killing of Goliath and the rivalry between Saul and David. This time there are four sections: on the top left a massive Goliath, whose helmeted head, scabbard and right foot extend beyond the frame, towers over a boy half his size, whose right foot is out of frame as he runs in with his crook and sling; the panel to the right shows a pile of horse flesh, a felled giant body and a boy scrambling over it to cut off the head. The scabbard is now dangling well below the frame, while David struggles to wield the huge sword that was in it. Below, David, on the left, presents the severed head to an enthroned Saul and in the final scene, on the lower right, receives a cloak being taken off by a friendly Jonathan. He looks like a boy changing after a session in the gym.
[image: ]Thomas More's psalter (1522).




The same illuminator also depicts David after he has lost his childish, shepherd-boy roughness. In full aristocratic pose on horseback he looks back composedly at Saul, who is squatting in a cave, his robe pulled up to reveal his bare backside - complete with stylised scrolls of pubic hair - while he defecates. David has ordered his men, who unseen by Saul crowd into the cave, to spare Saul, but cuts off a piece of his cloak as a trophy. 1 Samuel 24:6 explains that David spares Saul to make the point that he will not stoop so low as to kill the Lord's anointed. Once again, the eyes tell the story: David and his men are calm and impassive and Saul has the far-off meditative look of someone engrossed in bodily relief, but their horses snigger.
Deirdre Jackson, in her introductory chapter, notes that there are very few analogues for Saul's posture in medieval art, but she could have mentioned the wintry February scene in the Chateau de Chantilly's Les Tres Riches Heures du duc de Berry, which shows a peasant family warming themselves in front of the fire without their underwear, which is hanging up to dry. Not only do the Limbourg brothers break the fourth wall in their portrayal of a domestic interior, but they appear to relish providing what a magnificent Chantilly catalogue calls the 'detail realiste et facetieux' of the couple's 'impudique' display of their genitals. Rather than using this image to affirm the common modern perception of the medieval as earthy and vulgar, we might note that it displays a precisely expressed tension between the exquisite and the bodily.
[image: ]The Eadwine Psalter (c.1155-60).




Jackson writes that 'the singing of psalms, preserved in Gregorian chants, is the soundtrack of medieval Europe.' Wieck's chapter in the catalogue gives a concise account of the role the psalms play at each stage of the Mass, and of the character and function of the separate books - breviary, antiphonary, missal and gradual - that contained the music and texts for those who performed the Divine Office. The contents of all of them were tailored to the particular owner or institution. A breviary would include most of the following: a calendar, psalter, temporale (order of major feast days), sanctorale (order of feasts for saints), commune sanctorum (list of saints without special feasts) and other materials for daily devotions, a Book of Hours, the Hours of the Virgin and the Office of the Dead. It was a portable set of tools for performing the whole set of daily worship rituals throughout the Church year. It sounds dry, but - once more - the illustrations to these breviaries were magnificent. Pope Leo X (whose grants of indulgences infuriated Martin Luther) ordered thirty portraits of himself to be scattered through his own sumptuous volume of the instructions for preparing to hold Mass, Praeparatio ad missam.
Groups of psalms were sung in the eight daily services, with the entire psalter being sung every week. The dominance of music in the practice of medieval Christianity can hardly be comprehended now. The image of David as a musician was taken in the medieval church as a command. The sheer amount of music that was composed for all of the many services was immense, and new music was regularly and lavishly introduced for major feast days, especially Christmas and Easter. Monks, nuns and clergy had a stream of music to learn and sing, in proliferating genres: hymns, sequences, antiphons, responsories and sung prayers based on devotional texts. Ecclesial life was so rich with sound in part because singing was intrinsic to learning to read: young children in monasteries, nunneries and cathedral schools were taught literacy through memorising the psalms, trained to utter complex thoughts and feelings through song.
The initial 'C' illustrated in the Windmill Psalter marks the beginning of Psalm 97, 'Cantate domino canticum novum' ('O sing unto the Lord a new song'), from which this book takes its title. The line also occurs in five other psalms and in Isaiah 42. Filling the initial with singing monks was a fitting emblem for the magnificent task of humbly praising God, in the smallest local church as well as in the mighty institutions of the Christian West.
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Let me count the geese
Michael Hofmann

1918 wordsI'm  guessing that The Effingers is a roman fleuve - one of those plotty, fast-moving books, not overburdened with inwardness, that might have set Virginia Woolf's teeth on edge. I say I guess because I don't think I've read one before. I haven't read Alex Haley, whose Roots is advertised on the back of my old German edition of The Effingers; or Lion Feuchtwanger's The Waiting Room, a trilogy of the 1930s about a Jewish manufacturing family called the Oppermanns; not Anthony Trollope, or Anthony Powell, or John Galsworthy, whose writing desk was purchased by Gabriele Tergit for the karmic storage of her manuscripts. These are books that have a strong narrative beat and keep you turning the pages by virtue of speed, coverage and pressure of events. The Effingers - which had the working title 'The Eternal Stream' - is just such a novel. Over 800 pages and 150 chapters, it covers seven decades (1878-1948) in the lives of about thirty characters across four generations of the Oppner, Goldschmidt and Effinger families, charting the vicissitudes of their banking and manufacturing empires. It contains oodles of Grand Guignol, jiltings, fortunes, seductions, desertions, divorces, house moves, purchases, bankruptcies, children, wars, inflation. Meals. Asparagus. Rhenish. Goose. Let me count the geese. 'Certainly, Madam, we're Berliners, after all. A good roast goose is God's great gift.'
 Gabriele Tergit was born Elise Hirschmann in 1894 into a family of successful German Jewish industrialists. After completing a university education (rare at the time for a woman of her class - men don't go for educated women, someone remarks in The Effingers), she became a journalist and a court reporter for the Berliner Tageblatt. In 1931 her satirical novel Kasebier Takes Berlin was published by Rowohlt to much acclaim. It is a marvellous example of Weimar prose, the intelligence of its commentary on unequal distribution almost masked by its seeming insouciance and all-round carbonation:
 Ladies in fresh pale suits sat in front of cafes, wearing little hats on their little heads, drinking iced coffee and iced chocolate with straws. They were superbly manicured and massaged and creamed and rouged and whitened. Lambeck took in the air scented with freedom, brashness and benzene. One-legged men sat on the stone terrace of a large hotel. 

The fabulous English translation of Kasebier Takes Berlin, like that of The Effingers, is by Sophie Duvernoy: the former shows off her liveliness, the latter her flexibility and stamina.
 After the success of Tergit's first novel, her publisher wanted another. A good part of the reading and book-buying public was Jewish, Ernst Rowohlt cynically observed, and a long Jewish family history seemed a promising project. A sort of Jewish Buddenbrooks, though The Effingers doesn't have the purpose, the control or the independence of Thomas Mann's novel; rather, it sits, like a sort of flywheel or epiphenomenon, on history. Its argument is that of history: the way that over the course of the empire, the First World War and the Weimar Republic, socialism in Germany makes way for National Socialism, with disastrous effects for the commercial and cultural elite of German Jews. 'Perhaps this is part of the tragedy of the German people,' one character observes. 'The poor can't help but turn to a nationalism that is not only empty but hostile to their own interests.' In the end The Effingers didn't appear for twenty years. By the time it was poorly published in 1951 (not by Rowohlt), most of its intended readers had either been murdered or were scattered over five continents, and those who remained were hardly disposed to read a nuanced celebration-turned-commemoration of the cultural convergence of Jews and Germans.
 Tergit had left Berlin in March 1933. She fled to Czechoslovakia and from there to Palestine, where she spent a couple of unhappy years, before emigrating to the UK. In 1938 she settled in London with her husband and son; she wrote books about flowers and gardening and served as secretary of the German-speaking branch of PEN. Her work was rediscovered once before, when she appeared at the literary festival Berliner Festwochen in 1977. Kasebier Takes Berlin and The Effingers were both republished in German, and she completed a lively, chatty memoir, Etwas Seltenes Uberhaupt ('Something Altogether Rare'), which came out just after her death in 1983. Another long novel, So war's eben ('Just the Way It Was'), remained unpublished until 2021. The current boom in Tergit's reputation is her third go-around and owes much to Nicole Henneberg's biography, which was published in 2024, and to Duvernoy's translations.
The Effingers is a remarkable way of rendering history. That said, stasis, being, duree, existence, longueurs don't make much of an appearance. Tergit's chosen mode wasn't right for that, or perhaps her artistry was insufficient. But one's sense of the trends, vectors, angles and slopes - the boom and the bust, the squeeze into or out of a crisis - is acutely conveyed. It feels like tracing time on a graph with one's forefinger: cultural time, social, anthropological time. While I quickly lost my belief in the characters (much less my ability to tell them apart), the novel did feel like an ideal way of being told things. What better way of understanding history - especially social or cultural history - than reading a documentary novel like this?
