
        
            
                
            
        

    
    
      
        [image: masthead]
      

      Thursday, June 18, 2026

      

      
        
          	
            Articles
          
          	20
        

      

    

  
    
      
        
          	
          	
            Sections
          
          	
        

      

      Articles

      
        Steven Shapin :  Collisions: A Physicist's Journey from Hiroshima to the Death of the Dinosaurs by Alec Nevala-Lee. Norton, 338 pp., PS23.99, July 2025, 978 1 324 07510 3
      

      
        Letters: Kevin Morris, Katie da Cunha Lewin, Lucas Mackle, Hana Loftus, Peter Singer, Erin L. Thompson, James Womack, Ben Campbell, Martin Spence
      

      
        Adam Thirlwell :  Reminiscences of Tolstoy, Chekhov and Andreyev by Maxim Gorky, translated by Bryan Karetnyk. Fitzcarraldo, 196 pp., PS14.99, September 2025, 978 1 80427 197 1
      

      
        J.S. Tennant : Short Cuts: In Cuba
      

      
        Daisy Hay : The Masquerade: A History of Extravagance and Intrigue by Meghan Kobza. Yale, 368 pp., PS25, May, 978 0 300 27621 3
      

      
        Simon Skinner : The Power and the Glory: A New History of the World Cup by Jonathan Wilson. Little Brown, 608 pp., PS12.99, May, 978 0 349 14573 0
      

      
        Ruby Hamilton : At the Movies: Screwball Comedies
      

      
        Zain Samir : War on the Shia
      

      
        Hester van Hensbergen : Big Ag
      

      
        David Todd : The First Fascist: The Life and Legacy of the Marquis de Mores by Sergio Luzzatto. Allen Lane, 488 pp., PS30, February, 978 0 241 71581 9
      

      
        Christopher Kelly :  Augustine the African by Catherine Conybeare. Profile, 268 pp., PS25, August 2025, 978 1 78816 750 5
      

      
        John-Paul Stonard : At the Fondazione Giorgio Cini: On Georg Baselitz
      

      
        Dinah Birch : The Bottle Factory Outing by Beryl Bainbridge. Daunt, 284 pp., PS10.99, March, 978 1 917092 37 1An Awfully Big Adventure by Beryl Bainbridge. Daunt, 288 pp., PS10.99, March, 978 1 917092 50 0
      

      
        Joanna Biggs :  Famesick: A Memoir by Lena Dunham. Fourth Estate, 416 pp., PS18.99, April, 978 0 00 838421 0
      

      
        Stephanie Burt : Two Poems
      

      
        Mark Ford :  Only Sing by John Berryman, edited by Shane McCrae. Faber, 166 pp., PS12.99, January, 978 0 571 40013 3
      

      
        Andrew O'Hagan : At the NPG: Portraits of Marilyn
      

      
        John Lahr :  When Caesar Was King: How Sid Caesar Reinvented American Comedy by David Margolick. Schocken, 388 pp., PS30, November 2025, 978 0 8052 4255 3
      

      
        Philippa Conlon :  Helm by Sarah Hall. Faber, 346 pp., PS9.99, April, 978 0 571 38358 0
      

      
        Patricia Lockwood : Diary: A Tradcath Wedding
      

      
        
          	
          	
            Sections
          
          	
        

      

    

  
	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Barrel of Greenbacks
Steven Shapin

4422 wordsLuis Alvarez  gets only a bit part in Christopher Nolan's movie Oppenheimer. In January 1939, the news arrives in Berkeley that two German scientists have split the uranium atom. Oppenheimer, who hasn't yet heard, sees an excited Alvarez dashing out of a barber shop mid-haircut, newspaper in hand. He catches up with him at the physics department, where they're joined by E.O. Lawrence, the director of Berkeley's Radiation Laboratory. As a theoretical physicist, Oppenheimer doesn't believe the story. 'It's not possible,' he says: the massive uranium atom is too stable; splitting it into two other largish nuclei would go against all previous findings about nuclear interactions. He heads over to a blackboard to sketch out the mathematics. Alvarez reacts differently: 'I'm going to try to reproduce it,' he says, and leaves the room. A short time passes; Oppenheimer's scepticism is well supported by theory but, Lawrence tells him, there's 'just one problem ... Alvarez did it.' They go next door to look at the experimental evidence that Alvarez has just produced. Oppenheimer is persuaded, and immediately understands what it means. He tells the younger physicist that splitting the uranium nucleus can cause a neutron chain reaction and the release of an enormous amount of energy: 'A bomb, Alvarez, a bomb.'
The Manhattan Project, which built the atomic bomb, transmuted pure theory into mass slaughter, and it changed everything for the scientists who did the work. For Oppenheimer, as its scientific director, it brought first power, then fame, then banishment. For Alvarez, the bomb was a launchpad to a brilliant life as an experimental physicist and counsellor to the Cold War state. Oppenheimer did little physics after Los Alamos. He wrote limpid essays on the nature of science, directed the Princeton Institute for Advanced Study and, after the withdrawal of his security clearance in 1954, emerged as a tragic hero of the American left. Alvarez went on to very great scientific things, and in 1968 was finally awarded the Nobel Prize in Physics, which Oppenheimer never won.
Alvarez enjoyed doing lots of different things and, for much of his life, worked in institutional environments that gave him free range. Towards the end of his career, his curiosity turned to things outside physics. He inserted himself into the controversy over whether there had been a 'second gunman' in the Kennedy assassination (there hadn't), suggested an explanation for the extinction of the dinosaurs (it was caused by the impact of an enormous asteroid), and used radiation-detection techniques in an effort to establish whether there were as yet undiscovered chambers in the Egyptian pyramids (there weren't). Alec Nevala-Lee is an American writer of science fiction, detective thrillers and biographies, whose previous work includes a life of Buckminster Fuller. He likes to write about creative risk-takers. Alvarez is a natural subject for him.
Oppenheimer and Alvarez both came from privilege: Oppenheimer's father was a wealthy New York merchant; Alvarez's was a prosperous Californian physician and author. Alvarez, who shared his name with his paternal grandfather, was a tall, blue-eyed blond - as one historian recently put it, 'a white man with a Hispanic name'. He took his doctorate in physics at the University of Chicago in 1936, then went to Lawrence's Radiation Laboratory at Berkeley, where he was based for the rest of his academic career.
Lawrence built cyclotrons, complex instruments that used electric and magnetic fields to accelerate charged particles to enormous energies and then smash them into target materials. Cyclotrons were used to make radioactive isotopes for medical purposes but, more significant, they were the principal means of discovering new subatomic particles. At that time it was scarcely considered that there would be military uses for this sort of equipment. Alvarez's first notable achievement at Berkeley was the experimental confirmation of the theoretically predicted phenomenon of K-capture: an electron in the orbit closest to the nucleus combines with a proton to produce a neutron, so transmuting one element into another.
Experimental nuclear physics was, even then, very expensive. But the war profoundly changed the financial and political environment of American science. It's been said that 'radar won the war; the atomic bomb ended it.' In 1940 Alvarez was sent off to the MIT Radiation Laboratory in Cambridge, Massachusetts to help develop the British invention of the cavity magnetron into usable ground and aircraft-based radar systems. This was his first involvement with large, multi-skilled teams working towards military ends, and with the vast resources made available for this sort of research and development. At its peak, the Rad Lab absorbed close to $4 million per month and employed 4000 people - small beer compared to the more charismatic Manhattan Project, though it employed twice as many academic physicists.
Alvarez was a brilliant and prolific inventor. The Rad Lab made him a kind of minister without portfolio, tasked with doing pretty much whatever he thought was needed. His versatility became a personal brand - the Special Systems Division was known as 'Luie's Gadgets'. A suite of 'war-winning' radar inventions is owed to Alvarez and his colleagues: the ground-controlled approach radar that helped land planes in poor visibility; the ground-based microwave early warning system; the Eagle high-altitude bombing system; and the Vixen radar technique used so effectively against U-boats.
The call to Los Alamos came late in the game, and the approach was made directly by Oppenheimer, who put Alvarez to work on problems with detonation of the plutonium bomb - the sort tested at Alamogordo and then dropped on Nagasaki. To effectively detonate a subcritical mass of plutonium, it had to be compressed to criticality by perfectly spherical waves produced by more than thirty simultaneously firing explosive lenses. The technical problems of achieving this simultaneity were enormous; if the firing times varied even by as little as a few nanoseconds, the result would be a 'fizzle' rather than a full-blooded blast. But Alvarez solved the problem.
Oppenheimer next tasked him with developing gauges that would accurately measure the force of the blasts. When the Trinity Test took place, Alvarez was in a B-29, but Oppenheimer had insisted that he keep 25 miles away from Ground Zero because of weather and safety concerns, meaning that the measuring instruments he had devised couldn't be deployed. Alvarez did as he was told, and may have been the first person to describe the appearance of the 'mushroom cloud'. But he had desperately wanted to be there for the big moment, and even forty years later could still recall his rage: 'I was absolutely furious, angry with [Oppenheimer] as I have never been angry with anyone before or since.'
Alvarez always wanted to be where the action was. Associates remarked on his 'cowboy spirit', his appetite for both scientific and personal risk. Oppenheimer agreed that Alvarez should be dispatched to Tinian Island in the Marianas, where the uranium bomb was being made ready for Hiroshima; he was charged with installing the gauges that would measure its explosive energy. Determined to be aboard Great Artiste, the observation B-29 that would accompany the Enola Gay as it dropped the bomb, Alvarez shrewdly decided not to lobby Oppenheimer, instead going straight to the military director of the Manhattan Project, General Leslie Groves, who gave his approval: Oppenheimer was called the Father of the Bomb, but Alvarez was the scientist in the delivery room. At the moment the bomb was released over Hiroshima, Alvarez was fully occupied watching the oscilloscope screen that recorded data from the gauges slung under parachutes. Minutes later, he 'looked in vain for the city that had been our target', seeing no man-made structures on the ground. He worried that the Enola Gay bombardier had missed, but the crew on the observation plane reassured him that Hiroshima had been annihilated: 'It was a beautiful job of bombing.'
After the war, Oppenheimer said that the scientists had 'known sin', but Alvarez had no qualms. On the plane back from Hiroshima, he wrote a letter to his son, explaining why it was the right thing to do: many more lives would have been lost if the war went on; the horror of the destruction would guarantee perpetual world peace. The bomb, he said, was 'one of the most life-saving decisions in the history of mankind'. Alvarez was far from alone in thinking that, but on his return to Los Alamos, he was irritated by the handwringing of colleagues: 'Many of my friends felt responsible for killing Japanese civilians, and it upset them terribly. I could muster very little sympathy for their point of view.'
Even before Hiroshima, Alvarez was thinking about what he might do when he re-entered academic life. Two things were clear: that the future of physics lay in investigating fundamental atomic particles, and that this work involved the construction of ever more powerful particle accelerators. He was made a full professor at the University of California, though most of his salary was paid by the Atomic Energy Commission. The lab at Berkeley had been profoundly changed by the wartime mobilisation of physics; it's hard now to recover the prewar sense that atomic physics was as pure as pure science could be. But, after 1939, the physicists understood very well the explosive implications of atom-splitting, and, once the Manhattan Project had proved them right, the politicians and generals were easily persuaded - or persuaded themselves - that advances in nuclear physics would be central to the fight against communism. Lawrence was skilled in the political arts, and he ensured that the commitment of enormous government resources to nuclear physics was made permanent. As his protege, Alvarez followed suit; torrents of government money were directed to the Berkeley lab. 'We ran it,' he bragged, 'with a big barrel of greenbacks.'
Lawrence and Alvarez wanted atomic physics to grow big - financially, instrumentally, organisationally. Theory came cheap; experimental equipment was expensive. The instruments used to find out new things about atomic structure have been some of the most costly scientific kit ever constructed. Most commentary on postwar physics dwells on the knowledge that was produced, but the equipment that was built to obtain that knowledge played an enormous role in the lives of scientists and in defining what it was they wanted. It was their military and political allies who made possible the colossally expensive instrumentation that transformed atomic physics into the biggest bit of Big Science.
The primary scientific task was to discover new subatomic particles. Cosmic rays had enormous energies and they came free, streaming down from the sky, but accelerators could manipulate particle beams and make collisions more controllable. There were physicists who hoped for 'some easy way' to generate high-energy beams, but Alvarez thought 'the best thing to do was use brute force.' Lawrence's cyclotrons accelerated charged particles in a spiral path; the larger the radius of the spiral, the higher the energy of the particles. Alvarez wanted to build a linear accelerator - a 'linac' - which could generate much greater energies. (When the particle beam travels in a straight line, it doesn't lose energy through curving.) The linearity made it a simpler matter to boost the energy of the beam at intervals along its path, and the instrument could be made as long as you liked and had the real estate to accommodate it - Alvarez's first design for a linac in the Berkeley hills was two thousand feet long. Radio frequency oscillators were used as the boosters: the military had mountains of surplus radar sets to do the job, six hundred of which General Groves secured for Alvarez.
Alvarez liked to regard what he was doing in the immediate postwar years as 'fundamental physical research', but much changed with the explosion of the first Soviet atomic bomb in 1949. Atomic physics had scaled up, and now the building of atomic weapons would have to scale up even more. At Los Alamos, Edward Teller had already pressed for a 'super' - a hydrogen bomb that would be enormously more destructive than the uranium and plutonium weapons used on Japan - but the Soviets' progress gave new urgency to the development of an American hydrogen bomb. Oppenheimer was the chief opponent of a crash programme to build such a thing, but Alvarez was dying to get back to weapons-related work. Having spent 'four years doing "basic research" ... it appeared that a crisis had arrived and perhaps I should get back into the field of atomic energy.' The Lawrence-Alvarez lab lobbied for the construction of the benignly named Materials Testing Accelerator, whose ultimate justification was to produce quantities of fissionable material for bombs. (There was a belief that the US was running out of stuff that could be dug up from the ground.) That project turned out to be a technical failure and a tactical waste of resources, since prospectors, newly incentivised, soon discovered lots of new uranium deposits. 'Capitalism ended the uranium shortage,' Alvarez wrote.
He remained determined to build an enduring alliance with the generals and the war-planners. The nuclear arms race provided an ideal political environment for the rush to build more powerful particle accelerators, and Alvarez was the sort of Cold War patriot who knew where the money was and how to get it. He had little tolerance for colleagues who were squeamish about weapons research, saying that 'anyone who now takes the time to work on mesons' - a class of subatomic particles at the heart of fundamental research - 'is little less than a traitor.'
Disloyalty  became a central issue for American physics research, notably at Berkeley, where Alvarez was keen on the requirement that colleagues should sign anti-communist oaths. Some left the university rather than sign, one of them objecting to Alvarez's 'high-handed position' that everyone in the physics department should be devoting themselves to 'war work'. In the Manhattan Project days, Groves had suspected that Oppenheimer wasn't telling him everything he wanted to know about what was going on, and Alvarez had acted as a back-channel informant. After Hiroshima, Alvarez, infuriated by Oppenheimer's resistance to going full throttle on development of the H-bomb, helped sow seeds of suspicion about his loyalty, passing on gossip that President Truman didn't trust Oppenheimer.
In 1949, Alvarez and Lawrence lobbied the AEC chairman, David Lilienthal. He wasn't keen, writing in his diary that the Berkeley pair seemed 'bloodthirsty': 'Ernest Lawrence and Luis Alvarez in here drooling over the hydrogen bomb. Is this all we have to offer?' They found receptive politicians soon enough, but obstacles remained - and one of these was Oppenheimer's role as a government adviser. To Alvarez, Oppenheimer's opposition to the hydrogen bomb represented both a suspicious softness on communism and a potential impediment to acquiring the big-ticket equipment that Big Physics demanded. In 1954, a government panel convened to decide whether Oppenheimer's security clearance should be withdrawn gave Alvarez and other enthusiasts their chance to sideline him. Alvarez's patron, Lawrence, gave a medical excuse to avoid testifying; Alvarez hesitated, he later said, but 'poured myself a stiff drink' and booked a seat on the red-eye to Washington. Oppenheimer's position - that if the US didn't build the H-bomb, then the Soviets wouldn't either - was naive, Alvarez told the panel, and 'showed exceedingly poor judgment'. What's more, he said, Oppenheimer was 'one of the most persuasive men that has ever lived', and he hadn't encountered anyone whose opposition to the H-bomb couldn't be attributed to Oppenheimer's influence. Alvarez found it 'peculiar' that a man who had led the development of the atomic bomb should now oppose its improvement, leaving the explanation for Oppenheimer's apparent change of heart hanging in the politically charged Cold War air.
Oppenheimer's clearance was withdrawn; the US put itself on track to building ever more destructive nuclear weapons; and atomic physics was showered with government dollars. Particle accelerators became bigger, more powerful and more expensive. But there was a problem: the accelerators could make all sorts of particles, but they needed to be detected. There were bottlenecks in the design and construction of instruments to detect, identify and represent the particles produced by smashed atoms. In 1952, Donald Glaser, a young physicist at the University of Michigan, devised an ingenious 'bubble-chamber' to detect, and make visible, cosmic ray particles. Alvarez instantly saw enormous potential in the device, once it could be reconfigured to detect the particles experimentally produced in accelerators. In a bubble-chamber, charged subatomic particles pass through a superheated transparent liquid, leaving a track of bubbles which can grow in size and be photographed: the path traced by the particles is evidence of their identity.
Glaser's chamber was tiny - about an inch in diameter - but Alvarez dreamed of something much bigger and much more powerful. He made his own versions of the chamber, first two inches in diameter, then four inches, then ten, and finally, in 1959, a 72-inch monster. Its metal shell framed a glass window - 'the largest piece of optical glass ever cast' - which made it possible to photograph the showers of particles produced by the enormous Berkeley Bevatron, a 'magnetic doughnut' weighing ten thousand tons and with a diameter of 180 feet. The accelerator cost almost $9 million (some $100 million in today's money), and Alvarez's 72-inch bubble-chamber and supporting equipment - which Alvarez referred to as an 'entire weapons system' - was paid for with a special grant of $2.5 million from the AEC.
Alvarez's bubble-chamber discovered dozens of new subatomic particles, including many 'resonance states' that exist only for a nanosecond or less before decaying into other particles. This 'particle zoo' had to be ordered and schematised by the theoreticians. But the bubble-chamber also produced enormous numbers of potentially particle-revealing 'events' - more than a million a year by the late 1960s - and these had to be scanned, recorded, logged and interpreted. To make observations in such quantities, Alvarez devised not just a new set of instruments but a new system of scientific production and a new way of life for particle physicists. He needed structural and cryogenic engineers to build and maintain the chamber, scanners to examine images of events, computer programmers to write code to make sense of the images, and technicians to do all sorts of support work. Scientific knowledge-making with Alvarez's bubble-chamber took place on an industrial scale: it was highly differentiated, regimented and very, very big. 'Luie's army', a coming together of several hundred scientists, engineers and technicians, was then the largest particle physics team in the world. Alvarez's politicking for the project was crucial to its success: a colleague wrote that his 'zeal for doing physics in this big way bordered on evangelism'.
Alvarez's influence was manifest in the size, scale and differentiation of the scientific workplace he had brought into being, but it was also evident in his presence throughout what Eisenhower called the Cold War 'military-industrial complex'. Alvarez found the business world 'exciting and challenging', and was not at all averse to the possibility of making 'a few million dollars'. He relished his membership of the Bohemian Grove private 'gentlemen's club' north of San Francisco - the very best venue for networking between scientists and political and industrial powerbrokers. He was introduced to the club by one of the key figures in both the Rand Corporation and the Ford Foundation, and a special arrangement was made that he get a new automobile every year at cost. Alvarez was on the board of IBM and he was one of the original directors of the Hewlett-Packard Corporation when it went public - again, courtesy of connections made at Bohemian Grove. In the 1950s, he was heavily involved in a commercial venture to develop colour television, backed by Paramount Pictures. There are more than a hundred patents in Alvarez's name, several of which relate to this project. In the 1960s, Alvarez was a partner in the founding of an optics company, whose inventions included a golf swing analyser (presented to Eisenhower) and a diagnostic tool for ophthalmologists. Edwin Land, the inventor of the Polaroid camera, wanted to engage Alvarez as a special consultant, but to Alvarez's immense irritation the University of California refused to release him from its patenting restrictions. When, in 1978, he took early retirement from the university, one of his stated reasons was 'to escape from my very restrictive patent contract'.
Alvarez never managed to make huge amounts of money from his business ventures, but he was a major presence as a Cold War adviser to the military. He was a trustee of the MIT spin-off Mitre Corporation, consulting on air defence systems, and a member of Jason, the powerful defence advisory group of elite scientists established after the Sputnik shock. Given top-security clearance, he advised on night-vision technology for use in the Vietnam War, on reconnaissance satellites, and on an electron-beam weapon. Alvarez liked to be close to money, to power, and to state secrets. The CIA called on him in the 1950s during their inquiries into whether UFOs posed a threat to national security, and he was cleared to work on a panel of the National Security Agency. Said to be a 'lifelong Republican', Alvarez was keen to serve America's Cold War security interests. But there were limits. In the course of his work for Jason, he discovered a technique for detecting hidden explosives. It was generally understood that Jason inventions belonged to the government, so colleagues were surprised to find that Alvarez had filed a personal patent on the technology. William Press, another Jason member, was delegated to negotiate with Alvarez, but he proved intransigent. Alvarez told Press that when, during the war, he had invented a ground control plane landing system, he had assigned the patent rights to the government on the understanding that after the conclusion of hostilities the rights would revert to him. In the event, however, the government had retained the rights. Alvarez did not mean to repeat his mistake: 'It should have made me rich,' he said. There was, Press remarked, 'a selfish, grasping aspect to Luis's character'.
Alvarez  was doing well in the 1960s - he was kept busy as a government consultant and his ties to industry were rewarding - but the industrialised particle physics he had done so much to bring about no longer made him happy. He told interviewers in 1967 that, compared to the nuclear physics of the prewar period, 'I hardly recognise that it's the same business' - it had become 'just a little dull'. Many aspects of the bubble-chamber form of work organisation had become typical of experimental physics. Once, as the head man, he had been fully hands-on; now, he said, technicians ran the experiments; graduate students 'put things into computers and analyse the print-out'; and the physicists weren't even in the room with the chamber. Instead, 'they ask the bubble-chamber operators to expose a certain number of millions of frames of film, and then they ask somebody else to measure them, and then run them through computer programmes, and then they start with computer programme output and process this data.' Alvarez hated this way of doing physics, and he hated the theorists having what he called 'veto power' over what experimentalists proposed to do.
'Most of us do physics,' Alvarez wrote, 'because it's fun,' but he wasn't having fun anymore. Teamwork on this scale seems to have brought out the worst in him. 'His behaviour put everyone's nerves on edge,' a colleague said, eroding the lab's morale and the quality of its work; others bridled at his tendency to humiliate students and colleagues when they didn't perform to his standards. 'Luie was considered brilliant, creative and terrifying,' another co-worker said, 'known for unmercifully battering his postdocs and other scientists.' Everyone respected him, but many couldn't bear working with him. Alvarez despaired at what had become of particle physics. 'There is no way,' he said, 'that a person with my personal qualities could go into nuclear physics or particle physics at the present time.' In 1968, he took his own advice and resigned from the Berkeley bubble-chamber group - just months before the work he'd done in it was awarded the Nobel.
Alvarez wasn't the first bubble-chamber physicist to jump ship, nor were his reasons unique. Donald Glaser, the original inventor of the technique, was brought to Berkeley to do particle physics, but didn't like the ways in which his vision of small-scale cosmic-ray research had been fundamentally changed - notably by his new colleague Alvarez. Glaser's romantic idea was that he could freely follow his curiosity: 'I would sit by myself on a mountain and discover particles,' he said, and work with a small group of colleagues 'in sort of splendid beautiful surroundings'. But, as things had developed in particle physics, 'you had to submit things to committee after committee ... and so you became essentially a ... politician-administrator in which the science part is a very small part.' So, shortly after being awarded the Nobel Prize in 1960, Glaser turned away from physics altogether, first taking up molecular biology and then, when that too began to take on some of the bigness and organisational features of particle physics, moving into neurobiology.
Alvarez didn't quit physics, but he did want to do hands-on research again, to work on a smaller scale and, above all, to break free of the bureaucratic constraints that were unavoidable when working with large teams and enormously costly equipment. That's to say, Alvarez wanted to unwind much of the scientific history he had helped to create. His solutions for a better way of scientific life included a return to cosmic ray physics, for which he needed little more than rudimentary particle detectors and some balloons to hoist them 100,000 feet into the air. They also included the attempt to find unknown chambers in the Egyptian pyramids, the investigation into the ballistics of the Kennedy assassination and, above all, his research into the causes of the extinction of the dinosaurs - for which he won much public attention, some scientific success, and great personal satisfaction in finally getting to spend extended time with his son, the geologist Walter Alvarez. Luis Alvarez thought it was the dinosaur work for which he would 'probably be remembered longest'. But his more enduring legacy is likely to be the changes he made in the organisational life of physics, changes which have proved persistent in so many fields, and have come to mark more and more of what it is to do modern science.
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Bonfire of the Universities
  Stefan Collini is right that the English university system is in deep trouble, and that the problem is structural (LRB, 4 June). A funding model built on  fees, debt and permanent competition hasn't merely altered the way universities are financed, it has changed the way they understand themselves. Universities have internalised the language of the  settlement that has weakened them. Strategy, sustainability, efficiency, portfolio review, impact: such terms are not empty in themselves, but they increasingly function as a way of making  political and educational choices appear inevitable. Departments aren't closed because anyone thinks - or is prepared to say publicly - that philosophy, languages or English no longer matter; they  are closed because they are 'not viable'. Staff are not dismissed because institutions have decided other priorities matter more; instead structures are 'reshaped'. Anyone who has sat through a  modern 'portfolio review' will recognise the peculiar atmosphere in which educational questions survive only as shadows cast by financial projections. The discussion begins with an intellectual  mission and ends with colour-coded spreadsheets forecasting recruitment trends till 2032. By that stage, the argument is effectively over. The educational language remains, but mostly as ceremony.
  The crisis is both intellectual and civic. Universities have increasingly been made to adapt their purposes to the funding model rather than adapting the funding model to sustain their purposes.  That inversion has narrowed curricula, weakened disciplines, casualised labour and encouraged a conception of students as purchasers of credentials rather than participants in a shared educational  undertaking.
  Yet there are points at which Collini's account risks idealising the older university settlement. The collegial university of memory was often exclusionary, sustained by assumptions about class and  educational entitlement that no longer hold. Expansion was not itself a mistake. One of the genuine achievements of the late 20th century was that subjects such as English, history and drama ceased  to belong almost exclusively to a small social elite. Some of the most intellectually ambitious teaching in British universities happened not in ancient institutions but in post-1992 universities.  That is one of the reasons the present contraction feels so bleak. The danger isn't just the loss of particular departments. It is the quiet restratification of intellectual life. Subjects that  survive cuts increasingly retreat into a small number of highly selective universities whose student populations remain disproportionately advantaged. The result may not be the death of the  humanities so much as their social narrowing.
  Managerialism isn't simply something imposed by government. Too many universities have embraced it with enthusiasm. The corporate language of targets, restructuring and market share was adopted  aspirationally, accompanied by expensive branding exercises, consultancy culture and the conviction that a university demonstrates its seriousness through the construction of vast atria filled with  coffee franchises and collaborative seating. The hollowing out of senates and academic self-government matters here. Once academic communities cease to play a meaningful role in determining  educational priorities, universities become organisations that manage revenue streams while continuing to speak the language of scholarship.
  Collini is surely right that a more strategic national view of subject provision is necessary. It is plainly irrational that whole disciplines can disappear regionally because neighbouring  institutions, acting independently but under identical pressures, each make locally rational decisions that cumulatively damage the system as a whole. But co-ordination alone will not solve the  deeper problem unless universities recover the confidence to speak in educational rather than exclusively economic terms.