 Forget story, forget characters (both overrated in any case): it's the way that after an elaborate, formal, exquisite, French-style meal, the men would go down into the cellar and drink draught beer. It's that couples didn't touch or kiss in public, unless they were at a railway station. It's that wealthy businessmen - again, always men - would get together regularly to reread Homer in the original, or sometimes Horace. It's that trade and industry were both socially unacceptable, even in the early 20th century. It's that the light in Berlin was, by common agreement among painters who took off for Italy or the Midi, unsuitable or inadequate. It's the memory of a Berlin before the Ku'damm. It's the sudden appearance, just before the First World War, of 'aluminium cookware'. It's the presentation of a family based mainly in Berlin and in a small country town in Franconia, but with other members established in London, Paris, Warsaw and the US. It's the Selbstverstandlichkeit - the quiet self-assurance - whereby references to specifically Jewish things barely occurred in assimilated German Jewish families. (I don't recall seeing the word 'kosher' in the book.) It's the appearance, in a chapter called 'A New Generation', of a radical style in female fashion: 'Suddenly, two women burst through a door. One was wearing a very short skirt, knee-high boots and a shabby fur coat. Her hair had been cut into bangs, and the strands hung down to her eyebrows.' It's the phenomenon, after Versailles, of borders, followed a few years later by the exhilaration of crossing them, as newly prosperous Europeans rediscovered foreign travel. This sense, not so much of the great liquid body of life as of the wavelets and ripples criss-crossing it, is marvellous.
 Early in the novel there is a description of the workshop of a provincial Jewish watchmaker, one of the patriarchs of the book, Mathias Effinger: 'The room ticked in a great cacophony, like a regiment of woodpeckers.' Such spindles and cogs and wheels and gears are kept turning throughout the book. A couple of refrains are deployed, one of them faux-naif: 'What a beautiful spring day, that Saturday in March 1887! How sweet the air was at ten o'clock in the morning!' And then at eleven, and one, and three, and five, and on other days and other years. And then there is the attention to capitalist cycles of boom and bust. One variant goes: 'In America, the harvest was underway. As usual, Black people picked cotton, kerchiefs on their heads. As usual, the farmers in Canada harvested wheat. The cotton was gathered into great bundles and sent off on ships; the wheat was gathered in large silos and sent off on ships. The harvest was meagre. Prices rose.' Unless it was the Great Depression, in which case:
 In America, the harvest was underway. As usual, the farmers in Canada harvested wheat. As usual, Black people picked cotton, kerchiefs on their heads. The harvest was huge, the earth bountiful. But no one could buy the wheat. Machines, not people, now worked in the cities, and the people had no work, and since people were only paid for work, they weren't paid at all. Without money, no one could buy wheat, bread or clothes. 

 Erratic public events form a structure: the slump of the 1870s, the death from cancer of Frederick III after a reign of just 99 days, the dismissal of Bismarck, and so on. Tergit isn't stingy with dates, so the reader generally knows where they are. Cultural markers are used, often bundled for effect: 'Since she had seen Waldemar's newly acquired paintings, the Monet, the Pissarro and the Renoir, it had become clear to her that this was where her talents lay.' 'Marianne and he were in complete agreement that capitalism was untenable, that one had to work to change things, and that the novels of Jakob Wassermann, Bernhard Kellermann and Thomas Mann were a revelation, as were Max Reinhardt's stage productions.' 'Who can go on living since Freud?' someone remarks. 'Our attitudes towards love are changing,' Theodor says. 'Ibsen has finally liberated women.'
 Omniscience is Tergit's friend, and she handles it effectively, if not always with great subtlety. Characters' private thoughts are rendered in italics; whispers are no hindrance to comprehension; newspaper articles and lectures are excerpted and tossed in; people exchange letters that are as straightforwardly declarative and as essentialist as arias. As I say, the book handles change better than stasis, but its real strength lies in the materialism of its description of meals, of interiors, of costumes. An engagement party from the 1880s is little more than a catalogue - or several catalogues - but it comes alive in its plurals and its precision, its fairground garishness, its late Victorian stodge. What's remarkable is the way Tergit seems to skip along nimbly and unencumberedly through so much junk:
 Bankers and councillors of all stripes came; Wendlein, painter and professor at the academy, came; Great-Aunt Goldschmidt, old and extremely elegant, rumoured to have known Rahel Varnhagen, arrived in a palanquin, clutching a cane with a silver handle. Steffen and red-faced Meyer from the factory came, and so did Hartert. They had sent old German plates made of tin, tapestries depicting the Trumpeter of Sackingen, bronze statues made not of bronze but of cast zinc, youths with geese and delicate female busts called 'reveries', Turkish smoking tables, colourful glasswork for the windows, an enormous quantity of Meissen porcelain - cherubs with anvils, cherubs making shoes, hammering cherubs - red majolica urns with zinc rims, green glass punchbowls and boxes of silverware. 

 Duvernoy's translation keeps up the pressure all the way through, adapting effortlessly to new vocabularies and continually changing taste and circumstance. She has wisely chosen not to date it or place it in any special way, though expressions such as 'Enjoy!' or words like 'scam', 'flub' and 'fart' (as in 'old fart') are surely out of place. One sentence - 'Geez, Wanda, that's a bummer' - can only have been the result of a dare.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.lrb.co.uk/the-paper/v48/n10/michael-hofmann/let-me-count-the-geese



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Againstness
Lili Owen Rowlands

6211 wordsIn 1971 Agnes Varda directed an advertisement for Tupperware called 'Who's that woman?' The woman in question has a pixie cut and wears a safari suit; she skips along the pavement, shepherds her children into a Renault and slings an enormous naval bag over her shoulder. There are classic Varda flourishes - sumptuous colour, exuberant cuts synced to the music - and the whole sequence is sung as a jazzy little operetta: 'Who's that woman who leaves the dull housework behind? ... Who works when she wants and never neglects her little dumplings?' She turns out to be a Tupperware sales rep hosting a party for local housewives (the naval bag was full of samples). The advert is about what a woman gains from having a job and her own money. But there's also a subtext, an eyebrow arched at the liberated housewife faced with new antagonisms: work versus kids versus husband versus other women. Beneath the whimsy and the wit, Varda's films were motivated by contradiction and critique. She said she was always looking for 'the cliche and what's inside the cliche'.
By the time she died in 2019, at the age of ninety, Varda had herself become a cliche, though this was something she cultivated. For years she wore an idiosyncratic costume: purple or polka dots, her white hair shorn into a burgundy dip-dyed bowl cut, 'like an ice cream of chocolate and vanilla'. In interviews, she was asked again and again what it felt like to be known as 'the grandmother of the New Wave' - a role she accepted with amused resignation. In photographs, she was puckish and genial: Varda posing with her cat, Varda dressed as a potato, Varda doing jazz hands on the red carpet. In A Complicated Passion, Carrie Rickey coins the term 'Vardolatry' to describe the almost worshipful regard for her talent. Though recognition arrived belatedly, Varda was that rare thing: an unforgotten feminist filmmaker.
There have been several recent exhibitions and art books about Varda's work as well as a complete retrospective at New York's Film Forum. Rickey's biography, the first to appear in English is a starry-eyed account of Varda's extremely long career as a photographer, filmmaker and installation artist. She brings together sales figures, archival interviews, scholarship and anecdotes, but anything dark or disturbing is glossed over. We learn that Varda's father, a habitual gambler, left his five children to make paper flowers on the beach while he played roulette - an activity that, Rickey suggests, may have sparked Varda's preference for 'the artisanal over the mass-produced'. Varda was an obsessive self-archivist (with a particular love of postcards), yet Rickey does not seem to have had access to any personal correspondence, diaries or scrapbooks. She draws much of her material from Varda's memoir, Varda par Agnes (1994), which was later adapted into a film-essay. The memoir comprises printed matter and press clippings, family photographs and a brief autobiographical A to Z. The Varda who emerges is obstinate and evasive.
It may be that Varda's real self was never on offer. She didn't like to look back and claimed that her childhood was not an inspiration, that she never reread love letters and that writing autobiography was like trying to play a table top on which piano keys had been drawn. The closest we have to anything confessional is in her films, of which she made more than forty over 64 years.
Varda launched her revolt against femininity early. When she was ten, her mother took her to see Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs at the Metropole cinema in Brussels. Varda hated it: 'Why does she take care of these little ones all the time?' When the family fled Belgium for Sete in the South of France following the Nazi invasion, she learned to sail and started smoking. Her French mother was fretful and nervous; her father (who was Greek but pretended not to be) was conservative and 'tyrannical'. Chafing at the girlishness of her name, Arlette, at eighteen, she changed it to Agnes.
In her studies, Varda couldn't settle on a subject and was driven to master everything she tried: painting, art history, photography, philosophy, literature. She described never feeling 'intellectual enough for the intellectuals', but there was also a burning sense of ambition and the need for self-reliance. At some point she stopped seeing most of her family (and remained estranged from her siblings for much of her life). She read voraciously: Baudelaire, Joyce, the Surrealists, Virginia Woolf, all of Colette.
Valentine 'Linou' Schlegel introduced Varda to another way of life. The two met as girls in Sete, and later became lovers, though their relationship has been obscured by the usual euphemisms - an 'almost-sister', a 'close friend'. Schlegel was a trained sculptor who wore a military jacket and drank pastis with mint syrup. It was Schlegel who taught Varda to really look at the material world, 'from a piece of fruit cut open to the abstract paintings of Nicolas de Stael'. They lived and worked together for several years in Varda's mews house on the rue Daguerre in Montparnasse, which was divided into two studios. In one, Schlegel made bulbous ceramic vases that looked like a woman's slightly parted legs. In the other, Varda built a photography studio and lab. In her self-portraits from this time, she looks severe and androgynous, dressed in men's tweed jackets, plaid shirts and black leather loafers.
Varda's first jobs involved photographing trains for a railway company and taking pictures of children with Father Christmas at Galeries Lafayette. She was a talented portraitist and soon started shooting actors and artists for magazines: Alexander Calder on a child's scooter; Delphine Seyrig leaning against two posters of herself; Salvador Dali mid-fall in a leopard-print coat. Even then the formalism and parasitism of her approach was obvious; other people were objects with which she could produce works of drama and feeling.
What prompted Varda to make a film at 25 is something of a mystery. She was not a cinephile and claimed to have seen somewhere between five and twenty films when she made La Pointe Courte. Not knowing the terms of cinematic framing, she invented her own: close-ups were 'face shots' and shots of a character facing the camera, sphinx-like, were 'Egyptian shots'. Photography was all a bit 'sois belle et tais-toi', and she 'wanted words', so when her father dropped dead in a Belgian casino in 1952, she funnelled her inheritance into the project. It was shot on the Etang du Thau, a lagoon in the fishing area of Sete that she had photographed many times. There was no money for synchronous sound-recording equipment or a cast of professional actors. The script drew on anecdotes told by the fishermen and their families, lifted from their own vernacular. This was where she found a brilliant line about reaching middle age: 'We've already shitted out half our crap.'
The film's structure was based on a William Faulkner novel she had read incorrectly. The Wild Palms interweaves two separate narratives, so Varda followed the even-numbered chapters, then went back and read the odd ones, before realising that the point was to invite allusion and association between them. La Pointe Courte overlaps images of the place - its privations and regional politics - with a story about a young Parisian couple in the throes of a crisis. One of the ongoing disputes in the film is that the woman says she loves to look, while the man claims there is nothing around them worth looking at. Varda was drawn to the geometry of fishing culture: the circles (water butts, wicker baskets) and the lines (stacked timber, netting, railway tracks). She shot the couple in deeply stylised profile poses inspired by Italian Renaissance paintings. Varda knew the result was 'jerky' and 'difficult to watch'. It is now common to point out that the film's realism and immediacy pre-empted the Nouvelle Vague, but without quite knowing it, Varda had also instinctively arrived at what Andre Bazin described as cinema's aesthetics of 'impurity' - film as the bastard child of literature, painting, theatre, photography.
Varda coaxed Alain Resnais into editing the rushes, and she founded her own co-operative production company, CineTamaris, to release the film. While Varda was still living with Schlegel, she and Resnais became lovers (though neither ever spoke about it publicly). He introduced her to Chinese food and the Cinematheque Francaise; she lent him a Rolleiflex camera. It was at Resnais's apartment, through a fog of cigarette smoke, that Varda first met the Cahiers du cinema boys: Claude Chabrol, Jean-Claude Brialy, Francois Truffaut, Jean-Luc Godard and Eric Rohmer. They spoke in a dense web of cinematic references that made Varda feel like 'an anomaly'.
Without proper distribution, La Pointe Courte could only be screened privately but there were a handful of favourable reviews and a profile of Varda in the French Communist Party journal, Lettres francaises ('She looks like a little blackened chimney sweep - shy yet aggressive'). Marguerite Duras, Nathalie Sarraute and Chris Marker went to screenings. Truffaut claimed not to have understood it. Later, when he asked her to write for Cahiers, she politely refused: a minute writing for him would be a minute not making films. She and Resnais were among those who joined the Groupe des Trente in 1953, a collective whose aim was to promote short films (of under thirty minutes) as a distinct art form worthy of state funding from the Centre national du cinema. In the group's manifesto they argued that just as the novel needed poetry, cinema needed shorts as a kind of 'greenhouse' or 'life blood'.
Varda was pregnant when she set to work on L'Opera-Mouffe in 1958. (The father was Antoine Bourseiller, an actor with whom she had fallen suddenly and completely in love.) The short followed a series of commercial commissions that had earned her a bit of a reputation, but which made her feel stifled. Every day over the winter, she carried a 16 mm camera to the rue Mouffetard, known for its poverty and pungent smell. From a folding chair, she trained her camera on the people below, their bodies and faces in various states of anguish and defeat. She had no truck with cinema verite, speaking instead of 'cine souvenir', 'the fact of having filmed living people in a living frame'.
Varda made the edit herself, combining peopled scenes with dreamlike Duchampian sequences of pregnant bodies and young lovers in rapture. Some of the film's more desolate images suggest that the pregnancy disturbed Varda: an enormous expectant belly cuts to a large pumpkin split down the middle with a knife; a pigeon is trapped in a glass orb; a pregnant woman gorges on the petals of a flower. By the time her daughter, Rosalie, was born, she had left Bourseiller and decided to raise the child alone.
Cleo de 5 a 7 (1962) was not the feature Varda wanted to make next, though it became her masterpiece. She dreamed of shooting a colour feature in Venice with Monica Vitti, but her producer Georges de Beauregard (still high off the success of Godard's shoestring A bout de souffle) wouldn't give her more than 32 million francs. Rather than surrender, Varda made whiteness a leitmotif, 'a sign of [Cleo's] dissolution into nothingness, a pale death, a white death, like in a hospital'. Cleo (Corinne Marchand) is a radiant pop star with a swirl of peroxide hair, who wanders Paris in near real-time while she waits for the results of a test for stomach cancer. In the Parc Montsouris she meets a soldier on leave from the war in Algeria and history suddenly seeps in. Varda filmed the scenes there at sunrise so the grass would blaze like snow.
Once, when asked whether she identified with Cleo, Varda replied: 'I am neither tall, nor blonde, nor cancerous.' But the severity of the themes suggests an intimacy with Cleo's anxious interiority. In an interview in 1975, Varda fed the feminist film scholars their argument: the whole film centres on the moment Cleo switches from being 'the looked-at subject' to become 'the looking subject'. Cleo sees Paris as the teenage Varda did, its 'menace' and threat. A street performer piercing his arm with a dagger. A bullet shattering a brasserie window. A thicket of strangers staring at her.
Shortly after finishing filming, Varda went to Cuba. She had been invited by the Cuban Institute of Cinematographic Art and Industry, which was established after the revolution. Sartre, Beauvoir and Marker had already visited - Marker's !Cuba Si! (1961) had already been banned in France as a dangerous 'apologia'. Varda met Fidel Castro in a little restaurant by the sea, where she asked him to sit in front of a rock that made it look like he had the wings of an angel. She was assisted by Sara Gomez, a trained ethnographer destined to become the first Cuban woman director. Working from a banc-titre - an animation stand with a mounted camera that held the lens perfectly still - Varda took more than four thousand photographs.
She spliced fifteen hundred of them together into Salut les Cubains (1963), timing the transitions to music so that the images danced. Varda then set the whole thing against her own voiceover - her first attempt - which is intimate and conversational. Drawn to the revolution of everyday life, she was transfixed by chicken co-operatives, female security guards, a black girl carrying a white doll and the armies of volunteer teachers (alfabetizadores) dispatched to teach rural communities to read. (Less comfortable is the sequence about Cuban women's 'melodic' bodies, which are compared to the letter 'S'.)
There is little of the ideologue in Varda despite her choice of subject matter. Elsa la rose (1965) is an experimental filmic portrait of her close friends Louis Aragon and his wife, the novelist Elsa Triolet. Varda has Michel Piccoli recite Aragon's indulgent love poems to Triolet over a re-enactment of their first meeting at the Cafe Coupole in 1928. The scene keeps repeating, jump-cut and looped as the poetry reading accelerates to the point of absurdity. Varda interviews Triolet who quietly dismantles the romantic carapace Aragon has built around her: 'Aragon always says he's the shadow at your feet.' 'He's wrong.' Embedded in Varda's strike against the silent feminine muse is another suggestion: that we can never really know what keeps a couple together.
Varda was superstitious. She believed in numerology, tarot and fortune-telling. She met Jacques Demy at the Festival de Tours in late 1958, where he was presenting his short Le Bel Indifferent (1957). Their fathers shared the same birthday, as did their mothers - surely a sign. Demy had grown up in Nantes, the son of a garage mechanic and a hairdresser, and had educated himself out of this background via film school.