Kevin Morris

				St Albans, Hertfordshire
			

Though I agree with much of Stefan Collini's assessment of the current state of British universities, I am always shocked that so little attention is paid to the impact on staff. The university crisis is rarely presented as a workers' rights issue. The University and College Union said last autumn that there had been cuts equivalent to 15,000 job losses in the previous year, with more to come. Jo Grady, the UCU general secretary, has pointed out that the 2700 jobs Keir Starmer recently promised to save by nationalising British Steel was the number currently at risk at Nottingham University alone.
I left my job at a university in the Midlands last year after choosing not to undertake the exceedingly unpleasant task of applying for my current job on far worse terms. In the 'new roles' we were being offered, we would be employed by a subsidiary company and would no longer technically be university employees; we would not be eligible for union membership and would be thrown out of the Teachers' Pension Scheme in which we were entitled to participate as part of the agreement made with post-1992 universities. Senior management got very tetchy when any of us referred to this as a 'fire and rehire' scheme, which is what it was. Similar practices are being deployed elsewhere and at speed, partly no doubt to pre-empt the government's ban on them, which comes into force next year. At the time, my supportive but seemingly powerless local Labour MP sent a letter on my behalf to the skills minister, Jacqui Smith. Smith responded that she was sorry I was feeling anxious about my situation but that 'the government does not have a role in intervening with specific providers, or in resolving disputes between providers and their staff.'


Katie da Cunha Lewin

				London E17
			

Stefan Collini gives a clear-eyed diagnosis of the deteriorating financial position of the UK's universities, arguing that the fee-dependent model is being eroded by compounding pressures: volatility in migration policy, enlargement of the sector, real-terms cuts because of inflation, the shift from a discerning selection of students to desperate recruitment. He concludes that a precarious situation is moving closer to structural collapse. The diagnosis is correct, but one could go further. The financial crisis of the universities is a threat not merely to the sector itself, but to the economic performance of the UK, its international standing and the government's ambitions to achieve renewal through science, technology and innovation.
The structural dependence on student fees is a symptom of decisions taken from the 1990s onwards. The state progressively withdrew from direct engagement in research and development - it privatised public sector research establishments, closed public laboratories and sold utilities that had performed important applied research functions in energy, water and transport. At the same time, there was a reorientation of public funding towards excellence-based basic science, with a growing share of government funding allocated through the university system. No subsequent reform has challenged this organisational logic. The university system absorbed an ever increasing share of public R&D investment to the point of international anomaly: national science and innovation systems differ for a variety of historical and structural reasons, but even so, it is notable that the UK ranks first in the G7 for higher education R&D as a share of GDP, higher than Germany, France, Japan or Italy.
The university sector is now struggling with the financial implications of this role. The public funding mechanism covered on average only 67 per cent of research costs in 2023-24, down from 76 per cent in 2015-16. Non-publicly-funded teaching recovers on average 143 per cent of costs, meaning that the income from international fees is not supplementary - it is the structural foundation on which university research and domestic teaching alike depend. The result is a sector-wide structural research deficit of PS5.4 billion, cross-subsidised by the volatile income flow from fees.
An excellence-based logic for the allocation of competitive research funding is necessary to push the scientific frontier, and the concentration of resources is unavoidable, as most scientists would agree, even if it is politically uncomfortable. It is not necessarily the most appropriate organisational logic for an entire system, however, and many other countries have a more differentiated approach. The point is that this logic is applied uniformly to a highly heterogeneous set of institutions that could and should play varied roles. In particular, it has been applied to institutions that have only recently become universities and must now compete on excellence-based terms with well-established research-intensive peers. Even if there were a coherent social rationale for fee-based private investment in education, many of the post-1992 institutions were never in a position to sustain it, though there are of course institutions that have managed the transition exceptionally well.
Yet the incentive structure has continued to encourage expansion. A professor at one such institution recently described to me a taught master's programme that enrolled fifteen students in its first year and five hundred in its third, the majority of them international. One is entitled to ask whether the town and the taxpayers underpinning that university are better served by this model than by an institution focused on skills, lifelong learning and the needs of the regional economy.
The UK's Modern Industrial Strategy - a government policy document from November 2025 - mentions UK universities ('world-leading') 35 times. There is no mention of public-sector research establishments. As others have pointed out, the UK has a long-standing tendency to conflate science policy with industrial policy, or to substitute one for the other. What's more, the government's primary instrument for supporting private-sector R&D is the tax system: tax incentives account for approximately PS7.6 billion in 2023-24. Roughly half of this flows to large multinationals, many of them foreign-owned remnants of 1980s and 1990s privatisations. The logic is coherent for cash-constrained smaller firms; less so for the larger beneficiaries. And once such commitments are established, the political economy of reversing them is formidable.
The issue Collini's piece implicitly but never quite explicitly raises is the one that should preoccupy politicians of all parties. In the absence of more robust levers to steer the science, technology and innovation system - through public R&D performance, ecosystem-building in strategic sectors or instruments that do more than respond to market failure - the UK is reliant on a university sector that isn't designed to perform the role assigned to it. If it cannot, the consequences will extend well beyond the lecture halls.


Lucas Mackle

				Glasgow
			

I was dismayed to learn from Stefan Collini about the decline of Classics courses in British universities, as this goes against a trend among school students that has received surprisingly little attention. While history A-level has been on the decline - entrants down 4 per cent over the last seven years - classical subjects have seen a 22 per cent rise in entrants, compared to a rise of 10.2 per cent in all subjects over the same period. You might think this would be driven by private schools but that isn't the case - almost all the rise is driven by state-school students taking Classical Civilisation, especially girls.
My own teenagers and their friends are at non-selective state schools in Essex, and I noticed a while ago that they were talking about taking classical subjects. It is hard to know what is driving this, but what I have picked up from these students is that they are at least in part responding to an increasingly chaotic and fragile contemporary world, in contrast to which studying the ancient world offers an engagement with something enduring rather than ephemeral, something that isn't oriented towards 'skills' or 'relevance' in any overt way. Gen Z is often talked about as if its culture existed entirely online, but the trend in Classics points to a desire for something very different, and it is discouraging to hear that their interest isn't being recognised and seized on by universities.


Hana Loftus

				Colchester, Essex
			


I'm not sorry
  Thomas Nagel, in his reflections on T.M. Scanlon's Morality and Responsibility, refers to two principles I propose in my paper 'Famine, Affluence and Morality' (LRB, 21 May). He regards the weaker principle - which has the implication that if affluent people can save the lives of people in low-income countries by  contributing modest sums to effective charities, it would be wrong of them not to do so - as straightforwardly implied by Scanlon's moral theory. Nagel himself says nothing against this principle,  and I read him as endorsing it, although he does not explicitly say so.
  Nagel goes on to say, however, that I think this principle is too weak, and instead support a much stronger principle that implies affluent people ought to give until they are almost as badly off  as the people whose lives they are saving. He writes that Scanlon's theory credibly explains what is wrong with this more demanding principle. Nagel accurately describes what I wrote in 'Famine,  Affluence and Morality', but that paper was published in 1972, and over the past half-century, my views have developed. I no longer recommend following the strong principle. On the contrary, I  argue that instead of condemning people for failing to act in accordance with it, we can reasonably praise them for giving at levels much lower than the strong principle implies. Further details,  and a table of suggested levels of giving at various levels of income, can be found in my book The Life You Can Save (2009).


Peter Singer

				National University of Singapore
			


Squillions
  John Lanchester quotes George Cottrell and Lawrence Burke Files's remarks to the effect that Chinese porcelain is easier to fake than metalwork or jade, whose age 'can be determined through  non-destructive testing' (LRB, 21 May). In fact, no known scientific test can determine when metal was cast or stone was carved. We have to work this out  using other information. If, to give two recent examples, X-ray fluorescence analysis shows that the alloy of a Bronze Age vessel contains aluminium, or that a stone Khmer deity is covered with the  microscopic parallel scratches left by a power buffer, we know they're not what they seem.
  Porcelain is another story. Nuclear scientists left underemployed after developing the atomic bomb perfected a technique for measuring accumulated radiation to determine exactly how long it has  been since the clay was exposed to high temperatures in the kiln. The test is inexpensive and requires taking a sample smaller than the size of a pencil point. Clever forgers nowadays simply add  faking the test paperwork to their to-do list.


Erin L. Thompson

				City University of New York
			

Thanks to John Lanchester for another of his reliably terrifying articles, this one on money laundering. The discussion of high denomination 'bin Laden' notes and their dodgy uses reminds me of when I lived in Madrid and had to recover my deposit as I left one chichi Malasana flat to move to another. I arranged with my landlord that I would meet him at his place of work on the outskirts of the city. I used my last metro ticket getting there, and was nonplussed when he handed me the money in the form of two EU500 notes, which he took from a thumb-thick wodge in his wallet. I had to walk back to the centre, as no taxi driver would break such a large bill. I don't think it's irrelevant to mention that my (gruffly pleasant) landlord was a senior police officer.


James Womack

				Fitzwilliam College, Cambridge
			


Famous Friends
The photographs Inigo Thomas has from his trip to Cuba might seem mundane to him, but they include John Kennedy Jr for goodness' sake (LRB, 4 June). My snapshots from a visit there about ten years later were poorly focused, haphazardly composed and, with all due respect to my travelling companion, featured not a single 20th-century icon. Or so I thought until I got home. There was very little commercial advertising in Havana, but there were billboards, some of which showed up in the background of my snaps. A lot of them bore large-scale painted copies of Alberto Korda's photograph from 1960 Guerrillero Heroico. When I imported the pictures, my computer's photo-organising app ran a facial recognition algorithm which identified frequently featured people, which is how Che Guevara got added to my 'friends and family' album.


Ben Campbell

				Brighton, East Sussex
			


Rather like Golf
I share Malcolm Gaskill's enthusiasm for the 1945 Ealing Studios horror classic Dead of Night, but not his breezy dismissal of its single comic segment, 'The Golfer's Story' (LRB, 4 June). To condemn it as 'dated comic relief' is rather like condemning the Cavalcanti/Redgrave ventriloquist segment for its lack of digital effects. The lead actors in 'The Golfer's Story', Basil Radford and Naunton Wayne, were enormously popular with 1940s audiences for a flexible double-act that relentlessly mocked middle-class English parochialism and pomposity. In The Lady Vanishes they are obsessed with cricket, in Passport to Pimlico with bureaucratic procedure, and here with golf. The joke is the discovery that to be a successful ghost requires endless practice, mastery of obscure technique and much loss of temper, rather like golf itself.


Martin Spence

				London SE20
			






This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.lrb.co.uk/the-paper/v48/n11/letters



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Luxury Muzhik
Adam Thirlwell

4730 wordsIn a library  when I was young I came across a book published by the Hogarth Press. It was so delicate I hardly wanted to touch it. It had a mottled green cover, it was maybe seventy pages long, and I read it in one amazed hour. The book was Maxim Gorky's Reminiscences of Leo Nicolayevitch Tolstoi, from 1920, which the Woolfs would later republish in a fuller volume, with two more of Gorky's reminiscences: of Chekhov and the less world-famous Leonid Andreyev. I loved the book entirely, and surely any book is lovable that has Tolstoy on the phone to Chekhov? For a while I considered stealing it, this rare object, which seemed to contain answers to the mystery of something called literature. The translation a century ago was by S.S. Koteliansky with Leonard Woolf (Woolf's contribution presumably being to correct the occasional syntactical blemish), and was only rarely reprinted. Now at last there is a new translation, by Bryan Karetnyk, and everyone can contemplate this strange and moving work.
By the time he published his memoir of Tolstoy in 1919, Gorky was a major celebrity but also a scandal. He had made his name in the 1890s, with the novel Foma Gordeyev and a collection of his essays and stories which imported urban proletarian characters into Russian literature. He was born in Nizhny Novgorod in 1868 as Alexei Peshkov. His pen name meant bitter, signalling the way his life story was the guarantee of his work's authenticity - this autodidact orphan who had apprenticed as a shoemaker, run away as a teenager to work in the kitchens of a Volga steamer, then found a job in a bakery in Kazan, hoping to study at the university. In 1902 Stanislavsky put on his play The Lower Depths at the Moscow Art Theatre, and it made Gorky famous not just in Russia but in Europe too, as a writer who had muscled into the elegant home of Chekhov with his deadbeats and wisecracking prostitutes. Chekhov introduced Gorky to Tolstoy, and they became a strange duo, with an age gap of forty years. Their mismatched friendship was maintained at Tolstoy's home of Yasnaya Polyana and in the Crimea, where Tolstoy would stay with friends and Gorky spent time for his health, despite having been exiled by the tsarist regime.
The other unlikely friendship Gorky formed at this time was with Lenin. His writings had made him a hero to socialist intellectuals, and he remained close to the Bolsheviks while living in exile on Capri after 1906. In 1913 he returned to Russia, and a few years later observed with admiration the Bolshevik destruction of tsarist autocracy, but by then his friendship with Lenin had become a catastrophe of mutual mistrust and condemnation. Gorky accused Lenin of not knowing the masses, of not having lived with them; Lenin accused Gorky of being 'weak-willed' and 'clearly reactionary'.
Two years after publishing his memoir of Tolstoy, Gorky sent himself back into the safety of exile in Italy, this time from the Bolsheviks. Now, in his fifties, he reminisced about the writers he had known before the revolution, talking about them with love but also a kind of condescending amazement. Tolstoy had been dead for eleven years, Chekhov for seventeen. Gorky was the designated mourner for a vanished moment in Russian culture. He wanted socialism or democracy but he no longer wanted Bolshevism, which seemed to him psychopathically preoccupied with power. Something was at stake, it was partly Russia, it was partly politics, and it was partly the kind of writing Tolstoy, Chekhov and Andreyev practised - always in pursuit of something they liked to call 'truth'. These reminiscences are therefore little records from a heroic age, but they are also records of a time when no one knew which moves were truly heroic. Maybe it's this uncertainty that makes them so charming, for all their grim context and our knowledge of how the story would end, a decade later, when Gorky would be wooed back to Moscow by Stalin to champion that oxymoron, socialist realism.
In the 19th century a new tone emerged in Russian writing and it created much confusion - both in Russia and elsewhere. Everyone was agreed that whatever it was, it wasn't European. The only Russian who was European was Turgenev, and it made him highly suspicious. But maybe to give it this nationalist tinge isn't accurate at all. There were basically three or four writers - Tolstoy and Dostoevsky and Chekhov, with Turgenev a possible addition and Gogol an ancestor - who had crafted a form of fiction writing that seemed to offer such a radically fluid and cavernous account of human relations, so much less brittle than Thackeray or Zola, that it no longer seemed to be art at all. Anna Karenina was a 'piece of life', Matthew Arnold said, not a novel. Virginia Woolf wondered at Dostoevsky's naked characters, vessels of 'this perplexed liquid, this cloudy, yeasty, precious stuff, the soul'. Everyone else in European literature suddenly seemed ordinary. It was a freak of time and space.
One feature of such apparently exposed writing was to collapse any distinction between life and literature. It seemed natural in this era to covet biographical intimacy, to devour lives and letters, and Gorky's Reminiscences are especially intense. He believed that no anecdote was too domestic to be meaningful, like this story of Tolstoy praising Chekhov's 'The Darling' in front of Chekhov. 'On that day, Chekhov had a temperature: he was sitting with red blotches on his cheeks and his head tilted forward, cleaning his pince-nez meticulously. He said nothing for some while, then finally, with a sigh, he said quietly and with embarrassment: "There are misprints in it ..."' Gorky writes as if everything private in the lives of these writers were a mystery to be decoded, as if this story of Chekhov might be some clue to his modesty, and therefore his talent. I don't think he was mistaken. Maybe at a certain point all literature is personal. It's difficult to admit this because the ideal is of something abstract and therefore perfect. It was the ideal for sure in Paris, where Flaubert proposed that the realist novel was also the impersonal novel, that the personality of the author was of no interest to anyone serious.
But the theory was always fragile. This is why criticism since the 19th century has always veered between genres, the august impersonal critical essay and the memoir, the diary and the letter (one problem with Flaubert's theory was his own correspondence, published a few years after he died, which was as exciting, as novelistic, as his novels), and why perhaps the greatest novelist in history is recorded by Gorky in this way: 'It always struck me that Tolstoy did not much care to discuss literature - and in this I do not believe I am mistaken - although he was vitally interested in the personality of the author. I was frequently asked the question: "Did you know him?" "What was he like?" "Where was he born?"'
One way  of reading the Reminiscences is as a novel about timeframes masquerading as an essay. Gorky and Tolstoy first met in 1900, when Gorky was 31 and Tolstoy 71. Tolstoy had a decade left to live. A photo of this unlikely couple survives from Yasnaya Polyana. Gorky has his feet arranged neatly in balletic first position, with a stick and a hat and a buttoned-up coat. Next to him Tolstoy is dressed as a luxury muzhik, with an unkempt white beard. Chekhov, the third character in this story, was forty. He was Gorky's more brilliant elder contemporary, the preferred sibling, the one whom Tolstoy truly loved, partly for his soul but really for his talent. ('He loved Chekhov and always, whenever looking at him, seemed to caress his face with a tender gaze.' Or: 'Ah, what a dear, wonderful man he is: modest and mild-mannered, just like a young lady! Why, he even walks like a young lady. What a marvel he is!') At this moment, in 1900, almost all the realists were dead: Dostoevsky, Turgenev, Flaubert, George Eliot, the Goncourt brothers, Maupassant. Zola was about to die. An entire era had passed. In the absence of the dead, the three men were arguing over something, which was literature.
Older revered writers are a problem for the younger writer, however famous the younger writer may already be. The older writers are more respected, more famous, and often they now write in a way the younger writer dislikes, but still the younger writer needs or wants their love and respect, and this complicates the relationship. (The protege also wants to distinguish himself from mere disciples like the spiritual intellectuals crowding Yasnaya Polyana who, Gorky wrote, 'love to sigh and greet each other with a kiss; they all have sweaty palms, limp wrists and cheating eyes.')
No wonder that in this memoir Gorky is all ambivalence. He complains about Tolstoy's 'stubborn, despotic wish ... to turn the life of Count Tolstoy into some kind of hagiographic Life of St Leo', but fervently records Tolstoy's actions and conversations. 'He leaped over the ditches and puddles like a young boy, shook the raindrops from the branches overhead, and told a marvellous tale of how Fet' - the lyric poet Afanasy Fet - 'had explained Schopenhauer to him in that very grove.' And then: 'With a loving, gentle hand, he stroked the damp satin trunks of the birch trees.' What's interesting is what emerges from this proximity, a relationship so complicated that its symbol or summary might be this wonderful game of truth or dare:
He used to ask: 'Aren't you fond of me?'
'No, I'm not,' you had to answer.
'Don't you love me?'
'Not today.'
In his questions he was merciless: in his answers reserved - as behoves a wise man.

Gorky's account is so open and so prickly in its misunderstandings that sometimes it reads like stand-up. One day Tolstoy lets him read his diary. Gorky gives it back, puzzled by one entry: 'God is my desire.'
'An unfinished thought,' he said, his eyes narrowing as he glanced at the little page. 'I suppose I meant to say: "God is my desire to know Him ..." No, that can't be it ...'
He roared with laughter and, having rolled the diary up into a tube, thrust it into the broad pocket of his jacket.

God and Tolstoy were a particular problem for Gorky. By now, Tolstoy had fully entered his sage phase. He was no longer only a novelist. He was also a vast thinker, the founder of a cult whose apolitical politics Gorky disliked. 'The thought that plagues him, markedly, more than others is that of God.' This is how Gorky chose to begin his collage of impressions. And it ends with Tolstoy still plagued, telling Gorky, the unbeliever, that belief in God is necessary:
He had scarcely ever spoken to me about this subject, and its weightiness, its unexpectedness, caught me off guard, as it were, overwhelmed me. I said nothing. As he sat on the divan with his legs tucked under him, he smiled victoriously into his beard and, threatening me with a finger, said: 'You won't get out of this by saying nothing, oh no!'
Then, unbeliever that I am, I looked at him warily, a little fearfully - I looked, and I thought: 'How like unto God this man is!'

Instead of God, Gorky had Tolstoy. Gorky had been orphaned when he was eleven, and he is frank in his depiction of Tolstoy as his ideal patriarch. Once, he writes, he happened to see Tolstoy alone on a beach.
In the meditative stillness of the old man, I sensed something magical and prophetic, something that plunged down into the dark depths below him and soared up into the blue abyss above the earth, as if it were he, his concentrated will, that were summoning the waves and pushing them away again, directing the movements of the clouds and shadows that seemed to be disturbing the rocks, trying to awaken them.

And then, a few lines later: 'To put into words what I felt back then is impossible: it was both ecstatic and terrifying, and later everything merged into a single happy idea: "I am not an orphan so long as this man lives upon the earth!"'
This is the problem with writers: they are real people, and therefore subject to major occlusions and inventions. They turn other people into objects of fantasy, and it's part of Gorky's talent for truth that he smooths out none of the contradictions or gaps in this encounter. Mostly he was unsure if Tolstoy even liked him, or if he liked Tolstoy.
That first meeting left me with a dual impression: I was both glad and proud of having met Tolstoy, but his conversation with me had reminded me somewhat of an examination, as though it was not the author of The Cossacks, 'Pace-setter' and War and Peace whom I had met but a nobleman who, in condescending to my level, had deemed it necessary to address me 'in peasantese', the language of the streets and marketplaces, and this upset my impression of him - one that I had cherished for so long.

There was always, it seemed to Gorky, the possibility that Tolstoy saw him merely as a curiosity, an emissary from the working class. 'His interest in me is ethnographic. In his eyes, I am but a representative of some unknown race - nothing more.' But this gap also allowed Gorky to see through the muzhik costume Tolstoy liked to wear. 'Then suddenly, from under the peasant beard, from under the democratically rumpled blouse, would emerge the old Russian nobleman, the grand aristocrat.' One day, he writes, they went out riding and came across some of Tolstoy's Romanov neighbours, Grand Duke Alexander Mikhailovich, Grand Duke Georgy Mikhailovich and Grand Duke Pyotr Nikolaevich.
A droshky and a single saddle horse stood blocking the road. He fixed the Romanov men with a hard, expectant gaze, but they had already turned their backs on him. The saddle horse pawed the earth and moved a little to the side, letting Tolstoy's horse pass.
We rode on for several minutes in silence.
'They recognised me, the fools,' he said eventually.
And, after another minute: 'At least the horse knew to make way for Tolstoy.'