Varda once described her relationship with Demy as 'loving and arguing'. They were ambivalent about marriage, but went through with it anyway in 1962 in a tiny ceremony with Marker as witness. Varda kept her surname. Clearly there were imbalances, jealousies, resentments. How could there not be? Their careers sometimes moved in opposite rhythms; when one soared, the other would flail. Varda wrote constantly, at all hours, jumping between projects and barging out of meetings with funders. 'Brusque' was the word she used to describe herself; others said she was 'authoritarian'. Demy couldn't always bear her sharpness. During post-production for his musical Les Parapluies de Cherbourg (1964), he asked Varda for her opinion on the mixing. She felt the soundtrack was unbalanced, more like a concert than a film. For Demy this was confirmation that she had never liked his work: 'C'est un cas de divorce.' A few days later, he remixed the whole thing.
The drama of marriage courses through Varda's work. Le Bonheur (1965) is a lustrous, disturbing film about a young couple with two children and a comfortable house. They picnic in fields of flaxen grass and have sex on crisp white sheets. Then the husband takes a mistress and tells his loving wife that he feels even happier, like finding a tree outside an orchard: 'More apples! More flowers!' She goes along with it, since her whole life is about pleasing him. But when she then drowns in a lake, it's unclear whether it's an accident or suicide. By the film's end, it is autumn, the sunflowers are going to seed and the mistress has replaced the wife.
Critics were puzzled by the film's sexual politics, but conceded that Varda had made something beautiful. A large CNC advance meant that she could finally shoot in colour. The film has the blurred softness of an Impressionist painting and the garish palette of a fruit salad. (She found it amusing that her cinematographer was called Claude Beausoleil.) But Le Bonheur's beauty was also a kind of cover: there is a mania and sickliness to the scenes of domestic life, which she set to Mozart's Clarinet Quintet K.581. She shot the wife and the mistress in the same light, tracking their similar gestures in two long takes of five or six minutes each; the point was to make them interchangeable.
In 1966 Varda and Demy moved to California, where they drove around in matching white convertibles. As emissaries of French auteurism, they assumed a certain star status, surrounded by a loose circle of expat filmmakers, actors and hangers-on: Bernardo Bertolucci, Ingrid Bergman, Simone Signoret, Jack Lemmon, Jim Morrison, Sharon Tate, Harrison Ford and Gregory Peck ('boring as rain'). Demy had long wanted to make a Hollywood movie and Columbia Pictures fronted the money for Model Shop (1969), a desolate portrait of a directionless Angelino facing the Vietnam draft. It had a New Wave slackness superimposed onto the lonely sprawl of LA and was a commercial disaster. Demy called it his 'model flop'.
Varda loved the kitsch and falsity of Hollywood: the crudite parties, the kidney-shaped swimming pools, 'the palm trees, the heat ... the wallpaper that looked like bricks'. In Sausalito, north of San Francisco, she discovered a long-lost cousin, Jean Varda, known as 'Yanco'. He lived in a houseboat, which he moored among a floating enclave of hippies. He was the father she 'had always dreamed of', drawn, like her, to bricolage and bohemia. Within three days she had finished a short film, Uncle Yanco (1967). The colours are incandescent, drunk on California light, but beneath the portrait is something less joyful, the shadow of paternal abandonment.
Nausicaa (1970) is Varda's remembrance of her father. It's an unfinished and unreleased account of the Greek military coup in 1967. Within a fictional narrative about an art history student called Agnes, Varda gathered testimonies of exiled Greek immigrants who speak about their lives in France and their longing for home. In the voiceover, there's a suggestion of Varda's feelings about her own rootlessness: 'I tried to be Greek by being tragic and young by being shocking. I didn't know how to become a woman.'
Though Varda missed May 1968, she was drawn towards another eruption. Black Panthers (1968) is a short documentary shot at an Oakland rally for Huey P. Newton, who had just been imprisoned on a manslaughter charge for killing a policeman. She gives the Panthers the frame, running their speeches uninterrupted: 'The United States has declared war on black people. She did that when she took the first black man from Africa.' The camera pans and dollies in pursuit of significant details that could 'light the scene': a pin on a lapel, an infant asleep against a shoulder, a blue Panther flag in the wind. For Varda, the 'talent of the documentarist' was 'to be forgotten' - a noble ambition, but one she regularly ignored. In Black Panthers, her voiceover betrays a cool, steely contempt for the police, the 'embodiment of the aggressor, the coloniser and the racist, commonly called "pigs"'.
In television appearances, Varda was at her most mordant and confrontational. In one, from 1966, she cut in to correct the interviewer when he gets her filmography wrong; when he suggests she has an aggressive character, she attributes it to her wide eyebrows. While promoting her next feature, Lions' Love, a languid, sunlit bit of metafiction about Hollywood in the late 1960s, she appeared on the show Camera Three alongside Susan Sontag, who was there to discuss her new film, Duet for Cannibals (1969). The presenter strains to impose a line of questioning that both women deflect with frowns and smirks. No, Varda's characters are not 'grotesque'; many people live complex romantic lives. No, Sontag's film is not 'strange' or about politicians, but about vice and desire. With each other they are warm and admiring: Varda calls Sontag 'Suzanne'; Sontag helps Varda with her English pronunciation. About the present - the student movement, the assassinations, Vietnam - Varda is blunt: 'There's a smell of disaster.' Sontag agrees.
On returning to France in 1969, both Varda and Demy struggled to find funding. (This was the time of the Tupperware ad.) Varda was writing constantly but was no longer the 'darling of state-funded films'. In America, she'd read Kate Millett, Shulamith Firestone, Germaine Greer. A more ardent feminism crossed into many of her unrealised projects from this time. She wrote a screenplay for a television short, 'La Celebration de l'oeuf' (1971), about the reality and mythology of eggs, that was judged 'too provocative' for the public. Then there was a shelved anthology film, Plaisir d'amour (1975), for which she sketched a segment about the sexual fantasies of women told through the story of a couple whose foreplay is interrupted by one of their children.
Varda wouldn't have called herself 'committed'. She 'went to demonstrations when they needed bodies' and she 'shouted at Bobigny' in support of four women on trial for arranging an illegal abortion. For a period, she allowed her studio to be used for backstreet abortions but found the whole thing too distressing and logistically complex. In 1976, she made L'Une chante, l'autre pas, a feminist folk musical about two women who join the movement to legalise abortion. Varda wrote the screenplay while pregnant with her second child, Mathieu, and the film is at its most unguarded on the topic of maternity: 'Birth is so violent and savage. It feels like the baby's you.' The songs, however, were less successful, their arguments too visible:
Friedrich Engels l'avait dit
Dans la famille aujourd'hui
L'homme est le bourgeois
Et la femme (est) le proletariat.

The critical reception was mixed. Some feminists felt the film was cloying and simplistic. Varda admitted it was not a 'milestone' in her career but she also felt bruised: 'Why come to me and say, "What about women's unemployment? What about lesbians? What about women not looking good? What about old age?" A film is not a basket to put everything into.' She said her biggest struggle, when directing, was not her sex but that she was 'thirty centimetres shorter than anyone else'. She didn't like women's film festivals because 'women can be as wrong as men about women, and some men can be better.' And, much later, she said she didn't like #BalanceTonPorc, France's version of #MeToo, because she hated 'balance'.
Varda nevertheless found that maternity affected her work. She called Daguerreotypes (1975) her 'stay-at-home-mom film'. The constraints of taking care of Mathieu were so claustrophobic that she invented a new one: she would film the shopkeepers and residents of rue Daguerre, but only those within an eighty-metre reach of her own house (the length of the camera's power cable). The result is a social portrait of 'a certain way of life in a certain year in a certain cluster of houses'. There's the clockmaker who dreams of clocks that are difficult to mend. The butcher who pares fat with the deftness of a painter at a canvas. And the owners of Le Chardon Bleu: a perfumer called Leance, and his wife, Marcelle, who once handled the hosiery but now has dementia. Varda is particularly interested in Marcelle, who potters quietly about the shop. Every evening at sundown, she is compelled to go out onto the street, but she never gets beyond the front step. 'Some inner force induces her to go out,' Leance says. 'Not to go out, but to want to go out.'
After Cleo, Varda gave up photography, but it still seeped into her films. This was an ancient urge, she said, 'to plant a fixed image inside a moving one'. In Daguerreotypes, the stillness of the photograph becomes a way of thinking about immobility and stasis, a whole population for whom political change could feel like a threat. Varda shot the shopkeepers as a photographer might, positioning each within their shop, composing the frames like formal 19th-century portraits. When the film was nominated for an Oscar, Marcelle became a kind of star 'like Marilyn'. And yet Varda felt the film had failed, fallen victim to the 'invisible stubbornness' of her subjects. She held a special screening for her neighbours but was annoyed they didn't want to discuss what they had seen: 'Not one of them had any desire to learn anything whatsoever about themselves.'