There's a fraught moment in the later memoir of Chekhov where Gorky recalls something Chekhov said that Tolstoy had said about Gorky (this text often reads like a teenage diary). Tolstoy was only so mercurial with Gorky, Chekhov says, because he was jealous of the way other writers loved him. Gorky 'has the soul of a spy', Chekhov has Tolstoy say. 'It is as if he has arrived here from abroad, and now, finding himself in a foreign land - in Canaan - he watches everything, noting it down and reporting it back to some god of his.' As he tells the story, Chekhov reduces himself to tears. He composes himself and continues:
So, I tell him: 'Gorky is a good man.' But he's having none of it.
'You're wrong,' he says. 'I know: he has a duck's bill for a nose, and only the wretched and the wicked have noses like that.'
Chekhov sighed and finally said: 'Yes, the old man is jealous. How he does astonish me.'

It takes courage for a writer to include this kind of exchange about themselves. The anecdote preserves Chekhov's particular sense of humour, but also defines the way Tolstoy saw Gorky: as a politician with the wrong values, not an artist. Whenever Gorky's writing comes up, Tolstoy is dismayingly critical.
I read him my story 'The Bull'. He laughed greatly and remarked that I know 'the tricks of language'.
'But you handle words poorly,' he said. 'All your peasants speak very sensibly, whereas in reality what they say is foolish and incoherent. You can never tell what a peasant means to say right away.'

Later on, Gorky reads to him from The Lower Depths. 'He listened carefully, then asked: "Why did you write this?" I explained as best I could.' And Tolstoy once again takes apart his language ('You must write more simply') then adds a larger disapproval: 'You speak a great deal from your own perspective, and this is why you have no characters, and all your people wear the same face. You do not understand women, I expect: none of them - not one - comes off well in your writing. They are unmemorable.'
Honestly, sometimes you don't get what they saw in each other. Another issue was sex. Tolstoy could be madly puritanical, telling Gorky that 'man alone is given to endure all this shame and the terror of such torment - in the flesh given him. We bear it within ourselves like an inescapable punishment - but for which sin?' But also he loved talking about sex, and Gorky didn't.
Like a French novelist, he talks of women willingly and at great length, and yet always with the coarseness of a Russian peasant, which I used to find unseemly. Today in the Almond Grove he asked Chekhov:
'Did you go whoring much in your youth?'
Chekhov smiled in consternation. Tugging at his little beard, he muttered something unintelligible in response.
Looking out to sea, however, Tolstoy confessed:
'I was a tireless ...'
He pronounced the words with contrition, but at the end of the sentence he used a salty peasant turn of phrase.

Like a French novelist. The amusing thing is that in the end it was Gorky who loved the French realists, and Tolstoy who looked down on them. 'The French have three writers: Stendhal, Balzac and Flaubert. There is also Maupassant, of course, but Chekhov is better. As for the Goncourts - what clowns they are! They merely feign seriousness. They learned life from books written by such fabulists as themselves, believing it all to be serious stuff. Nobody needs that.' 'I could not agree with his estimation,' Gorky reports, 'and this irked him somewhat.'
In the end these memoirs record a competition over truth in literature, over what knowledge of the truth the old might have or have had, or what the young might know or not know, or what anyone can know. Just as he dislikes the Goncourts, Tolstoy no longer admires Dostoevsky: 'It is a curious thing that he is read so much. I cannot fathom why. After all, reading him is hard and leads to nothing, for all these Idiots, Adolescents, Raskolnikovs and the rest of them - none of it has ever been true; everything is simpler, more rational.'
One of the greatest extended cross-talks Gorky records is a strange conversation in which Tolstoy remembers seeing a drunk woman lying in the gutter accompanied by her son, 'a fair-haired, grey-eyed youth with tears streaming down his cheeks', who was begging her to get up. Tolstoy says that Gorky shouldn't write that kind of story, he shouldn't write something that features a drunk woman.
'It's shameful to write of beastliness. But then - why not write about it? Yes, one has to write everything, about all things.'
... And then, nudging me gently with his elbow: 'You, too, shall live your life, and everything shall remain exactly as it was - then you, too, will cry, and worse than I now - "streaming", as the peasant women say ... And you must write everything, about all things, for otherwise that fair-haired youth will be hurt, and he will blame us - "That's not true, that isn't the whole truth," he will say. And he is a stickler for the truth!'

I find this moving, just as it is moving when, in his memoir of Andreyev, another exile from the Bolsheviks, Gorky demonstrates that he has not quite learned the master's lesson, however much he tries. Andreyev tells him about an episode involving a friend, which Andreyev had used in his novella 'Darkness'. A revolutionary on the run from the police had hidden himself in a brothel. The prostitute he was with looked after him tenderly and, embarrassed, he responded with a 'moralistic sermon'. So she slapped him. 'Then, having realised the rudeness of his mistake, he apologised to her and kissed her hand - something, I believe, that she could have done without. And that is all there was to it.' But when Andreyev came to write this as a story he had added 'dreadful details': he had made it about 'the agonising and foul mockery of a person' - in other words, he had borrowed from Dostoevsky's Notes from Underground - and Gorky was unhappy. 'Sometimes - very rarely, alas,' Gorky explains, 'reality is truer and more beautiful than even the most talented tale of it ... Yet Andreyev distorted both the sense and the form of the affair beyond all recognition.' It sounds close to the master's earlier lesson, but the difference is in that word 'beautiful'. In Tolstoy's story of the drunk woman and her son there is no vocabulary of the majestic and the noble, no sense that a writer should put the beautiful first.
But then Gorky knew enough to acknowledge that Tolstoy was incomparable, and Tolstoy knew it too. 'One evening at twilight, narrowing his eyes and shuffling his brows', Gorky recalls, Tolstoy 'read a variant of the scene in "Father Sergius" where the woman goes to seduce the hermit. He read it through to the very end, looked up, and, with his eyes shut, said distinctly: "Well written, old man. Well written!"' It seemed to these writers that they were operating in an environment without serious criticism. 'For a quarter of a century,' Gorky records Chekhov as saying, 'I have read reviews of my works, and I cannot remember a single valuable remark made by any critic, nor even a solitary good piece of advice.' Almost none of them wrote much criticism either, and if they did it existed in prefaces and minor works. So maybe this was why their conversations felt so intense: they were the testing lab for the writers' new inventions.
One  of the things that defined this Russian version of realism for European readers was its volatility, its characters' mood changes and incomprehensible weeping, rather than the usual cult of the detail. It was closer to the version of realism in Knut Hamsun's novels, such as Mysteries, whose hero keeps deliberately contradicting his own statements. This is the kind of realism Gorky also comes up with in his scenes from the lives of his writers, always attuned to the impossible or perverse, as in this anecdote about Andreyev's idea of parenting:
One evening I called and found him in an armchair in front of the fireplace. Dressed in black, all in the crimson glow of the smouldering embers, he was holding his son, Vadim, on his knees and whispering something to him as the boy sobbed. I tiptoed in. I thought the child was asleep, so I sat down in an armchair by the door. That was when I heard Andreyev telling the boy how death stalks the Earth, strangling little children.
'I'm scared,' said Vadim.
'Don't you want to hear any more?'
'I'm scared,' the child repeated.
'Then go to bed ...'
But the boy clung to his father's legs and began to cry. It took us a long while to settle him.

Or take the way Gorky continued to express his amazement at the mismatch between Tolstoy's genius and his pastimes: 'How curious that he should be so fond of playing cards. He plays seriously, and with great fervour. And how nervous his hands grow when he takes the cards in them, as though he were holding not dead pieces of card but live birds.' All this was what made the writing so special, its refusal of consistency.
In his own life Gorky was the least consistent of any of them, which is why it's difficult and melancholy to read this book, shadowed by his later history. What was he up to in these pages, in the early 1920s? I guess he was trying to salvage something from the punitive place he had ended up in, to console himself with his memories. 'It is good to remember a man like that,' he writes of Chekhov. 'Vigour will return to your life in an instant, and once again you will see its meaning with clarity.' But some clarity eluded him. The kind of truth-telling Chekhov achieved in his writing, his method of miniature ironies, is redescribed by Gorky as an attack on 'the dingy chaos of bourgeois mundanity', the 'tragedy' of bourgeois existence, whereas that kind of judgmental tone is precisely what Chekhov's writing refuses. If you need a lesson in this, Gorky offers it himself in his description of Chekhov's funeral. On the one hand, this duo of mistaken identity:
The coffin of this writer so 'dearly beloved' by Moscow arrived on some green freight wagon with an inscription stencilled on the doors in enormous letters: OYSTERS. A part of the small crowd that had gathered at the station to meet the writer followed the coffin of General Keller, which had been brought from Manchuria, and was greatly surprised to find Chekhov being buried to the strains of a military band.

On the other hand, this unnecessary moralising sentence: 'The dirty-green smudge of that freight wagon strikes me as nothing but the great, triumphant smile of banality over a weary enemy.'
Gorky's problem was that he couldn't suppress his idealism. Ten years after these reminiscences he was back in Moscow, and was himself the sage. At the 1934 Writers' Congress he dismissed the 'critical realism' of Tolstoy and Chekhov and instead proposed 'socialist realism', an expression of pure kitsch:
Life, as asserted by socialist realism, is deeds, creativeness, the aim of which is the uninterrupted development of the priceless individual faculties of man, with a view to his victory over the forces of nature, for the sake of his health and longevity, for the supreme joy of living on an earth which, in conformity with the steady growth of his requirements, he wishes to mould throughout into a beautiful dwelling place for mankind, united into a single family.

The generation below him, the generation of Tsvetaeva and Mandelstam and Olesha and Platonov, he never really understood. He acquired a reputation in Stalinist Russia as some kind of great interceder for other writers, but in her own reminiscences Nadezhda Mandelstam gives an acidic portrait of his capacity for indifference, as in this story about her husband, Osip: 'In those days clothing could not be bought, but was supplied only against vouchers. The issue of such vouchers for writers had to be authorised by Gorky. When he was asked to let M. have a pair of trousers and a sweater, he crossed out the word "trousers" on the voucher and said: "He'll manage without."' 'The trousers were a small matter in themselves,' she added, 'but they spoke eloquently of Gorky's hostility to a literary trend that was foreign to him.'
The writers involved in the trend were at least twenty years younger than Gorky, and the hostility was mutual. In 1922, shortly after the Reminiscences were published, Osip Mandelstam wrote an article on 'Literary Moscow' in which he dismissed the 'psychological belles-lettres' of Andreyev and Gorky. A year later, he wrote a brilliant essay on the early years of the Moscow Art Theatre: 'For the intelligentsia to go to the Moscow Art Theatre was almost equal to taking communion or going to church.' This older generation, he argued, did not know that they were corrupted: they had lost touch with literature and used theatre to compensate for their lack of understanding. Nothing in this literature, Mandelstam wrote, was true. 'In real life people revolted, wept, sang and shot themselves. But I remember their production of The Lower Depths. It was no more than a masquerade of cheap calico and slums. A tidy little lair. A sleek slum. Among other things, they did not succeed in touching the stench and the filth. In reality they touched only themselves.'
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Short Cuts
In Cuba
J.S. Tennant

2653 wordsWhen I  lived in Cuba in 2010, more than 80 per cent of the population was employed by the state. The average monthly salary was 480 Cuban pesos (around $20); the basic-rate pension was less than half that. It wasn't much, but most Cubans own their home and until recently hardly anyone paid rent. Education and healthcare have been free since the revolution; utilities have always been heavily subsidised (though costs have risen steeply in the last few years). And for decades the prices of certain goods and services were depressed by subsidies and controls.
The household ration booklet known as the libreta de abastecimiento has been central to everyday life in Cuba since it was introduced as a temporary measure in 1962, when food shortages became widespread following the revolution. It provides staple goods at extremely low prices - usually a couple of pesos. Even in 2010, ration quotas guaranteed a certain level of calorific and nutritional intake each month. Every citizen could expect to receive a pound of refined sugar, four pounds of raw sugar, a pound of dry legumes, half a pound of black beans, four pounds of rice, four ounces of coffee, 250 ml of cooking oil, three loaves of bread and a carton of eggs. In addition, they got a kilo of salt every three months and occasionally other items, including a new pair of trousers each year. Six-ounce portions of chicken were available from time to time and a six-ounce fillet of oily fish could often be found at bodegas, the state-run neighbourhood dispensaries. Every child under the age of seven received a litre of powdered milk and a few cups of yoghurt.
At no point during the two and a half decades I've been visiting Cuba has the libreta alone covered basic needs. In 2010, the monthly rations could be eked out for perhaps twelve days. The same products might be available at bodegas, off-ration but still heavily subsidised (typically three times what they cost with the libreta). Or one could go to a state-run market, though these were too expensive for most people. Most imports - including nappies, razor blades, shampoo, toilet paper and tampons - had to be purchased with dollars at shoppings, which no longer exist.
This is the reason Cubans spend so much time and energy engaged in la lucha, the daily struggle to make ends meet. They source staples on the black market or trade items that have been obtained por la izquierda, under the counter (often pilfered from state enterprises). In 2010, figures showed that a quarter of all imports were skimmed off for redistribution on the black market. While I was living in Havana I met government employees who would turn up at midday to claim their free lunch in the workplace cantina before returning home. As the joke went, 'they pretend to pay us, and we pretend to work.' In 2011, Raul Castro revived the tentative economic liberalisation of 2006-7, laying off state employees and moving the country towards a mixed economy. The deterioration of public transport in the preceding years was such that from late 2010, taxi drivers were permitted to work privately. It became common to encounter, say, a former paediatric surgeon or civil engineer who until recently had earned $17 a month, now making as much as $200 driving a cab.
The government has been talking about withdrawing the libreta for ten years or more, but knows that this would be devastating for the poorest Cubans: pensioners, state workers lacking the luck, contacts or ingenuity to supplement their income, and those who don't receive cash remittances from friends or relatives abroad. Over the years I noted the incremental depletion of ration supplies and the mounting desperation of those who depended on them. By 2015, fish had disappeared from the libreta and meat deliveries were increasingly rare. Long queues outside the bodega might signal the arrival of Indonesian soap, but more often meant a run on chicken imports from Brazil or the US (America's trade embargo, in force since 1962, has since 2000 exempted food and medicine). Animal proteins were often restricted to trace elements in ground picadillo or pollo con sorpresa, 'chicken surprise', bulked out with a mystery filler the government calls objeto comestible no identificado (often textured soy paste). Bodega coffee started to be cut with powdered split pea, and rice was padded with cornflour.
Cuba now imports most of its food. State production has plummeted since the 1990s, owing to a combination of deindustrialisation, inefficiencies of central planning and collective farming, and the country's inability to pay for crucial imports such as fertiliser and birdfeed. The US embargo - the longest of its kind in modern times - limits Cuba's ability to trade, to access global financial markets and to secure loans. It was relaxed under Obama then tightened during Trump's first term, leading to a reduction in aid and caps on cash remittances from the US. In the early 2020s, with tourism frozen by Covid, Cuba used up much of its vital foreign currency reserves. A poorly timed monetary reform at the start of 2021, which scrapped the dual-currency system, led to spiralling inflation (the exchange rate was fixed at 24 pesos to the dollar; in reality, it's now closer to 630 pesos). In July 2021, protests broke out across the country, in the most significant civil unrest since the revolution. The government brought forward plans to loosen controls on the economy and within months the establishment of private MIPYMEs (micro, small and medium-sized enterprises) was approved. These enterprises are allowed to employ as many as a hundred people. Most are import ventures, and their products are found in stalls on almost every street. In all the years I've been going to Cuba, I have never seen such quantities of food and goods on sale as when I visited in 2024 and earlier this year. The problem is not availability, but cost: very few Cubans can afford them.
On my earlier visits to Cuba I often saw people cradling trays of ration eggs - known as salvavidas, or life-savers. They were dispensed at a rate of one per day, then one every three days and, eventually, just five per month, before effectively vanishing from the libreta last year. Eggs from the Dominican Republic are occasionally available at bodegas, but at prices only fractionally below open market rates (40 cents each). By comparison, the basic pension is currently worth $6.50 at the unofficial exchange rate. The average wage for state employees is around $10. A MIPYME owner I spoke to recently estimated that the average salary in the private sector is between $24 and $45. Reliable figures are hard to come by but it seems that the proportion of workers in private employment - both formal and informal - now far exceeds 50 per cent. Some independent businesses are doing well; the main advantages of working for the state are having access to hard currency and being able to profit from filched supplies.
On 17 March 2024, protests against food shortages and power cuts spread through Cuba's eastern provinces. I arrived in Santiago de Cuba, the second largest city on the island, a few days later. In the neighbourhoods of Mariana de la Torre and Veguita de Galo, some of those involved in the protests explained to me how they began. Electricity had been down for two days, and was restored for just two hours before cutting out again. Rations were meant to be dispersed at the bodega at the start of the month, but by 17 March they still hadn't arrived. That day a group of twenty women gathered outside the home of the local party delegate, demanding the right to feed their children. They were soon joined by hundreds of neighbours chanting 'Comida y corriente' ('Food and electricity'). The protesters were only pacified when, within three hours, free food stalls were set up in a nearby plaza and all the local bodegas restocked. (Throughout the blackouts the government, fearful of inflaming the situation, tried to ensure that power outages never coincided with evening broadcasts of Segundo Sol, a wildly popular Brazilian telenovela.)
This conciliatory response marked a departure from the government's approach in July 2021, when 1400 protesters were detained and several hundred were jailed, some for as long as 25 years. Even so, the rapid appearance of food only made people angrier: it confirmed that resources could be made available when it suited officials. A local resident told me he had seen plainclothes state security agents - distinguishable by their studied dishevelment and standard-issue black leather shoes - in the crowd on 17 March, taking photographs on their phones. The man worked as a university lecturer, earning $22 a month - less than he made repairing rice cookers on the side.
On that visit, monthly rations in Santiago de Cuba, when they arrived, were limited to three pounds of raw sugar, half a litre of cooking oil, four pounds of rice and ten ounces of black beans as well as a daily bread bun. When I returned to the city in February this year, they had been reduced to two pounds of rice and a tiny bread roll each day. One pound of crude sugar was scheduled for delivery, but not every month; cooking oil, split peas and salt were meant to arrive every two or three months. Four packets of cigarettes were still available per person, regardless of whether they smoked (most people try to resell or trade them). Two years earlier a state-run market in the town centre was bursting with fruit and vegetables, if not customers (local pineapples were going for 500 pesos each); now, only bell peppers were available. Friends in Santiago de Las Vegas, a town on the outskirts of Havana, told me they hadn't eaten meat in a year (chicken costs at least 500 pesos per pound and pork 1300 pesos). Other people I met showed signs of malnutrition. On street corners across the country, buzos (or 'divers') made their way through huge mounds of uncollected rubbish, searching for scraps of food. Since returning from Cuba, I've heard from contacts in Guantanamo city that their local bodegas didn't stock a single item throughout April and May.
My visit in February came a few weeks after the start of the US oil blockade. Most of the country's oil had previously come from Venezuela and Mexico, but following the capture of Nicolas Maduro on 3 January and Trump's subsequent threat to impose sanctions on countries supplying Cuba, these deliveries had stopped. As I travelled the length of the island over the next two months, I saw the punishing effects of the blockade, which UN human rights experts have described as a violation of international law. Public transport had ground to a halt and petrol was effectively unavailable for the general population. Only twenty litres could be purchased at a time, with lines forming overnight at the few petrol stations with supplies. A colero I spoke to was charging $50 to hold places in the queue until dawn. Fuel shortages were alleviated to a degree in late February, when the US agreed to permit private fuel imports so that MIPYMEs could continue operating, under the proviso that supplies didn't end up in the hands of the government (never mind that many of the larger MIPYMEs are thought to be controlled by government frontmen). Employees at the state service stations sublet to MIPYMEs told me of a 'golden hour' before 7 a.m. (when the inspectors arrived), during which petrol was surreptitiously sold without restrictions. Other private ventures have been coerced into diverting their fuel to government entities via a network of shell companies. In Havana, black market prices peaked at $12 per litre in late February and have now stabilised at around $9. In early January, they were as low as $1.30.
The lack of transportation was especially pronounced in Havana. The situation in other cities was also dire, but not markedly worse than when I visited in 2024, a month after the government had hiked petrol prices by 500 per cent overnight. After that crisis, many taxi drivers converted their cars to diesel engines. A few months ago, however, the government abruptly withdrew diesel fuel from circulation, reserving supplies for military and official use. But in Cuba there are always workarounds. I met taxi drivers surviving on diesel siphoned off from rubbish-collection lorries and even police patrol vans. And in a country with relatively low rates of car ownership, there are greater concerns than how to get around. Cuba's thermoelectric plants run on oil, meaning a sharp increase in the frequency and duration of blackouts, which now regularly exceed 24 hours, even in Havana. Pumping stations lack the power to move water into homes.
Constant insecurity, made worse by American sanctions on Venezuela, and ongoing cuts to welfare and entitlements have alienated many Cubans from the state. Apathy and cynicism are widespread and the behaviour of those in charge hasn't helped. Since Raul Castro took over as president in 2008, having led Cuba's armed forces for half a century, many of the state's most profitable enterprises - foreign exchange facilities, supermarkets, petrol stations, the leading state hotel chain, telecommunications, some port operations - have been brought under the control of the Grupo de Administracion Empresarial SA, an opaque military-owned conglomerate established in 1995. Before his death in 2022, GAESA was run for years by Raul's son-in-law, Luis Alberto Rodriguez Lopez-Calleja, and loyal generals were put in charge of several of its businesses. (Miguel Diaz-Canel has been president since 2018 but every Cuban knows that, even at the age of 95, Raul is still el que corta el bacalao - the one who calls the shots.) GAESA seems not to be subject to government oversight or to pay tax. Leaked documents suggest that its gross profits amount to almost 40 per cent of Cuba's GDP and its revenue is more than three times the size of the state budget.
It is believed that Gaviota, GAESA's flagship tourism enterprise, holds hundreds of millions in dollar reserves. People with connections to the company have told me they are angry that 'military kids' (including grandchildren of the revolution's original comandantes) are buying up choice plots of military-owned land in places such as the mountains of Topes de Collantes, a vast nature reserve, where they plan to open Instagram-friendly 'eco lodges'. Others with close ties to the Castros have been awarded personal control of lucrative bar and restaurant franchises within state-run hotels.
Predictions of regime change, or regime collapse, presuppose the existence of a single power base. They also assume that members of the establishment are as badly affected by sanctions and gradual economic collapse as the rest of the population. The foreign ministry has responded to Washington's gunboat diplomacy by signalling that it would welcome US participation in Cuba's 'economic transformation', but has ruled out political change. Should Trump's 'new dawn' take the form of a commercial opening-up, as in Venezuela, it will only consolidate the power and wealth of the generals. Even military intervention - the capture of leading individuals, along the lines of the operation in Caracas - would probably result in little more than a leadership shuffle, given the lack of an organised opposition.
In the 1950s, Fulgencio Batista welcomed foreign investment with open arms, enriching himself and his ministers in the process. An urban 'master plan' of 1958 - unrealised before Batista was overthrown the following year - promised to expand 'Havana's touristic and recreational function' through the demolition of low-rise buildings along the capital's seafront and the construction of an offshore 'casino island'. Half a century later, the Trump Organisation applied to register its trademark in Cuba, intending to invest in hotels, property, golf courses and casinos. To the extent that he has one, Trump's vision for the island - which lacks Venezuela's mineral and oil reserves - would see Cuba return to being a client state, an investment opportunity and a playground for American tourists.
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Glitter and Dazzle
Daisy Hay

2685 wordsEarly  in the first notebook of Jane Austen's teenage writings is a work entitled 'Jack and Alice: a novel'; it runs to a little over 5500 words and was probably written between 1789 and 1791. The story is a gleeful demolition of adult nonsense, on most prominent display at a masquerade:
Such was the party assembled in the elegant Drawing Room of Johnson Court, amongst which the pleasing figure of a Sultana was the most remarkable of the female Masks. Of the Males a Mask representing the Sun was the most universally admired. The Beams that darted from his Eyes were like those of that glorious Luminary tho' infinitely superior. So strong were they that no one dared venture within half a mile of them; he had therefore the best part of the Room to himself, its size not amounting to more than 3 quarters of a mile in length & half a one in breadth.

As the masquerade progresses, the wearing of a mask that keeps all other revellers half a mile away becomes both exhausting and logistically complicated. At the end of the evening, Austen writes, 'the whole party ... were carried home, Dead Drunk.'
For most of the 18th century, the masquerade - a ticketed entertainment at which revellers were disguised either by elaborate masks and fancy-dress costumes or by simpler cloaks known as dominoes - was one of the chief ways smart society chose to entertain itself. In its excesses of costume, consumption and display it became synonymous with an emergent capitalist economy and with the marketisation of individual whims and pleasures. The British Empire put itself on display with outfits ranging from Indian rajahs to chimney sweeps, which collapsed boundaries of gender, class and race. The growth and decline of the masquerade tells a number of interlinked stories about Britain in the 18th century, some of which are obvious amid the glitter and dazzle; others require a little more scholarly excavation in order to shine.
'Jack and Alice' takes the already fantastical elements of the masquerade to absurdist extremes. It also reveals a teenage Austen pillorying for the enjoyment of her brothers and sisters the world as it appeared in novels and in the society columns of newspapers. A masquerade in a mature Austen novel is unthinkable, not least because those novels postdate its demise by several years. But it isn't surprising that Austen as an adolescent, at the tail end of the rackety 18th century, should have alighted on the comic possibilities of an entertainment in which disguise and misrule are the order of the evening. What could be more enjoyable for the precocious daughter of a Hampshire clergyman, with her nose pressed against the glass of grown-up metropolitan life, than to skewer such a scene, making fools of its participants and spectators alike?
The social world of 'extravagance and intrigue' that Meghan Kobza explores in her new book has already been richly chronicled by Terry Castle in Masquerade and Civilisation (1986). In his monumental study of 18th-century identity, The Making of the Modern Self (2004), Dror Wahrman argues that 'it is hard to overestimate - though easy to forget - the cultural significance of the masquerade.' Devotees of Bridgerton might quibble with 'easy to forget': in the TV series the masquerade is a kind of shorthand for an imagined (long) 18th century, just as in Austen's writing it's a symbol for all that is ridiculous about the adult world beyond the parlour. Unlike Castle, Kobza is less interested in literary representations of the masquerade than in its material traces: costume bills, tickets, advertisements and trade manifests for a plethora of masquerade-adjacent businesses. The story she relates is as strange as some of the outfits worn by the revellers, and merits its 21st-century retelling.
The masquerade first appeared in London around 1713, following the arrival in the capital of a Swiss opera impresario, Johann Jakob Heidegger. In 1711 he took on the management of the Queen's Theatre in the Haymarket, but by the season of 1712-13 it was obvious that crowds were failing to flock to his programme of foreign opera. To diversify his income he decided to stage an entertainment that would reframe earlier European traditions of masque and carnival for a new age. Tickets were priced at an exorbitant two guineas, ensuring both high profits and social cachet, and guests were instructed to come in extravagant disguises. Heidegger installed musicians in the pit, cleared the stage of scenery to allow dancing and served lavish refreshments from the boxes. The attendees rose to the occasion. One nameless aristocrat appeared as Adam, his dignity apparently preserved only by some tactically placed fig leaves. As a contemporary report revealed, however, on closer inspection it became clear that he 'had on a flesh colour sarsinet gown so tight about his Body ... no one but those that came So nigh as to touch him Could think it any thing else but Skin.'
Heidegger reigned supreme for the first half of the century; his masquerades became part of the fabric of aristocratic London. George II appointed him Master of the Revels, ignoring the lamentations of churchmen horrified by the amorality of the entertainment. Although the bishop of London briefly succeeded in banning masquerades between 1721 and 1723, helped in part by an outbreak of plague in Marseille that spooked the authorities, religious homilies couldn't stop the cultural juggernaut, which within a few years had brought in its wake an entire economy of supportive businesses. Heidegger's guests could buy their costumes at one of several masquerade warehouses and patronise any number of domino and wig-makers; and they could hire places near the Queen's Theatre to change into costumes too capacious for carriages or sedan chairs.
Heidegger became a legendary figure, not least because he was famously ugly and would never allow himself to be drawn or painted, though that didn't deter Henry Fielding from writing about him in his poem 'The Masquerade' (1728):
        As Mulciber was driv'n
Headlong, for's ugliness, from heav'n;
So, for his ugliness more fell,
Was H-d-g-r toss'd out of hell,
And, in return, by Satan made
First minister of's masquerade.

Kobza tells of a reveller who succeeded in getting Heidegger so 'Dead Drunk', in Austen's phrase, that he remained unconscious while a mask-maker made a wax impression of his face. The partygoer appeared at a subsequent masquerade in the guise of the master of ceremonies, apparently baffling the musicians who found themselves called on to obey the commands of two masters. The episode was memorialised in satirical prints and gossip rags. Those without the money or social cachet to attend Heidegger's events could read about them in the 'Masquerade Intelligence' columns of daily newspapers: the growth of the masquerade coincided with the development of a raucous print culture, which transmitted scandalous tales of exclusive parties beyond the theatre and aristocratic salons into coffee houses and domestic drawing rooms.
By mid-century, masquerades were not restricted to the Queen's Theatre. There were rival offerings at the pleasure gardens at Ranelagh and Vauxhall, as speculators rushed to claim a share of the market Heidegger had created. The masquerade has long been seen in the context of the wider commercialisation of leisure, as market dynamics brought ticket prices down and opened up the parties to a wider variety of clients. But as masquerades grew in popularity and cultural significance, hosts and attendees had to work harder to make an impression. In May 1749, Lady Elizabeth Chudleigh, maid of honour to the Princess of Wales, appeared at the Ranelagh Gardens masquerade in the character of Iphigenia, wearing from the waist up only a see-through gauze covering. She had been the subject of scandal before, with reports of an illicit marriage and bitter separation. Her supporters chose to read her costume as a defiant gesture by a figure who had seen her life anatomised in the press; her detractors viewed it as a degraded display by an immoral woman courting controversy. At the masquerade itself, the Princess of Wales threw a shawl around Iphigenia's shoulders, only for Chudleigh to rebuff the gesture. The bluestocking Elizabeth Montagu was reluctantly impressed by Chudleigh's chutzpah: the outfit rendered her 'so naked, the High Priest might easily inspect the entrails of the victim'. Decades later, when Chudleigh's past caught up with her and she was forced to stand trial at Westminster Hall for bigamy, caricaturists gleefully and pruriently returned to the spectacle she had created as Iphigenia in order to strip her reputation afresh.
British clerics who believed masquerades to be a sign of debased morals made much of the Lisbon earthquake of 1755: should the entertainments continue unabated, they thundered, divine retribution would fall on London as it had on another cultured European city. 'We were to have had a masquerade tonight,' Horace Walpole mourned, 'but the bishops, who you know have always persisted in God's hating dominoes, have made an earthquake point of it, and postponed it till after the fast.'
When masquerades resumed it was with a new generation of impresarios in charge. Chief among them was Teresa Cornelys, who, like Heidegger before her, turned away from a career in the theatre to open a masquerade business. As a young woman, she had earned her living as a singer in Venice, where she had an affair with Casanova and attended the carnival. She arrived in London in 1759, posing as a widow to protect the reputation of her illegitimate daughter. The pleasure gardens of the capital struck her as dowdy and unimpressive after the splendours of Venice. The court, too, had become dull and provincial under George II. With aristocratic and financial backing, Cornelys installed herself at Carlisle House in Soho Square and brought the masquerade back in full pomp. Because the mansion was on the corner of the square, hundreds of carriages could wait for their owners and filter out into the West End unhindered. Cornelys draped the ballroom in yellow, blue and gold silk, and understood the importance of catering on a grand scale. She also knew how to capitalise on the value of a well-placed newspaper puff. Throughout the 1760s she dominated the scene and was known in 'Masquerade Intelligence' columns as the Empress of Pleasure. In the end, however, the economics of conspicuous consumption undid her. Other operators undercut her and in 1772 Cornelys was arrested for debt. She was in and out of debtors' prison for the rest of her life. During the Gordon Riots of 1780 she was among those to escape when the rioters attacked central London jails, though she was rearrested a few months later.
Cornelys built up her business by selling the promise of exclusivity: her events were for the elite, with access controlled by high prices and subscription schemes. Elsewhere, masquerades in the later decades of the 18th century were increasingly middle-class affairs, as different promoters offered variable price-points, ranging from cheap spectator-only tickets to private supper booths. An event that had once seemed glamorous and exceptional began to appear ordinary, even seedy. In Frances Burney's 1782 novel Cecilia there is a long masquerade scene (Austen names one of the characters in 'Jack and Alice' after Burney's heroine). At first Cecilia enjoys the spectacle, as 'Spaniards, chimney-sweepers, Turks, watchmen, conjurers ... shepherdesses, orange girls, Circassians, gipsies, haymakers and sultanas' pass before her, but she quickly finds herself the subject of unwanted attention from a man dressed as the devil. Cecilia has no choice but to prefer 'captivity to resistance'. In Bridgerton a gentleman may encounter a maid disguised as a lady at a masquerade (only four decades or so out of date) and tell her: 'Tonight we can be anyone we want.' But as earlier fictional representations of that licence make clear, there were considerable dangers for women in a world in which disguised partygoers could lay aside conventional proprieties and take on devilish identities.
Amid the spectacle, other kinds of darkness lurk. Kobza opens her study with an apology: 'The Author wishes to respectfully inform the reader that this book holds a history laced with extravagance and intrigue, but also one of oppression and empire.' Despite the playfulness of the address, the point is earnestly made: 'Within the walls of theatres, pleasure gardens, country seats and townhouses, the hierarchies, systemic violence and stereotypes of empire came to life through masquerade habits that were donned by the beneficiaries of colonisation and denigrated the colonised.' Through a series of careful readings of individual costumes, Kobza explores the relationship between masquerade and empire. In the late 1760s, Isaac Bickerstaffe's comic opera The Padlock provided masqueraders with a new character to dress up as: an enslaved West Indian called Mungo, the performance of whom required blackface and a caricatured accent. By contrast, when Julius Soubise, an Afro-Caribbean high-ranking servant of the Duchess of Queensberry, attended a masquerade in whiteface, dressed as a sultan, his costume was criticised as the epitome of bad taste.
Kobza's work on the racial politics and the economics of masquerading means that she reads the spectacle as less blurring of boundaries than her predecessors have done. High ticket prices and high associated costs - costume and mask hire, transport, food - combined, she argues, to set 'financial boundaries that would help maintain the masquerade's prolonged exclusivity'. In Kobza's account, the masquerade is less part of a landscape of 18th-century carnivalesque than an articulation of power by a group of privileged people prepared to pay handsomely for the frisson of dressing up to play with ideas of class, gender and race.
By the early  1790s, the masquerade had fallen out of fashion. Wahrman links its decline to a broader shift in the understanding of the self that rendered its playfulness and gender-bending propensities out of date, as ideas about sexual and gender identity calcified. Castle attributes its fall to the spread of Evangelical moral values, which saw a range of 18th-century vices (duelling, gambling, whoring, cock-fighting) fall foul of newly censorious social mores. Kobza suggests that it lost its shine once it became affordable; faced with the onslaught of the middle classes, aristocratic tastemakers looked elsewhere for their pleasures.
Kobza's meticulous archival pursuit of the masquerade gives insights into the mechanics of ticketing, advertising and transport, and offers a vibrant display of material culture. The book includes images of ornate subscriptions tickets (admitting 'one gentleman or two ladies') and detailed briefs for costume makers, including a handwritten specification for a 'coffin masquerade habit' from 1771. To read Kobza's transcriptions of warehouse catalogues is to enter a colourful world of feathers, silks and trims. It's a shame that her prose is overdressed with adjectives. Throughout The Masquerade, prelates are persistent, princes are profligate, tassels are lustrous, habits are frilled and fanciful. This may be in imitation of 18th-century verbosity, but the result is a book that appears to have been trussed up in a linguistic costume to sparkle in the masquerade world of trade publishing, disguising hard-won archival findings behind a shimmering literary domino.
Do these eccentric and long-gone gatherings still matter? Castle offers one answer when she notes that 'the history of human pleasures - of festivity, games, jokes and amusements - has seldom met with the same dignified attention accorded the history of human suffering.' The masquerade is also a staple of later popular representations of the 18th century, from the novels of Georgette Heyer to those by Julia Quinn. But the masquerade also holds up a mirror to our own preoccupations, not least in its experimentation with the mutable nature of the self. It reveals anxieties and curiosities about gender identity and the objectification of certain kinds of body that continue to reverberate. Satirical prints of Chudleigh as Iphigenia are no more or less prurient than newspaper spreads and photographs devoted to the acceptability or not of diaphanous breast coverings worn by movie stars on the red carpet. And certain royal fancy-dress costumes of the past few decades, along with the column inches devoted to them, suggest that our vice-ridden Georgian forebears do not hold a monopoly on dressing up in poor taste.
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'I wouldn't pay it either'
Simon Skinner