During the fallow period of the 1970s, Varda revived Cine-Tamaris, the production company she had created for La Pointe Courte. She was, by her own account, an impatient person and producing her own films was a way to set projects in motion at speed. She borrowed money and made do, sometimes squeezing out a second film from the budget of the first. She would start writing a script by assigning it a start date - a way of conjuring a film into being by sheer force of will. She worked with tiny crews and became an expert at lighting and editing. 'She could do everyone's role on set,' one of her assistants said. Collaborators weren't always paid well and when Varda worked in the US, she would warn technicians that they were making 'a French film, so the prices [would] be French as well'. Once, when filming on a balcony in Hollywood, a cameraman told her: 'Watching you shooting so simply with just two lights like that, I thought it was a porn film!'
When Demy left Varda after 21 years, she allowed herself a rare moment of despair. They had both returned to Los Angeles in 1979 to work on features that would end up spiked. Demy took male lovers. According to Rickey, they included Gerald Ayres, the Columbia producer, and David Bombyk, a young Warner Brothers story editor. Varda appears to have quietly accommodated this; in her photobiography, Laure Adler writes that Varda granted Demy 'his own bedroom' at rue Daguerre. In America, though, Demy insisted on a more formal separation and moved into his own place on Venice Beach with Bombyk.
Documenteur (1981) is about a newly single French mother and her insomniac young son as they drift through Venice Beach looking for a place to live. The title, a play on 'documentary' and 'menteur', described another graft of the 'real' onto a fictional narrative, though it also contains the taint of betrayal. Varda couldn't imagine using actors and so she had her editor, Sabine Mamou, play Emilie, the mother, while eight-year-old Mathieu played the son, Martin. Varda kept deferring the shoot and became fixated on filming in an apartment she once rented which was not available. Then she lost the only copy of the script. She was propelled, it seems, by two opposite forces: the need to say what happened exactly as she lived it and the need to never speak of it again. The film has all the flatness of depression. She kept the shooting to overcast days to create a 'blue, grey, mauve' light. Documenteur was to be the 'shadow' of Mur Murs (1981), a bright and sparky documentary about the murals of LA that was made at the same time. It opens with a five-minute incantation in which Varda free-associates on the ineffability of her suffering through the voice of Delphine Seyrig ('Desire, death, disgust, or pain, pang, panic'). It is perhaps the closest we ever come to hearing Varda's private dissatisfaction.
Documenteur is full of ominous symbols and signs: a fish with a hook in its gullet, homeless people scavenging in rubbish bins, a man shoving a woman out of her apartment. Yet Emilie keeps up the work of maternal duty, finds somewhere for them to live and helps Martin conjugate French verbs. 'Make breakfast. Make coffee. Make and unmake... Make both ends meet. Make love.' Emilie misses the body of her ex-husband and he appears suddenly like a mirage, prone and naked. The camera tracks slowly in towards his penis - a voluptuous, erotic gesture for Varda, who felt that zooms were an 'atrocity'. One of the problems of cinema, she argued, was conveying unrequited desire, which could only be represented through 'an emptiness which has a form, like Henry Moore's sculptures'. Later, it is Emilie who is alone and naked on a bed, bisecting her own reflection at the meeting point of two mirror panels. The film scholar Emma Wilson has described this as a 'self-absenting' gesture, the creation of 'a blind spot'.
When Varda returned to France, she had a slump. She was in debt, exhausted, 'out of gas', embittered and tired of sorting out the logistical aspects of production herself. Despite the success of Mur Murs at Cannes, Varda felt like Cleo: admired and celebrated, but abandoned. 'Everyone loves me, but no one wants me!' She dreamed of having a producer like Marcel Berbert who did everything for Truffaut, someone to always be with - a presence.
She distilled all the rage and refusal into Sans toit ni loi (1985), which begins with the discovery of a corpse in a ditch and ends with a fall into the void. The body belongs to Mona (Sandrine Bonnaire), a young wayward woman drifting through the winter countryside of the Gard. Varda devised the film in negativo: it would not be sentimental, overly scripted or rehearsed, it would not be a road movie and it would not offer explanations or motivations for Mona's destitution. She structured the narrative around twelve tracking shots in which Mona walks and walks and walks, ploughing a line between herself and others. Her brief encounters with squatters, Maghrebin migrant workers and the rural poor are a way for Varda to thread in some sociologism, but Mona quickly detaches from them. 'No plans, no goals, no wishes, no wants' - only againstness.
Mona was partly based on a real person, a young Kabyle woman called Setina Arhab, whom Varda picked up while hitchhiking in the South. She was transfixed by Arhab's enormous backpack, her 'stench', her eyes, her mass of curly hair. Varda found Arhab 'alluring' and invited her to work on the production, doing odd jobs for the crew but the work didn't suit her. A point of pride for Varda was that she had never shot in a studio or made a film about rich people, but she worried, intermittently, about the ethics of working so closely with real life - whether the documentary method was comparable to hunting, or 'a form of rape'. At other times she was defensive, retreating into the alibi that everything she made was a fiction. From the other side, things sometimes felt different: Bourseiller described being photographed by Varda as 'ego-theft', each click 'like the bark of a nasty dog', and Varda's children insisted they were given no choice but to act in her films. When she made Kung-Fu Master (1988), an overlooked Oedipal drama starring Jane Birkin, Varda had the teenage Mathieu play Birkin's 14-year-old lover. Mathieu said he had 'mixed feelings' about the role.
The first film Demy dedicated 'to Agnes V.' would also be his last: Trois Places pour le 26 (1988). He had lived for a period with Bombyk on the rue Daguerre in an all-white apartment with marble everywhere. But at some point there was a rekindling of relations with Varda, which was, in her words, 'soft and surprising'. His HIV diagnosis arrived sometime in the late 1980s. Varda inserted into Kung-Fu Master a television sketch by Stephen Fry and Hugh Laurie, which the characters watch on screen: a doctor tells a patient with comic bluntness that he has Aids, then asks whether he can be left the patient's stereo. We see the HIV virus under a microscope, shifting and swallowing.
Demy died in 1990, but it wasn't until 2008 that the cause was made public, in Varda's autobiographical film-essay Les Plages d'Agnes. Her silence, Varda said, was an 'affectionate one' that he strictly demanded of her. Others have not been so forgiving of the secrecy. There had been rumours: Tetu reported that the family had called the press the day after Demy's death, asking them not to disclose the truth. Le Monde said it was a stroke; the New York Times, leukaemia. (Mathieu, it also seems, did not know the truth until 1997.) According to Ayres, Demy was always anxious about the way his sexuality might be perceived, afraid of becoming 'like Jean Cocteau' who 'was laughed at by serious thinkers in France' and 'never elected to the Academie Francaise'.
In Jacquot de Nantes (1991), Varda films Demy's ageing skin in close-ups, concentrating on his greying hair and milky eyes. She needed these shots, she said, to capture him as 'Jacques dying but Jacques still alive'. She circles round him in a further two films: Les Demoiselles ont eu 25 ans (1993) and L'Univers de Jacques Demy (1995). They combine interviews with footage from his films: the colour, the choreography, the baroque wallpaper. And yet, Varda's eulogy is also a partial one, angled towards his most accomplished films, as though to shield Demy from his own disappointments, what he called his 'weakness', his 'blockages'. (Demy's biographer, Jean-Pierre Berthome, has intimated that the family has omitted certain films from restoration; others have suggested Varda's films about Demy leave out the sexual strangeness of his work.) A line from a piece Varda wrote for Cahiers shortly after Demy's death reads: 'My memory oscillates between fervour and error.'
Ageing is one of the many strands in Varda's later films. On a trip to Japan in 1999 she bought her first digital camera and was amazed by its lightness. She could hold it in one hand and film the other, its papery texture, its liver spots - a 'cinemature'. Then, she turned her gaze outwards to those figures stooped over at her neighbourhood market, gleaning discarded produce too bruised or rotten to sell. It was the return of a familiar impulse: to trace the jagged edges of the world.
Les Glaneurs et la glaneuse (2000) is composed of Varda's own gleanings. She travels across France to find a group of unemployed truckers who collect up misshapen potatoes, a lawyer who explains gleaning rights and a group of young drifters prosecuted for raiding supermarket bins. Again, Varda seems to be asking herself whether documentaries steal from their subjects. At one point, the psychoanalyst and winemaker Jean Laplanche beams at the camera and recites a line from a 16th-century poem about gleaning. His presence in the film is unexplained until Varda draws on his particular contribution to psychoanalysis: how the self is made and unmade by others.