15,605 wordsThe World Cup 
, launched in 1930, is the most popular sporting event on the planet: one of Fifa's less implausible recent claims is that 1.5 billion people watched the 2022 final in Doha. Football, as Jonathan Wilson has done as much as any football writer to demonstrate, matters in multiple dimensions, but the World Cup has a magnetism all its own, drawing in millions who don't otherwise watch much football. Observing its rites and rituals sustains the cycle: we all fill in the wallchart and collect the stickers. In this year's edition in the United States, Canada and Mexico an unprecedented 48 teams will play an unprecedented 104 games, and millions of fans will already have diarised all of them, often in anticipation of delicate domestic negotiations. ('Sorry, could you do the school run tomorrow? I'll be knackered: it's DR Congo v. Uzbekistan at 12.30 a.m., which could well be decisive.') It is a global soap opera with a cast of geographically varying heroes and villains and imperishable stereotypes, and we check back in confident of picking up where we left off: ah, those samba Brazilians, possessional Spaniards, disciplined Germans, elite French not considered French by many French, joyous Senegalese, inexhaustible South Koreans, tragic Dutch, hapless English, even more hapless Scots and inexplicably absent Italians. The stakes are so high that the spectacle is compelling even if much of the actual football is not. We will bear witness to sporting immortality but also sporting infamy: the fluffed shots, missed penalties and red cards that in a nanosecond condemn men of inestimable talent, accomplishment and wealth to the status of eternal losers.
[image: ]Demonstrations in Paris against the World Cup in Argentina (1978).




There have been storied tournaments, such as Mexico 1970, lit up by Brazil's brilliance, and more brightly embossed in the memory since it was the first to be televised in colour. There have been epic games, such as Italy v. Brazil in 1982, about whose intersecting characters Piero Trellini wrote a 500-page book, La Partita. Many have even generated their own nickname: the Maracanazo (Brazil's catastrophic defeat at home in 1950 to Uruguay in the Maracana stadium); the Battle of Bern (the notorious 1954 quarter-final between Hungary and Brazil, with three players sent off and fighting continuing in the dressing rooms); the Battle of Santiago (hosts Chile against Italy in 1962, characterised by the BBC's David Coleman as 'the most stupid, appalling, disgusting and disgraceful exhibition of football in the history of the game'); die Wasserschlacht (the water battle) of 1974, when West Germany, the hosts, beat Poland on a waterlogged pitch that nullified the pacy Polish wingers; and el Robo del Siglo (the robbery of the century), Argentina's ref-attributed defeat to England in the 1966 quarter-final.
There have been immortal goals, such as Carlos Alberto's in the 1970 final against Italy, for many, as Wilson writes, 'the greatest goal scored by perhaps the greatest team in the greatest World Cup, a glorious synthesis of team play and individual technical excellence'; Diego Maradona's 'Goal of the Century', a slaloming second around England's falling nine-pins in Mexico 1986; or Saeed al-Owairan's solo run from his own half against Belgium in USA 1994 to put Saudi Arabia into the knockout phase.
And a gallery of timeless images serves as the World Cup's wallpaper, scrolling from blurry monochrome to UHD: the one-armed Hector Castro (El manco) shooting past the airborne Joan Botasso (Uruguay 1930); Mario Zagallo's tears after Brazil's consecutive tournament victories (Chile 1962); Bobby Moore borne aloft by Geoff Hurst and Ray Wilson (England 1966); Gordon Banks's 'Save of the Century', and Moore and Pele swapping shirts (Brazil 1970); the Cruyff turn (West Germany 1974); Maradona about to take on six petrified Belgians, and Marco Tardelli's primal scream (Spain 1982); Maradona's 'Hand of God' leap over Peter Shilton (Mexico 1986); Frank Rijkaard's fleck of gob caught mid-parabola towards Rudi Voller's perm, and Gazza's tears, and Maradona's tears (Italy 1990); Roberto Baggio's penalty soaring over the bar (USA 1994); Zinedine Zidane walking past the trophy, head bowed, having been sent off for headbutting Marco Materazzi (Germany 2006); Nigel de Jong's kung-fu reducer on Xabi Alonso (South Africa 2010); a deranged Brazilian fan eating his own shredded shirt after watching Germany's 7-1 demolition (Brazil 2014); Iceland's wall of synchronised fans generating the Viking Thunder Clap (Russia 2018); Lionel Messi redemptively getting to kiss the World Cup (Qatar 2022).
Wilson's new history of the World Cup appeared only a few months after the death of his fellow World Soccer columnist Brian Glanville, so there is a sense of the baton being passed. Glanville started issuing surveys with the title Soccer round the Globe in the late 1950s, wrote the screenplay and indeed did the stentorian voiceover for Goal!, the famous film of the 1966 World Cup, and first published what would become his serially updated Story of the World Cup in 1973, establishing him as the pre-eminent anglophone writer on world football. But Wilson is running in more lanes than his predecessor. He says that his 'is a book about the World Cup, about great players and great goals and great matches, but it is also about football as a tool for self-projection and for influence-peddling, about the role it has played in nation-building and about the role it increasingly plays as countries negotiate their positions in a globalised world'. West Germany's half-apologetic victory in 1954, for example, was a decisive affirmation of its international rehabilitation, and unified Germany's tournament in 2006 - the Sommermarchen - was its first major sporting event since the 1936 Olympics, with the schwarz-rot-gold flag newly ubiquitous. A World Cup qualifier in 1969 ignited political tensions between El Salvador and Honduras, in an episode made famous by Ryszard Kapuscinski's more-magic-than-realist masterpiece The Soccer War (1978). Maradona's 'Hand of God', Wilson insists, determines English feelings about Argentina at least as much as the Falklands War. Progress all the way to the semi-finals in 1998 vindicated the new Croatia's existence. From 'Herbert Zimmermann's West German commentary at the end of the 1954 World Cup final to Papa Bouba Diop's dance after scoring for Senegal against France in 2002, from Pele's volley in 1958 to al-Owairan's remarkable goal against Belgium in 1994, from France's sweat-sodden defeat in Seville in 1982 to North Korea's improbable victory in Middlesbrough in 1966', the World Cup has become an indelible part of countless national stories.
It is the recovery of these contexts that gives Wilson's history its latitude as well as salience. He not only has the technical football cred - Inverting the Pyramid (2008) is a sacred text for tactics geeks - but has written histories of the Argentinian, Spanish and Eastern European game. Any football hipster with Duolingo can tell you what catenaccio is, but Wilson will see that and raise you a rioplatense (the football between Uruguay and Argentina), a roligan (a passionate, drunk, but benign, Danish fan), or an Ochsenspiess (a skewer of ox-meat, coined by Bild to describe Germany's static line of four central defenders, before the tactical Reboot that led to its victory in 2014). Colette's 1930 description of Uruguay's players as a 'strange combination of civilisation and barbarism' is traced through the use of the phrase by the Unitarian Party during the Argentinian Civil War (1814-53) and in Domingo Faustino Sarmiento's Facundo o Civilizacion y Barbarie (1845) which, as Wilson patiently explains, would have been conveyed to French audiences via Dumas's novel Montevideo, ou une nouvelle Troie (1850). Der Spiegel's call to 'hang the treacherous coach [Sepp] Herberger from a sour apple tree' after West Germany's 8-3 loss to Hungary in the group stage in 1954 is explicated via the theologian Martin Schloemann's hypothesis that the saying derives not as commonly assumed from a remark of Luther's, but rather from a 19th-century woodcut depiction of Luther that became a common symbol of reconstruction after the Second World War. There are footnotes on the traces of Comtean positivism in 19th-century South American politics; on the links between Brazilian and African cultures via Oshosi, the Yoruba spirit of the hunt rendered in Portuguese as 'Oxossi' and syncretised with St Sebastian, the patron saint of Rio de Janeiro; and on the utility of the cultural anthropologist Ernest Becker's work The Denial of Death in understanding Zidane's red card in 2006 as a symbolic variant of suicide in response to the dissolution of the ego. Glanville, magisterial and polyglot though he was, was not telling you this.
Fifa  was founded in 1904 as an alliance of national football associations. Its third and longest serving president (1921-54), and the architect of the World Cup, was Jules Rimet. A devout Catholic who had been influenced by Pope Leo XIII's 1891 encyclical, Rerum Novarum, on the 'Rights and Duties of Capital and Labour', in 1897 Rimet founded Red Star Club Francais in Paris, where class distinctions were repudiated, poetry readings organised to help educate players and amateurism presciently condemned as 'the antisocial pretension of a privileged oligarchy'. It is not hard to intuit Rimet's vision for Fifa as football's League of Nations, though it was a foretaste of decades of British footballing and political self-delusion that the UK's associations remained aloof. England had codified association football in 1863, England and Scotland played the first recognised international in 1872, British administrators and traders had encouraged leagues and established teams all over the world - Herbert Kilpin's AC Milan, the Genoa Cricket and Football Club, Athletic Bilbao, Royal Antwerp FC, Newell's Old Boys are only the most famous - and Britain won Olympic football gold in 1900, 1908 and 1912. Uruguay - the inaugural World Cup host - had been founded in 1830, with British assistance, as a buffer state between Argentina and Brazil. The first official match in June 1881 between Montevideo Cricket Club and Montevideo Rowing was refereed by the British consul general. The assumption that the game belonged to Britain bred a ruinous complacency. England having the same voting rights in Fifa as the likes of Uruguay (who were to win the World Cup in 1930 and 1950) or Brazil (five and counting), the league official Charles Sutcliffe told an FA meeting in 1919, would be 'magnifying the midget'. As Wilson nicely observes, their footballing isolationism allowed the British to be untroubled by Uruguay's wins at the Olympics in 1924 and 1928 or in the inaugural World Cup:
There was a sense that Uruguay had not merely overcome the anxiety of European influence but reversed it, returning the European game to the metropole in more sophisticated form. If there was not quite the same Oedipal frisson as would be suffered by, say, Spanish literature in the face of Latin American modernism, it was only because the game's true parents in Britain had absented themselves [from the possibility of defeat].

English football had been professional since 1885, and by the mid-1920s Austria, Hungary, Italy and the US had salaried players who were ineligible for the Olympics, so the case for a separate Fifa competition was clear. With its postwar Olympic wins and the year 1930 marking the country's centenary, Uruguay was the obvious choice as host, but the competition's beginnings were friable. Rimet organised a French side, but the coach and some players declined to travel. Italy's plans fell through when the leader of its Olympic Committee, the journalist and fascist Augusto Turati, resigned after revelations that he frequented an S&M brothel. Romania sent a team only because the newly crowned King Carol II insisted and picked the squad. There were meant to be a nicely symmetrical as well as regionally representative sixteen teams, but the two Asian invitees, Japan and Siam, withdrew, and Egypt (who had reached the Olympic semis in 1928) literally missed the boat, prevented by a storm from making their connection in Marseille. Montevideo's remarkable Estadio Centenario was the first stadium in the world built in reinforced concrete, but the 1929 economic crash and adverse weather delayed construction, establishing a familiar World Cup theme of infrastructural brinkmanship and overspending.
On the pitch, much was amateurish: penalty spots were painted in the wrong place, some games finished ahead of time, and the identity of some of the goalscorers remains unknown. Argentina's captain, Manuel Ferreira, left halfway through to sit his law exams, and the US midfielder Andy Auld was temporarily blinded when a physio spilled a bottle of chloroform while treating his split lip. Some teams played in an assortment of colours, and Juan Evaristo, Argentina's right-half, in a beret. The threshold for disciplinary action would encourage those who think the game has gone soft: Placido Galindo of Peru became the first player in World Cup history to be sent off, for breaking the Romanian Adalbert Steiner's leg. One match had an attendance of 300, the lowest to date, though by the time Trump's border agents and ICE are done that record might be in peril. The Uruguay-Argentina final was already the 111th rioplatense derby. The teams couldn't agree on the match ball, so the first half was played with one favoured by Argentina (made in Scotland) and the second with one favoured by Uruguay (made in England). The Belgian referee, John Langenus (who, Wilson somehow resists adding, had failed his first refereeing exam when unable to answer the question 'What is the correct procedure if the ball strikes a low-flying plane?'), was so concerned for his own safety that he arranged a final-whistle escape route to a ship moored in Montevideo harbour. The Argentina captain, Luis Monti, nearly didn't play after a death threat and was a shadow of himself (Monti was ordinarily so brutal that a later manager wrote a letter of apology to an opponent). Uruguay won 4-2, and its embassy in Buenos Aires was attacked. It hadn't taken long for football to turn Rimet's ideals inside out and break them. Argentina's El Grafico commented that the World Cup had proved to be a vehicle for 'a lack of culture, for violent behaviour, passion and insults'. As Wilson observes, 'the pattern was set.'
No sport matters  more to the world than football, and as Wilson serially demonstrates, no football matters more to the world than the World Cup. In 1966 the Brazilian playwright Nelson Rodrigues wrote that 'everywhere has its irremediable national catastrophe, something like a Hiroshima. Our catastrophe, our Hiroshima, was the defeat to Uruguay in 1950.' Brazil lost that de facto final before a home crowd of officially 173,850 but possibly more than 200,000; it is one of the highest attendances at any football match ever played. The hosts were understandably cocky: they were the 1949 Campeonato Sudamericano champions, winning six of their seven games and scoring 39 goals. After Uruguay came back from a goal down to win 2-1, the planned presentation was simply abandoned; Brazil couldn't bear to play another game for nearly two years. In Anatomia de uma derrota (Anatomy of a Defeat) Paulo Perdigao wrote of the Maracanazo: 'It is a Waterloo of the tropics, and its history our Gotterdammerung.' Roberto Muylaert wrote in his biography of the Brazil goalkeeper Moacir Barbosa that the footage of Uruguay's Alcides Ghiggia advancing into his box to score the winner was the equivalent of the Zapruder footage of the Kennedy assassination: 'the same movement, rhythm ... the same inevitable trajectory'. Barbosa, who let the shot in at the near post, walked into a shop twenty years later and heard a woman say to her son: 'He's the man who made all of Brazil cry.' When the BBC tried to take him to the Brazil camp before the 1994 World Cup, he was turned away in case his misfortune proved contagious.
In the other direction, West Germany's triumph in Switzerland in 1954 (das Wunder von Bern), coming back from 0-2 down against a storied Hungary side, became a metaphor for the country's postwar recovery. 'We've shown the world what we're worth, we're back, losers no more,' Gunter Grass wrote; 'Wir sind wieder wir!' - 'We're somebody again' - became a popular expression. Herbert Zimmermann's famous radio commentary is Germany's 'They think it's all over' soundbite: 'Tor fur Deutschland! Drei zu zwei fuhrt Deutschland. Halten Sie mich fur verruckt, halten Sie mich fur ubergeschnappt!' ('Goal for Germany! Germany lead 3-2. Call me mad, call me crazy!'). These were, as Wilson puts it, 'the words that consecrated the new federal republic'. Football had furnished a space in which it seemed 'vaguely acceptable to celebrate being German' again, but inevitably there was much soul-searching among Germans about just how far to go. When the national anthem was played at the final, the crowd lustily ignored official instructions not to sing the first verse - 'Deutschland, Deutschland uber alles' - and some overseas radio stations immediately ended the broadcast. At an official reception for the team in a Munich Bierkeller (uh-oh), the head of the DFB (the German FA), Peco Bauwens (who, according to his own son, may have killed his Jewish wife), 'invoked Wotan, the supreme Germanic deity whose spirit underpinned the more mystical aspects of Nazism, before speaking of the importance of Fuhrerprinzip'. Bavarian radio cut away from the proceedings and lost the tapes. Germany's new establishment preferred to construe 1954 in terms of Kameradschaft rather than Volkism; in England in 1966, West Germany were managed by Helmut Schon, a survivor of the Dresden fire-bombing who was anxious that his team should conduct themselves ambassadorially. On the 50th anniversary of the final, Gerhard Schroder described Bern as a national memorial to stand alongside Weimar and the Berlin Wall.
It is no easy task to navigate the footballing nationalities showcased in the World Cup without bumping up against the stereotypes which it tickles us to find in the game. Certainly, it is gratifying when people behave as we expect them to. England's Jeff Astle drank so much to calm his nerves on a turbulent flight from Ecuador to Mexico in 1970 that he had to be carried off the plane, Esto publishing the photo with the caption 'a team of drunkards'. A drunk Bryan Robson, England's captain, was ruled out of Italy 1990 when he aggravated shoulder and heel injuries dropping a bed on his foot while trying to evict from it a drunk Paul Gascoigne, England's most important player. At Spain 1982 the Argentine manager Cesar Menotti spent most of his time with a German model and missed morning training sessions, so the team exhausted itself in the heat of the afternoons; the full-back Alberto Tarantini had a row with his fashion-model wife on the beach and she loudly threatened to sleep with another man in revenge. At South Africa 2010 a malcontent French squad simply went on strike. In Italy before the 1982 tournament, which they won, Enzo Bearzot's selection of Paolo Rossi after a two-year ban due to the Totonero match-fixing scandal, and the non-selection of various other players, was hugely contentious.
A Roma fan spat on Bearzot and he slapped a 22-year-old Inter fan called Anna Ceci when she called him a 'bastard ape' for leaving out her favourite, Evaristo Beccalossi. When he then apologised and explained his reasoning, she burst into tears and accepted he was right. They hugged, exchanged addresses and became such good friends that Bearzot later attended her wedding.

This may be the most Italian thing I have ever heard (and I am Italian, via marriage).
We can't of course go very far without shading through caricature and Orientalism and its variants into essentialism or worse: from the early joke that Uruguayan players' famous dribbling ability came from chasing chickens as toddlers to all the noble-savage representations of players from emerging nations. Mindful of this, Wilson has a protocol by which we can find utility rather than whimsy in notions of 'national character': that is, where it has been self-created, a sporting signifier in invented communities. 'Show me how you play,' the Uruguayan writer Eduardo Galeano said, 'and I will tell you who you are.' In Argentina, for example:
What, after all, connected communities from the jungles of Tucuman in the north to the blasted tundra of Tierra del Fuego in the south, from the Atlantic littoral to the heights of the Andes? The only activity they all really had in common was listening to the radio, and what they were listening to was broadcasts from the tango halls and football stadiums. Support for the national team was one of the very few things that connected all Argentinians, no matter what their background.

The way the Argentina team played was regarded as an expression of national character, and of course that was framed in contradistinction to the British, the decisive repudiation of whose informal empire was Juan Peron's asset nationalisations in 1948. As Argentina urbanised and modernised, the old personification of the solitary gaucho lost its traction in favour of the pibe, or street urchin, who became central to its self-mythology:
In 1928, Borocoto set out his theory that the pibe, playing on the potreros, the vacant lots of the burgeoning city, on small uneven pitches, had to learn both tight technical skill and a sense of cunning or streetwiseness to look after himself, had to demonstrate that same blend of virtuosity and self-reliance that characterised the gaucho. And, like the gaucho, there was a sense that the pibe existed in opposition to the British; the game of the pibe was far removed from the running game based in stamina that was practised on the great grassy pitches of British schools; on the potreros there was no teacher with a whistle waiting to intervene if matters got out of hand.

But in World Cup tournaments there was a whistle. At England 1966 Argentina were outraged by European refereeing, which let European physicality go while penalising South American chicanery. In the quarter-finals an English ref sent off two Uruguayans, while in their own clash with England, in the notorious episode that motivated Fifa's Ken Aston to introduce yellow and red cards in the succeeding tournament, a German referee sent off Argentina's captain, Antonio Rattin, for dissent. Rattin refused to leave the pitch until dislodged by several policemen, and then sat pointedly on the red carpet in front of the royal box before making his way slowly round the touchline under a hail of missiles, fingering the Union Jack corner flag as a parting gesture. After the game, which England won via a Hurst header, Alf Ramsey attempted to prevent the usual shirt-swap and then uttered the comment that would caption England's relationship with South American sides for decades: 'Our best football will come against the right type of opposition - a team who come to play football, and not act as animals.'
These differences in outlook endure. Argentina's current goalkeeper, Emiliano Martinez, was widely criticised in Europe for his disruptive antics before the penalties that decided the last World Cup final, against France in Qatar. 'Making a fool of myself in goal, rattling my opponent and crossing the line. I just can't do that. I'm too rational and honest a man to go that way. I don't know how to win like that,' his lugubrious opposite number, Hugo Lloris, observed. Argentinians laughed derisively at such old-world pearl clutching: it worked, France missed twice, and Argentina won. At Italy 1990 Argentina knocked Brazil out by a single late goal, scored shortly after, it later emerged, the Argentine physio Miguel di Lorenzo lobbed a drinks bottle spiked with tranquilliser to Brazil's left-back, Branco. Diego Maradona was, of course, el pibe de oro, his two goals in the 1986 quarter-final rematch capturing
the twin faces of the pibe. First, as he nudged Steve Hodge's sliced clearance past Peter Shilton with his hand, there was the cunning, the ethical code that says right is whatever you can get away with. Then came the virtuosity, spinning in his own half and slaloming through England defenders to score 'the goal you dream of as a kid ... in the potrero'.