With The Gleaners, Varda achieved something like fame. (Rickey tallies the figures: $150,000 in the US, 120,000 admissions in France, forty awards.) But Varda was already moving on: short films, a brief follow-up to Les Glaneurs and then a series of video works and exhibitions. She liked to say this was a new career - 'a third life' - and yet the installations were stubbornly self-referential, sutured to the filmmaking she had left behind. For the Venice Biennale in 2003, Varda made a video installation, Patatutopia, about the potatoes she had gathered and stored to sprout curlicued, sculptural roots. On the floor of the exhibition space she deposited more than 600 kilograms of potatoes that she hoped would decay to emit a sweet, musty tang. She claimed the potato as an object of identification - as it aged it evolved.
As Varda's eyesight started to deteriorate, Rickey writes, 'Rosalie gave up her career as a costumer to become her mother's eyes.' In her late autobiographical films - Faces, Places (2017), Varda par Agnes (2019) - Varda appears on screen as an archivist and critic of her own cinema. It was a way to direct the spectator, to coax them towards the correct readings of her films, the way she wanted to be seen. Even the wind ceded to her. At one point in Les Plages d'Agnes, a gust throws up her scarf so that it covers her face. 'I'm doing this scarf thing on purpose,' she says. 'This is my idea of a self-portrait.'
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At the King's Gallery
Royal Frocks
Susannah Clapp

919 words[image: ]

It is  a fascinating and fawning exhibition. At the King's Gallery (until 18 October) some three hundred items of clothing belonging to Queen Elizabeth II are displayed - headless, limbless, fleshless - like the remains of extinct animals. Norman Hartnell supplies silky flamboyance and encrustations: lace re-embroidered with sequins and crystals. Hardy Amies, fresh from a 'distinguished career as a spy', offers a see-through mac and trim day dress praised for being figure-flattering but 'demure'. There are Horrockses horrors designed to make anyone of five foot four look like a parcel as well as a Wedgwood-inspired outfit from Angela Kelly which turns the monarch into a tea set.
Pictures of the ceremonial robes - the royal family stand in puddles of ermine as if they have leaked - provoke the least comment from viewers in the jammed queues. The crinolines are the most ogled. Hartnell was urged by George VI to find inspiration in the court portraits of Franz Xaver Winterhalter. 'I bet she was pleased when she saw that,' the woman in front of me said. There are items of insinuating familiarity: 'I've got a picture of Granny with a hat like that.'
Questions are answered. What could 'fancy dress' mean for a princess? Not, it turns out, clogs and shawls, but Tudor-style damask and 'a golden fairy dress and knickers, wings and wand'. There are three main surprises. A fringed suede jacket worn over an evening dress. A pair of culottes in purple chiffon, described as 'a rare but interesting departure'. And a 'poodle skirt', which came out for a 1951 square dance in Ottawa. The dog-disloyalty (corgi socks are for sale in the gift shop) is more implied than actual. The flared skirt was named after the shape most often appliqued onto it; the felt decorations on the queen's skirt are of a bendy-legged Romeo with Juliet poking out of her balcony like a pot plant.
Seen in close-up - and clear close-ups are one of the achievements of Caroline de Guitaut's exhibition and accompanying catalogue, Queen Elizabeth II: Fashion and Style (Royal Trust Collections, PS40) - the coronation gown is less a garment than a breakaway chapel of Westminster Abbey dedicated to horticultural abundance. The queen insisted that the dress, embroidered with bugle beads, crystals and ten thousand pearls, should feature not only the emblems of the British Isles but also those of the Dominions. Alongside wattle, silver fern and maple leaf are lotus, wheat, cotton, jute and protea. Hartnell, who had been alarmed to discover that the national emblem of Wales was not a daffodil but a leek, made the vegetable 'a vision of Cinderella charm' by sprinkling 'the dew of diamonds' on silk. Like a mason working on a medieval cathedral (not a comparison he would have relished), he left his own mark in the shape of an extra uncommissioned four-leaved shamrock on the left side of the skirt.
Guitaut's book includes some striking palace spreads: evening dresses by Hartnell and Amies (sherbet pink with sleeves and a bow at the waist, lemon yellow with side bows) standing in front of gilt and chandeliers; three creamy Hartnell gowns on a crimson carpet. Untenanted frocks in a glass case are specimens; pictured among furnishings, they become fabric phantoms and look incomplete. The shoulder straps stand up from the bodice like handles.
All the gowns save the stiffest would benefit from being seen on a human frame. In motion, the dark blue velvet and purple satin of a 1958 number must swish and merge; the heavily embellished coral-reef surface of a pea-green piece might at least glint. Movement exposes an apparent decoration as a feat of engineering. A satin evening dress - designed in Pakistan's national colours for a banquet given by President Ayub Khan - has a waterfall pleat at the back which, when still, seems merely a flourish. A sketch by Hartnell shows it in action, with the body inside leaning slightly forward. Fully unfurled in emerald green, against the white skirt, that pleat looks like a propeller. It is surely time for galleries and museums to find ways of showing material on the ripple; if they can't have models stalking through coffee shops as they did in 1950s department stores, then put copies on a catwalk to the sound of Duke Ellington's Queen's Suite.
Awe breeds inertness. No one would expect an exhibition at the King's Gallery to offer an incendiary commentary, but the usefully fact-packed catalogue is blotted by supine courtiership. Dame Anna Wintour's breathless preface finds that 'fashion people' cleave to the queen: 'the constant, the forever, the absolute confidence of staying true to oneself'. Amies 'appreciated seeing my queen in one of my dresses in her own house'. Reverence is folded into otherwise helpful paragraphs. Her trendsetting headscarves get a curtseying adverb: they are 'knotted neatly'.
The most intimate items are the most casual. Chestnut-brown shoe trees stick up from a pair of brogues that gleam like well-brushed dogs. A navy blue attache case, which looks as if it were made for explosives, is packed with monographed brushes and jars ready for face action. Some French dolls come with tiny Citroens; those by Lanvin wear gold laurel-leaved headbands, echoing the belts on the English princesses' dresses. In 1930 the future queen's doll Pamela was dressed by Smith & Co in a cherry-red woollen coat trimmed with rabbit fur. Despite her cherub cheeks, Pamela looks canny, less jolly than her owner, as if she knew what was in store.
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Diary
JFK Jr and Me
Inigo Thomas

4343 wordsIn  1978, Jacqueline Onassis thought it a good idea for her teenage son John to spend some months away from New York with the Youth Conservation Corps of the Yellowstone National Park. But John didn't fit in, so she rang John Perry Barlow, a lyricist for the Grateful Dead and owner of a twenty-thousand-acre Wyoming ranch. Barlow had been in San Francisco for the Summer of Love; he knew Andy Warhol and everyone at the Factory. Acid was his thing: he denounced cocaine as a Republican drug because it made its users selfish. John Kennedy went to Wyoming.
 'My first impression of him,' Barlow wrote in his memoir, Mother American Night, 'was that he was incredibly good-looking and had a kind of thoughtless grace.' He was 'physically powerful and fearless'. On drives into the West they took acid. Then there was the work of the ranch: bailing hay, corralling cattle, dropping explosives into mile-deep gas wells and flying Barlow's plane. Barlow recognised the way John affected people. A college friend of John's said: 'I have never seen anyone get reactions the way he did - not the biggest rock star, not the biggest movie star.' Barlow said of those who flocked to glimpse him: 'You could see them just shedding IQ points as they approached. I mean the closer they got the dumber they were ... By the time they got there they were as dumb as bait.'
 I went to work at John's magazine, George, in the summer of 1996. He could bring on what I'll call 'speech regret' - when you say something for no reason, which you don't really mean and which has no point. Early on I was walking up Eighth Avenue with John and other colleagues. We were going out to lunch. The offices of the magazine were on Broadway and West 50th Street and I said something inane about how the shops round there seemed to change all the time. 'You sound just like a tourist,' John said - I thought I sounded stupid.
 In Love Story, this year's Disney+ series about John and Carolyn Bessette, the George offices are in a building so close to the neighbouring skyscrapers that people can look right into John's office. As it was, the views from the 41st floor were epic and uninterrupted. From my south-facing window, the panorama was of Midtown and the Hudson, the World Trade Center, the harbour beyond and then the American continent. During Fleet Week, at the end of May, a US aircraft carrier group would dock at the Midtown piers - the carrier seemed to dwarf the Twin Towers. Looking down at the streets below, you could see lines of sailors in white uniforms looking like trains of ants weaving their way into the city. My desk was in a booth by a low wall that separated me from John's secretary, the formidable RoseMarie Terenzio. John depended on no one more than RoseMarie. 'Here's the deal,' I'd hear her say, before the door to John's office slammed shut.
 San Diego or Chicago? That was the question presented to the editors by John soon after I joined. The Republican convention would be in California, the Democratic convention on Lake Michigan. I chose San Diego. It was already near certain that Bob Dole, the Republican candidate, would lose the 1996 presidential election. Bill Clinton had ground down the campaign waged against him by the speaker of the House, Newt Gingrich. So what would happen at the Republican convention? Might a non-event be interesting, anthropologically if not politically?
 San Diego has several famous old hotels, none more so than the Hotel del Coronado, where Billy Wilder filmed Some Like It Hot. The accommodation we had been assigned by the Republican Party organisers was the Days Inn and Suites, on Rosecrans Avenue, a good distance from the convention. Others staying there included Sidney Blumenthal, then at the New Yorker, and two journalists from the Daily Telegraph - William Deedes, on whom Evelyn Waugh modelled William Boot in Scoop, and Ambrose Evans-Pritchard, who would make a career attacking the Clintons. Deedes and Evans-Pritchard's way of covering the still-born convention was to hit the golf course. And it really did seem as if nothing much was going on. In the lobby of one hotel, a TV station was broadcasting reruns of Ronald Reagan's acceptance speech from 1984. 'I'm a Dole Man' was played over loudspeakers as the candidate arrived by paddle steamer, a rendition of the Sam and Dave song 'Soul Man', only Dole Man sounded more like Dull Man.
 Elizabeth Mitchell, known as Biz, John's number two at George, suggested one evening that we drive half an hour north to Escondido, where Pat Buchanan, who had lost the nomination to Dole, was holding his convention-in-defeat. His guests included Oliver North, the disgraced Marine colonel from the Iran-Contra scandal of the 1980s, and Phyllis Schlafly, the author of A Choice Not an Echo, written in support of the 1964 Barry Goldwater campaign. Anti-feminism, anti-equal rights - Schlafly was both and a lot more. Her funeral in 2016 was attended by Donald Trump. During his campaign, Buchanan said: 'What we have is a lawless situation on the southern border of the United States where this country is literally being overrun by people who are violating our immigration laws and defying the American Constitution.' He proposed building a wall between the US and Mexico. Buchanan was anti-Nato, anti-UN. 'We've got to get back to the idea that we Americans govern ourselves,' he said. 'We're not governed by judges, or little dictators in black robes.' In 1996 this didn't seem likely ever to become governing rhetoric.
 At the office one morning at the end of August, I was approached by Richard Johnson, the editor of the New York Post's gossip column, Page Six. Every day, a photocopied packet of the gossip columns from the national and local papers was prepared by the interns at George. This was one way to keep up with public versions of John. By the elevator doors, Johnson asked me why John and Carolyn hadn't been seen together for some time, and were the rumours accurate - had they broken up? I told him I had no idea - which was true. As we later learned, the false impression they had separated was part of their plan to preserve the secrecy of their wedding. A fortnight later, John and Carolyn married in Georgia.
 Shortly afterwards, New York Magazine ran a profile of Carolyn and John by Rebecca Mead. It was called 'Instant Princess':
 Among the disparate pieces of information about the John F. Kennedy Jr-Carolyn Bessette marriage released by Senator Edward Kennedy's office last week, there were delicious details of tailoring (the bride's veil was silk tulle 'with a hand-rolled edge'), ornithology (Cumberland Island, where the wedding took place, is home to 'over three hundred species of birds') and nomenclature ('Gogo' Ferguson, the family friend! Narsico, the exquisitely named dress designer!) ... But none of the snippets meted out about Bessette Kennedy ... appeared to provide the key to understanding exactly why she, of all women, should have been the one to relieve John Kennedy of his bachelor status. 

'Do you know Rebecca Mead?' John asked me. 'Take her out to lunch. See if she'd write for George.' I asked what had impressed him about the piece. He said Mead had asked a lot of deliberately wrong questions that provoked people into giving her right answers. John had spent years reading about himself in the tabloids - part of an effort to control and preserve his public and private selves. Mead seemed closer to the mark.
The White House  Correspondents' Dinner is held every spring in the subterranean ballroom of the Washington Hilton. The blue lights make you think for a moment you are several fathoms under an ocean. In 1997 there were 260 tables, each set for ten people, and a dais where the presidential party would sit. Ten thousand plates were sent out from the kitchens over the course of the evening. Some of us set out for the Hilton early for the pre-dinner action. Many small rooms, many people, only there was no traction, or none that I could find, and no place to settle. I headed to the ballroom to check the menu - steak and salmon - and to look through the pamphlet that listed all the guests, a Who's Who of American political journalism.
 'Hello Inigo.' I turned. It was Carolyn. I got up, but we were at once surrounded by a wall of photographers. It's easy to look stunned when paparazzi swarm en masse: you are stunned, you are blinded. Ushers arrived to sweep the photographers away. John and the rest of George took our places. The evening proceeded, the steak and salmon came and went, though you'd be hard-pressed to distinguish the two. A comedian (Jon Stewart) made polite jokes about Bill Clinton; Clinton made his jokes in return. That night he made fun of the journalists covering the investigation of the Whitewater property scandal. 'I know you give me grief from time to time,' he said, 'but really we work around the clock trying to help you do your job.' As it later turned out, he had recently ended his affair with Monica Lewinsky.
 On the way out, John and Carolyn became the object of extraordinary attention, as journalists and editors closed in. I thought of how being touched by a monarch was once believed to be a cure for scrofula. The last place I expected to see a feral version of the royal touch was in the ballroom of the Hilton in Washington. But that's what it looked like, as if there were a form of magical absolution involved in approaching this couple.
 Whether starting a glossy magazine was a good idea for John or not, you could see why running his own publication suited him. He was going to be in the public eye, so why not do it on his own terms? And it allowed him to be connected to a political world he felt ambivalent about joining. Unlike a TV show, a monthly publication didn't require him to speak in public unless he chose to. Magazines were glamorous and they gave you something to hide behind. One of the George features was John's monthly interview. Early on, an executive at Hachette, which backed George, proposed that John interview Marina, the wife of Lee Harvey Oswald, without thinking what, exactly, they would have to say to one another. David Pecker, the CEO, who later ran the National Enquirer, complained that John didn't interview popular people such as Princess Diana or the imprisoned Mafia boss John Gotti. But he did interview the Vietnamese general Vo Nguyen Giap. He spoke to Marion Hammer, head of the National Rifle Association, as well as Louis Farrakhan, George Wallace, Gerry Adams and others. After the interview with Adams, John was disinvited from a party for Tony Blair.
 One person John very much wanted to interview was Fidel Castro. There was hope that it might happen in the early autumn of 1997, and John asked me to prepare for the journey and the conversation. It was the 35th anniversary of the Cuban Missile Crisis, and a new book was about to be published: the transcripts of the executive committee John's father had formed to manage the crisis on 16 October 1962, two days after an American spy plane flew over western Cuba and took photographs of ballistic missile sites under construction.
 In early October the word came through that this might be a good time to make the trip. John asked the fashion photographer Herb Ritts to take portraits of Castro if we got to meet him. Also travelling with us was Herb's assistant, David. Being late and forgetful were characteristics that Barlow had recognised in John twenty years earlier: both were evident the morning we set off from JFK. John hadn't showed up when we boarded the plane. Herb and I wondered: do we go? The door was about to close when John burst in and collapsed into the front row. Then, on the way to Mexico, he said he didn't have his passport. Thoughtless grace could occasionally be thoughtlessness. Reverse-charge phone calls were made in Cancun to RoseMarie in New York, who then rang the Cuban foreign ministry in Havana. John's passport would be sent to Havana in the Cuban diplomatic bag.
 The descent to Havana's Jose Marti Airport was steep and swift, the tilled soil seen from the windows of the plane was red. In the arrivals hall, cocker spaniels swarmed over the luggage hunting for explosives. An official led us through immigration. We were introduced to the three people with whom we'd spend the next four days: a driver, a guide and a government official who looked as if he doubled up as bodyguard. They took us to the Melia Cohiba Hotel on the Malecon, the Havana waterfront where Cubans gather in the evenings to look out at the sea that divides them from the US.
 There was a semi-official factor to the visit even if at the outset there was no indication of whether we'd meet Castro. On the first evening we were taken to meet Ricardo Alarcon, the head of the National Assembly, at his home not far from the hotel. The next morning we were shown around the Museo de la Revolucion, which houses the engine of the U-2 spy plane shot down during the missile crisis, then Jose Ramon Fernandez, the commander who had led the campaign to defeat the CIA-backed guerrillas at the Bay of Pigs in April 1961, brought out the maps he had used to repel the invasion.
 The history of Cuba on this tour was the history of its revolution and how it saw off the United States. It was inevitable we'd be taken to the Bay of Pigs, where we were encouraged to swim, an invitation that was turned down. I couldn't tell whether the invitation was a trap - to see John in the water at the site of a Kennedy humiliation. But I wondered how anyone in the CIA could have believed that landing troops on a beach with just three causeways leading inland, through vast and thick mangrove swamps, was a good idea.
 Our minivan drove onwards to a resort at Caleta Buena, the Good Cove, an inlet surrounded by coral. Russian tourists drank rum and dive-bombed one another in the water. They had no interest in us, but nor did anyone outside the Melia Cohiba. Beyond Havana, John was just another gringo on holiday. The photographs I have of the Cuban adventure seem entirely mundane, as holiday snaps often do. Herb taking pictures of Cuban buildings, the four of us sitting in a cafe or posing in front of a Hawker Sea Fury propeller fighter that Britain exported to Cuba in the 1950s and which was used to strafe the would-be invaders in 1961. John didn't say anything about his anonymity on the island, yet it was obvious he appreciated it.
 A message was relayed by the official travelling with us: we should get back to Havana. The minivan was now like a holiday camper, with papers and crumbs everywhere. The journey meant driving on Cuba's one motorway, which every now and then was cut through by a railway line. On the outskirts of Havana, young Cubans in old American cars played their version of chicken - we sailed past them, some indication of how slow and worn out the cars were. At the Melia Cohiba, there were fresh instructions: be ready to go to dinner. The invitation did not extend to Herb.
 At 8.30 we were met by the official and the guide and driven to a brutalist building with an imposing staircase. At the top were some of the people we'd already met: Ricardo Alarcon; Jose Ramon Fernandez; Juanita Vera, Castro's translator; his 32-year-old chief of staff and future foreign secretary, Felipe Perez Roque; and several others. This was the brief animated phase of the evening before everyone fell silent. We were led down a corridor filled with tropical plants. Castro was waiting behind some foliage, dressed in his battle fatigues. Hands were shaken, and John gave Castro a proof of the forthcoming book. Castro asked whether John was the same size as his father. 'A little taller,' John replied. 'A little thinner.' He was about to turn three when his father was killed. Castro passed the book on, and said he had been reading Winston Churchill and Stefan Zweig, both of whom visited Cuba; Churchill was a journalist and military observer following the war of independence in 1895, three years before the decisive US intervention. None of the Cubans apart from Castro and his translator said a word. 'What did you think of Nixon?' John was asked.
 What followed was a five-hour, five-course dinner at a broad table covered with an embroidered cloth: grapefruit sorbet, consomme, shrimp, chicken and ice cream. John sat opposite Castro; I was on the president's right. The name card in front of me omitted my surname: was I meant to think that while I was welcome, the family surname was not? My father's book on Cuba remains banned. Some people's speech is easy to remember: Castro's was not. He would make a point then venture out on a parabola, adding detail, stories and observations about people who interested him - that the pope got up so early in the morning - before eventually returning to the point he'd made, such as no, the Baptist Church did not play a crucial role in the Cuban countryside before the revolution.
 Only at the end of the evening did Castro return to the subject of John's father. As we were leaving the dining room, he stopped and said: 'You know Lee Harvey Oswald was trying to get to Cuba.' Oswald had been refused a visa at the Cuban embassy in Mexico City a few weeks before the assassination. John nodded, and Castro walked on before stopping again. 'You know it was hard to allow Americans into Cuba at that time,' he said. John nodded again. We said our goodbyes, walked down the steps to the waiting minivan, watched by everyone above, and drove back to the hotel. Herb came down for several 2 a.m. whiskies.
 At breakfast the next morning, John was furious. He felt cheated. He had travelled to Cuba, he had wanted a real interview and now he would be returning empty-handed. Phone calls were made to New York and to the foreign ministry: for a moment I wondered what would happen if this became a full-scale diplomatic row. Reassurances were offered: maybe next time. John's temper dissipated. We'd each been given a box of cigars, which turned out to be Churchills, made by Churchill's favourite cigar-maker, Romeo y Julieta. The boxes were wrapped in puce-pink paper. If the idea was to disguise the contents, that failed: it was entirely obvious what was inside. Since it was illegal to bring Cuban cigars to the US, it wouldn't look good if John was stopped at customs. I said I'd hide them in my luggage.
 On the plane from Cancun to New York, I thought about those two cryptic remarks Castro had made as we were leaving the dinner. They seemed vague yet deliberate. Like the missing surname, something was being said but in an unspoken way. Was this Castro's way of saying he knew nothing about the assassination but that if he had allowed Americans into Cuba in 1963 then Oswald would never have been in Dallas? Observations like these were not up for discussion with John. He, too, had a way of saying things in his own unspoken way. Once we were out of the airport, I handed John his pink-wrapped box. At Newark Airport, John was swept through without a thought of where he might have been. He had no need of a passport. This was another dimension to his fame: he had liberties that were given to few others. Not many people had it in them to say no to John.
Accounts  of John and George are now numerous. Richard Blow, one-time executive editor of the magazine, wrote about his experience in American Son (2002). He was one of the first senior editors when it was founded in 1995. The design director, Matt Berman, wrote about his life with John in the art room in 2014. RoseMarie Terenzio wrote a memoir, then edited an oral history. America's Reluctant Prince, a biography of John by Steven Gillon, came out in 2019. Elizabeth Beller's Once upon a Time, her life of Carolyn Bessette Kennedy, was published in 2024 - Love Story is based on it.
 All these books illustrate the two central problems with George: structural and personal. Hachette didn't have the pockets of Conde Nast, nor were they strongly invested in the writerly dimension of the magazine. Contributing writers at Vanity Fair could be paid more than $200,000 a year. Bryan Burrough, a former Vanity Fair contributor, says that in his best year he was paid $500,000 for three pieces. That sum must have been about twice the entire annual budget for feature writing at George.
 The second problem was John's ambivalence about attacking people, whether they were politicians or not, and about journalism in general. John admired Dennis Rivera, the New York union leader who championed healthcare reform. He invited Marc Morial, then the youngest ever mayor of New Orleans, to come and talk to the office. But covering the Clinton presidency was more complex - or more thwarted. As exercises in self-defeat go, could anything match Clinton's affair with Lewinsky? Denying it, as Clinton did, even more so. Yet John was reluctant to pursue the story. You could, if you were John, choose to avoid it for personal reasons, but journalistically - that was a failure.
 Working at George was never dull, despite the contradictions emanating from the editor-in-chief - and often because of them. For many of the staff, it became a life. Towards the end, though, the sense of impending trouble was strong and unmistakable. I never knew why Hachette decided to sever relations. Nor did I know, until I read Gillon's biography, why John's marriage with Carolyn became tumultuous. She had become a remote figure in the office. On 16 July 1999, there was a staff meeting. John said there would be changes: not everyone would make it to the magazine's next phase. But nothing would happen right away. The meeting ended, it was a Friday and the office mostly emptied out. A little later, John came back in with his sister-in-law, Lauren Bessette. She wore a light, white summer dress; he was in shorts and a T-shirt. They wanted books for the weekend and because I was the books editor they stopped by my desk. Lauren took a proof copy of John McCain's memoir, Faith of My Fathers; John plucked out Stephen Fry's novel Moab Is My Washpot. The two were then off down a corridor to the elevators. I knew nothing about where they were going.
William Langewiesche  was once a commercial pilot who eventually became a famous contributor to Vanity Fair. But one of his most renowned pieces was published in the Atlantic Monthly in the early 1990s. In it, he discussed the way planes bank and dive:
 Unguided any airplane will eventually begin to bank ... But as the bank tilts the lift force of the wings, reducing their vertical effectiveness, it erodes the equilibrium that previously countered the pull of the earth. The airplane responds to the loss by lowering its nose and accelerating. Sitting in the cockpit with folded arms and watching it proceed is like letting a temperamental horse gallop down a steepening slope: it requires steady nerves and a morbid curiosity. In flight the slope steepens because the acceleration tightens the airplane's turn, which increases its banking angle, which causes further acceleration ... The airplane banks to vertical or beyond, and points its nose straight down. 
 That's the spiral dive. In its most lethal forms it is called the graveyard spiral. The airplane flies in ever steeper circles and either disintegrates from excessive speed or hits the ground in a screaming descent. 

This is what is believed to have happened to John as he flew his Piper Saratoga to Martha's Vineyard after leaving the George office that Friday evening, with Carolyn and Lauren Bessette. John became disorientated after descending from five thousand to three thousand feet, according to the National Transportation Safety Board report on the crash issued a year later. The report was unequivocal: pilot error ended the lives of everyone on board. There was no new grassy knoll, there were no hidden hands, no suggestion of a conspiracy leading to Havana or to New Orleans. There was also a broader context: this was just one of 1463 accidents involving single-engine propeller planes in 1999, 233 of them fatal. John was not the only pilot that summer who made an error of judgment.
 I still have the cigar box I was given 29 years ago. Inside is the last of the 25 cigars along with the photographs I have of that journey to Cuba in October 1997. One of them is of John, Herb and me standing in front of the Hawker Sea Fury at the Bay of Pigs. They are both beaming; I look less certain. In another, at Caleta Buena, John and Herb are lying in the sun. John is in swimming trunks, Herb in a T-shirt, shorts and a baseball cap. John looks happy and - there's no doubt about this - godlike. Herb, the world-famous photographer, looks absolutely thrilled to be in the picture.
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