Argentine reverence for Maradona endured because and not in spite of his anti-Corinthian ethos, up to and beyond the point in 1991 that he failed a drugs test when unable to deploy his habitual expedient of squirting someone else's urine through a prosthetic penis. The penis was later displayed in a Buenos Aires museum as a quasi-religious relic (before being stolen). There is nothing even quasi about the fact that in Argentina he is known simply as 'D10s', a hybrid of his shirt number and the Spanish word for God.
Brazil furnishes another rich example of football as cultural self-image. The influential sociologist and anthropologist Gilberto Freyre, who coined the term futebol arte for its aesthetic, wrote in Correio da Manha the day before the 1938 semi-final against Italy: 'Our style of football seems to contrast with the European style because of a set of characteristics such as surprise, craftiness, shrewdness, readiness ... individual brilliance and spontaneity, all of which express our "mulattoism".' Freyre's 1933 work of cultural anthropology Casa-Grande e Senzala (The Masters and the Slaves) had made him the high-priest of 'lusotropicalism', the notion that Brazilian culture's defining characteristic was its 'energetic infusion of Moorish and Negro blood', an idea that was hugely to influence the country's self-perception and self-projection. The idealism of this construction was obvious: it sought to efface Brazil's slavery legacies and the racial tensions which re-emerged whenever the team lost. For all the beach-to-pitch typecasting of Brazilian football, its World Cup victories were often premised on a technocratic attention to off-pitch detail. For its first win in 1958, the federation brought in an army of scouts, doctors and trainers, looked at 25 sites before alighting on its training base, and had all 28 female members of staff replaced by men in order to avert distraction. But the great Brazilian journalist Mario Filho (after whom the Maracana stadium is officially named), in works such as his 1947 O Negro no futebol brasileiro (The Negro in Brazilian Football), popularised the notion that 'mulattoism' explained the unique qualities of a style of play that was to secure Brazil permanent possession of the Jules Rimet trophy after their third win in 1970. Just as Argentine identity was a repudiation of its British cultural legacies, so Brazil's reification of lusotropicalism was a repudiation of largely European assumptions about the negative consequences of miscegenation.
With  three and five World Cup wins respectively, Argentina and Brazil are obvious case studies of footballing culture. But one of the great merits of Wilson's history is that it doesn't neglect teams that have never lifted the trophy. Hungary's 6-3 defeat of England at Wembley in 1953 is a game of mythic status, but it should not have been a shock: Hungary had been runners-up at the France 1938 World Cup, and its Aranycsapat ('golden squad'), with Ferenc Puskas at its core, had won Olympic gold in Helsinki in 1952. The Mighty Magyars' 1953 demolition job was the first time any team other than Scotland had won at Wembley and, as Wilson observes, 'the symbolism seemed clear: vigorous, modern socialist Hungary had gone to the Empire Stadium, as Wembley was still known, the design of which explicitly evoked Lutyens's work in New Delhi, the jewel of empire, and had exposed the conservatism of lumbering old hidebound England.' The standard construction of this match is that it was the moment England's great power delusions were exposed, its footballing Suez, provoking the tactical revolution that propelled it to World Cup victory in 1966 under Alf Ramsey, who had seen Hungarian fluidity and athleticism up close in 1953 when playing as a headspun right-back in his last international.
I used to wonder if it was Anglocentric to denominate this game the 'match of the century', but when I visited Budapest every barman's few words of English included '6-3 - sorry!' If anything the English are lucky that it's the 1953 game which is mythologised: the following year a recast England side went to Budapest looking for revenge and lost 7-1. But it is anachronistic to reduce Hungary's footballing past to its role as spark-plug for 1966: as Wilson demonstrates, 'in the years between the wars, Hungary was the most influential football nation in the world, turning out high-class players and innovative coaches in sufficient numbers to sustain an extremely high domestic standard while also shaping the game in Italy, Germany, Scandinavia, France, Yugoslavia and South America.' It was therefore one of football's authentic tragedies that Hungary lost to West Germany in the 1954 final in Bern. The deleterious consequences first of Miklos Horthy's collaboration with the Nazis and then of the communist nationalisation of its clubs in 1949 had not yet been felt, and Hungary were unbeaten in 32 games over four years. They had defeated West Germany 8-3 earlier in the tournament and were 2-0 up in the final after eight minutes. But a saturated pitch inhibited the Hungarian passing game, while Adidas had equipped the Germans with special screw-in studs. West Germany came back to win 3-2; Hungary hit the bar twice, and Puskas, playing with a hairline fracture, scored an equaliser that was questionably ruled offside. The Hungarians always suspected German doping, and a 2013 study by Humboldt University and the University of Munster suggested that the West German players had been injected with pervitin, a methamphetamine administered to Nazi troops in the war. After the tournament the Hungarian players' flats were attacked, and Puskas was booed wherever he went. West Germany lost nine of their next twelve games; Hungary went unbeaten for eighteen, so over a period of almost six years they lost only one game out of 51 - the 1954 final. After the 1956 rising, Puskas, Kocsis, Czibor and the entire under-21 squad defected. It was the end of the Aranycsapat. 'Bern, which could have been its apotheosis,' Wilson writes, 'stands as the final doomed spasm of the golden age of Hungarian football.'
The other influential but trophy-poor footballing culture belongs to the Dutch. The Netherlands hadn't even entered a postwar World Cup until 1958, and before the 1970 tournament the only teams they'd beaten in qualifying were Luxembourg and Albania. Yet they were finalists in 1974, 1978 and 2010. Of the first of those Wilson writes: 'No side has ever had such an influence as the Netherlands of 1974, no postwar coach such a following as Rinus Michels.' If the basic principles of 'total football' - positional fluidity, a repudiation of fixed on-field roles, high-percentage possession by players with the requisite intelligence, technique and mobility - are sometimes associated with teams such as the Austrian Wunderteam of the 1930s or the Hungarian Aranycsapat, it was the innovative, European Cup-dominating Ajax side of the early 1970s, managed initially by Michels, and with Johan Cruyff at its epicentre, which canonised the term. Wilson is very good at rooting totaalvoetbal in its Dutch contexts, showing that the semantics derive from Dutch architectural theory, with modernists such as Jaap Bakema writing about total urbanisation, total environment and total energy: total football 'was similarly predicated on players understanding their relationship to other players within the system, and negotiating their own roles accordingly'. More broadly, a kind of anti-establishment canal intellectualism explains the traction of its tactical principles: 'a basic rejection of authority and willingness to question everything, a love of paradox and a sense that play was something to be taken seriously; pressing, defending by running forwards, was characteristically counterintuitive.'
Dutch defeat in all three of their World Cup finals transcends even the melancholy surrounding the Mighty Magyars. In 1974 the squad was rattled by press reports of a naked pool party at their hotel, and seemed more interested in dispensing a football lesson to the hosts, West Germany, than in winning: 'We forgot to score the second goal,' the winger Johnny Rep said. In 1978 they were missing Cruyff, whose family had been the victim of a violent robbery in Barcelona, and were beaten by Argentina - the hosts - who had been reconstructed in their image after their manager, Cesar Menotti, was moved to repudiate the anti-futbol of earlier Argentinian sides by defeat to the Netherlands four years earlier. By 2010 the Dutch had ceased to find consolation in inspiring the rest of the world. A Nike ad that ran in the Netherlands before the tournament read: 'Football is not total without victory ... A beautiful defeat is still a defeat.' The final was brutal, with an arguably restrained fourteen yellow cards and the Dutch defender John Heitinga sent off. In an affirmation of the old, purist principles, Cruyff, by then 63, was less devastated by this third defeat than by the manner of it. 'I thought my country would never dare to play like this and would never give up its own way of playing,' he said. It was 'nasty, vulgar, hard, closed ... barely football any more'.
By then, Cruyff's principles had migrated to the Netherlands' 2010 opponents, Spain, totaalvoetbal translated into juego de posicion. In 1971 Michels had moved from Ajax to Barcelona, where he was joined by Cruyff in 1973. Cruyff himself became Barcelona manager in 1988, later followed by the Dutchmen Louis van Gaal and Frank Rijkaard, and the rest is living football history: the all-conquering Barcelona and Spain sides of the early 21st century; the La Masia academy production line, Busquets, Xavi, Iniesta, Fabregas; tiki-taka and Guardiolismo ('Cruyff built the cathedral, our job is simply to maintain it'); pundit homilies on the geometry of space; high full-backs, midfielders in defence, ball-playing keepers and false nines; total football belatedly getting its tournament dues, Stroopwafel with a World Cup cherry on top. But Wilson gives us a much more sophisticated explanation for the relocation of total football from the Netherlands to Spain than the easy, prosopographical one. A fundamental point was the changed conditions in which the game was being played. 'Pitch and kit technology had reached a point whereby players could trust their first touch, and so could focus far earlier on the next passes in the sequence rather than having to worry about a bobble that could cost them possession.' Changes to the offside law enlarged the playing area, and a crackdown on 'intimidatory tackling' protected creative players who had hitherto often been kicked off the pitch (such as Puskas in 1954, Pele in 1966 and Maradona incessantly). In particular, as he shows, this footballing revolution was not so much Spanish as Catalan. From the 1970s, the emigration and elevation of Spanish players, and the superannuation of an older, cruder Spanish football (la furia roja) by a progressive foreign philosophy were sporting manifestations of post-Franco Spain opening up to the world. Vicente del Bosque, who managed Spain in 2010, was a former trade union organiser whose father had spent three years in prison during the Civil War for storing pro-democracy leaflets. As Wilson adds, 'it's no coincidence that that style, building on the foundations laid by Rinus Michels and Johan Cruyff in the 1970s, developed in Barcelona, in a region that self-consciously sets itself in opposition to the orthodoxies of Spain's establishment.'
If  it didn't take long for football itself to subvert Rimet's founding idealism, politics was quick to put the other boot in. When the tournament was awarded to Italy for 1934, the president of the FIGC, Giorgio Vaccaro, declared it an opportunity to demonstrate 'the organisational efficiency of fascist sport in general and football in particular, highlighting, in times of so-called "crisis", our infinite national resources'. Souvenirs and match tickets were festooned with fasces and Mussolini - who made much of paying for his own seats - commissioned a Coppa del Duce, six times taller than the World Cup trophy, as a supplementary prize for the winner. That winner was Italy: victory, the Florentine weekly Il Bargello said, was 'the affirmation of an entire people, an indication of its virile and moral strength'. This was two years before the more notorious, Riefenstahl-curated 1936 Berlin Olympics (where Hitler was to attend the only football match of his life, Germany's 2-0 defeat to, phew, Norway). The second World Cup was therefore an early advertisement of the tournament's potential service to politically repressive hosts. Even the sentimentalised 1970 World Cup, Wilson reminds us, 'once you peer beyond the brilliance of Brazil's football, becomes a much more sinister event. Mexico's governing PRI was repressive and capable of extreme violence,' as it had demonstrated when killing around four hundred anti-Olympics protesters two years earlier not least pour encourager les autres at the World Cup, while in Brazil victory was presented as part of the military dictator General Emilio Medici's 'Brazilian miracle'.
General Jorge Videla was in power in Argentina from 1976 to 1981. During the Dirty War, which continued until 1983, an estimated thirty thousand people were killed - los desaparecidos, 'the disappeared' - and thousands more were kidnapped, imprisoned and tortured. Two years after the US-endorsed military coup, Argentina hosted the World Cup. So desperate was the regime for validation that it spent $700 million on infrastructure and renovating stadiums, more than ten times the initial estimate, including a concrete wall built alongside the motorway from Ezeiza to the centre of Buenos Aires in order to hide the villas miserias from the view of the visitors who largely failed to come. During the street celebrations that followed home victories political prisoners were driven around to point out fellow dissidents. Amnesty International exhorted the foreign press to report beyond the football, but few did. Frits Barend of Vrij Nederland was a noble exception: using his press pass, he went to Plaza de Mayo to watch the weekly gathering of the mothers of the disappeared, and interviewed dissidents and the disaffected. Using the Dutch defender Wim Rijsbergen's identity card, Barend even gained access to the post-tournament banquet and asked a nonplussed Videla about the disappeared (he mumbled a response about the cuisine). The general had said that his players 'were obliged to demonstrate the quality of the Argentinian man', a phrase that with a racial toggle could have come directly from Mussolini in 1934 or Hitler in 1936. 'It is impossible,' as Wilson says, 'to look at the footage of a grinning Videla, neatly parted hair gleaming in the floodlights, handing the trophy to Daniel Passarella without a sense of nausea.' The Argentinian Commission for Human Rights estimated that 48 dissidents were murdered during the 1978 tournament. Anyone who thinks that the sportswashing which stains the contemporary game is a recent development might be grimly consoled by its precedents.
Football's perviousness to politics has never been confined to the jingoistic grandstanding of its hosts. In late March 1938, just after the Anschluss and around ten weeks before the first French World Cup was to begin, Fifa received a telegram from the Austrian football federation. 'Sorry to cancel World Cup enrolment,' it read. 'Austrian football federation is gone.' This was only the most overt intrusion of the changing world order into the 1938 tournament. France had been chosen as host because Fifa thought it less likely to exploit the tournament than one of the fascist powers. Spain didn't enter because of the civil war. Japan withdrew following its invasion of China. Anti-fascist exiles protested at the arrival of the Italian team and abused its players throughout games. Germany's Anschluss XI was, tellingly, divided: the great captain of the Austrian Wunderteam, Walter Nausch, had been offered a coaching role if he divorced his Jewish wife, and so fled to Switzerland. Italy beat the fancied Hungary 4-2 in the final, with some questionable team selections begetting the rumour that the Hungarians had thrown the match in order to curry Italian goodwill over revising the Treaty of Trianon. This was the last World Cup before 1950, when the tournament migrated (as had many war criminals) to Brazil. Ottorino Barassi, an Italian sports official who had helped co-ordinate the 1934 World Cup, had undertaken to look after the Jules Rimet trophy, and after Germany invaded Italy in September 1943 smuggled it to relatives in Foggia, who kept it hidden for two years in a barrel containing extra-virgin olive oil. When the Brazilian federation asked for his organisational counsel in 1950, he was able to hand it over.
West Germany in 1974 was, inevitably, a site of multiple Cold War skirmishes, with East Germany qualifying for the only time in their history, but the USSR absent because they had refused on ideological grounds to take part in a play-off. The game had been due to be held at the Estadio Nacional in Santiago in November 1973, two months after Pinochet's military coup. In the weeks that followed, thousands of political prisoners were housed at the stadium. Many were tortured, and up to three hundred killed. With a disregard for human rights of which modern Fifa would approve, its fact-finding report observed: 'The people in there are not prisoners but only detainees whose identity is yet to be established,' adding that, more pertinently, 'the grass on the pitch is in perfect condition.' The Soviet football federation telegrammed Fifa to affirm that its sportsmen would not play at a 'stadium stained with the blood of Chilean patriots', but the Fifa president, Stanley Rous, insisted on the game's location. In late November, the 'detainees' having been shifted to a camp in the Atacama desert, the match kicked off with the Chileans walking the ball into an empty net; they were awarded a 2-0 victory. As Wilson puts it: 'There was the sense that not since the 1930s had geopolitics been quite so present at a World Cup as it was in 1974, a time of CIA coups, communist moles and domestic terrorism.' At the Munich Olympics two years earlier, the militant group Black September had killed eleven members of the Israeli team, and called for the release not just of Palestinian prisoners held by Israel but of Andreas Baader and Ulrike Meinhof of the Red Army Faction in West Germany. Chancellor Willy Brandt resigned a month before the 1974 tournament began, after the arrest of one of his personal assistants as an East German spy. At the 1972 Olympics the West German state had taken a low profile in order to avoid any echoes of Hitler's 1936 games, but in 1974 it was conspicuous.
In 1978, in their final group game, Argentina needed to put at least four goals past Peru and to win by at least three in order to finish above Brazil and progress in the tournament. They won 6-0. Before kick-off General Videla and Henry Kissinger had visited the away dressing room and in the unmistakeably ironic manner of mob bosses wished the unnerved Peruvians luck. The game is thought to have been thrown as part of Operation Condor, a CIA-backed agreement between South American dictatorships to collaborate against dissidents; Videla had agreed with the Peruvian military leader, Francisco Morales Bermudez, that Argentina would torture thirteen Peruvian dissidents if they got the required result. Four years later its players were less well served by realpolitik. In April 1982, Argentina invaded the Falkland Islands. The UK lobbied to have the country banned from that summer's World Cup, but because of the UK's position on Gibraltar the hosts, Spain, refused to back a UN resolution declaring Argentina the aggressor. There was talk of a boycott, but Margaret Thatcher, knowing little of football or the home associations' tournament records, calculated that their performances would improve troop morale; in the event Scotland went out in the first group phase and England and Northern Ireland in the second. For Argentina, football and the war were indissoluble. The midfielder Osvaldo Ardiles's cousin Jose Leonidas Ardiles, a 28-year-old air force pilot, was shot down and killed in May. Argentine state TV interspersed footage from other battles, used to suggest they were winning, with clips from the triumphal 1978 tournament. Before they set off for Spain the squad posed with a banner saying 'Las Malvinas son Argentinas,' while their coach, Menotti, commented that 'each man has a part in the struggle ... In these moments there is national unity against British colonialism and imperialism.' In Europe, the players saw news reports that exposed the junta's fabrications. On the opening day, Argentina lost to Belgium; the following day Port Stanley fell and Argentina surrendered. (They were eliminated in the second round.)
Players themselves have sometimes been the most immediate victims of political circumstance. At West Germany in 1974, just as Brazil's Rivellino was about to take a free kick, the Zaire defender Mwepu Ilunga broke from the defensive wall and launched the ball to the other end of the pitch. 'What on earth did he do that for?' asked the BBC commentator John Motson in adenoidal bewilderment, before ascribing it with the condescension routinely extended to emerging football nations as 'a bizarre moment of African innocence'. Much has been made, via Norman Mailer's book The Fight (1975) and Leon Gast's documentary film When We Were Kings (1996), of President Mobutu's self-promotion via the Rumble in the Jungle, the 1974 heavyweight title fight between George Foreman and Muhammad Ali in Kinshasa. Mobutu, who was always more interested in football's potential to enhance his regime, trumpeted the fact that Zaire was the first Black African nation to qualify for a World Cup, and even helped design their kit. But the houses, cars and bonus money promised to the players didn't materialise, and after a defeat to Scotland and then 9-0 to Yugoslavia, government officials warned them that if they conceded more than three goals in the final group game against Brazil they would never see their families again. For their part Brazil knew that a win by three goals would guarantee qualification, and were 3-0 up when the free kick was awarded in the 79th minute. 'I panicked,' Ilunga recalled. 'I thought I could waste some time if I kicked the ball away ... I felt foolish because the crowd started to laugh and so did the Brazilian players.' But, he explained, 'we were playing for our lives.' The ball was retrieved and with, who knows, perhaps a few vital seconds knocked off the clock, the game finished 3-0. Brazil went through, and Zaire's players were not executed. Iraq's first World Cup was Mexico 1986; the president of the Iraqi football association was Uday Hussein, son of Saddam, who changed the national team colours to those of his own team, Al-Rasheed, and kept a torture scorecard with instructions on how many times each player should be beaten on the basis of his performance. Before the USA 1994 World Cup, the Colombian players were taken blindfold to a luxury finca in the mountains where they discussed bonuses with the Cali cartel. In their second game the US beat them 2-1 after an own goal by Andres Escobar. Ten days later he was shot dead in a car park outside Medellin. In these contexts, Bill Shankly's already tired aphorism about the relative importance of life, death and football feels wretchedly provincial.
[image: ]The Zaire defender Mwepu Ilunga is shown a yellow card during the World Cup in West Germany (1974).




There have  of course been many moments when something like innocent joy breaks out. Italia 90 is perhaps the best example of the disconnect between the actual football and its surrounding spectacle. Goals per game were the lowest ever at 2.21; in only two matches did teams come from behind to win; a third of the games finished 1-0. (All this would induce Fifa to change the offside law and to outlaw the back pass.) But the average attendance, at 48,368, was the highest ever, and the global TV audience doubled from Mexico 1986 to 26.6 billion. Wilson observes: 'That the football was largely dreadful, perhaps the worst of any World Cup finals, was almost an irrelevance. Soundtracked by Pavarotti, Italia 90 was the most emotionally fraught, the most melodramatic World Cup there has ever been.'
Wilson's book does due and inevitable diligence to that summer's vicissitudes for England fans, but overlays it with a class analysis demonstrating that the game was moving upmarket after the horrors of Heysel and Hillsborough, Thatcherite reactions to hooliganism and the breaking of the English working class, but also the celebratory humour of fanzines and the culture of acid house. The 1990 Taylor Report mandated all-seater stadiums for the top two divisions. All of this, Wilson argues, 'suited the newer, more gentrified audience drawn by Italia 90 with its opera, classical backdrop and emotion'; the FA's 1991 Blueprint for the Future of Football duly positioned the game 'to move upmarket so as to follow the affluent middle-class consumer'. Paul Gascoigne was, Wilson says, 'catnip' to this demographic, citing Ian Hamilton's writing in Granta and Karl Miller's celebrated paean in the LRB (29 July 1990): 'fierce and comic, formidable and vulnerable, urchin-like and waif-like, a strong head and torso with comparatively frail-looking breakable legs, strange-eyed, pink-faced, fair-haired, tense and upright, a priapic monolith in the Mediterranean sun'. Without Hamilton and Miller, no Wilson (or, you suspect, the journalists Barney Ronay and Jonathan Liew).
A broader but much less acknowledged demonstration of football's generational power lay across the Irish Sea. Ireland had never qualified for a World Cup but England 1966's Jack Charlton took them to Italy in 1990, and Mary Robinson appealed directly to the mood of optimism and internationalism this generated when she was elected later that year. It was a big deal to appoint an Englishman as manager given the historical importance of the Gaelic Athletic Association, which promoted hurling and Gaelic football; soccer was the 'garrison game'. The Catholic Church had endorsed the GAA to the extent that it proscribed soccer on church property, and the Christian Brothers had beaten the future internationals Ray Treacy and Eoin Hand for playing it. Irish participation at Italia 90, Wilson shows, allowed younger Irish people to feel connected with a global event in a way that Gaelic sports did not. The Irish columnist Declan Lynch wrote that what Charlton achieved was a liberation 'from all that bullshit of ours about the great poets and the great patriots and the great saints'. When Niall Quinn equalised against the Netherlands, Roddy Doyle recalled: 'I was glad I was Irish. I'd never felt that way before.' Ireland made it to the quarter-finals, where they lost to the hosts: by then, buses in Dublin had stopped bothering to run during games, and concerts by Mick Jagger and Prince at Lansdowne Road had been cancelled. A quarter of a million people turned out in Dublin to receive the squad. It helped that Charlton - cloth-capped, with a fishing rod in one hand and a pint in the other - was a very different Englishman from those memorialised in the Irish rebel songbook. As Lynch put it, 'this was the sort of Englishman we could take orders from.'
Italy's victory in Spain in 1982 also dispensed a collective Prozac after the first decade of the Years of Lead. Most notably, in 1978 the former prime minister Aldo Moro had been kidnapped and executed by the Red Brigades, and in 1980 the Bologna massacre, a far-right terrorist bombing at the railway station, had killed 85, but there was a clear sense that regionalism and factionalism were subdued by the tournament win, with 95 per cent of the TV viewing public tuning in and huge street parties. Umberto Eco, in the calcio equivalent of William Cobbett's 'I defy you to agitate any fellow with a full stomach,' had asked in 1978: 'Is it possible to have a revolution on a football Sunday?' Sandro Pertini, who had fought in the First World War and as a partisan in the Second, became president of Italy in 1978 at the age of 81, a unifying figure respected for his humility. He flew to Spain for the final, and was photographed celebrating Alessandro Altobelli's third goal and then playing cards with the team, the World Cup alongside them, on the flight home. Though Wilson doesn't pursue this, the moment didn't last. The Red Brigades continued to attack targets throughout Italy until 1988.
World Cup success yields domestic dividends, but they are generally short-lived. Nowhere demonstrates this better than France. French football had always been elevated by immigrants for whom the parlous nature of the professional game was worth the economic risk - most players were amateurs with other careers. The great Raymond Kopa(szewski), part of a legendary Real Madrid team and pivotal to France's emergence in the 1950s, was the son of Polish immigrants. Just Fontaine, whose thirteen goals at Sweden 1958 remains the record for a single tournament, was born in Marrakesh to a Spanish mother, while Roger Piantoni was of Italian descent (as was Michel Platini). The victory of France's ethnically diverse squad in 1998 generated a swell of integrationist optimism: 26 million French people watched the final (3-0 v. Brazil), and the million-plus who took to the Champs-Elysees was the biggest crowd there since the Liberation. The coach, Aime Jacquet, was transformed from 'dull bumpkin into an avatar of la France profonde'; this was a victory of the black-blanc-beur. While Jean-Marie Le Pen attacked its 'artificiality', L'Express proclaimed that 'French people, all French people, were able to identify with this team because it was a multi-racial team.' In an editorial in Liberation, Laurent Joffrin was a discordant voice in calling France's new-found sense of racial harmony an 'illusion utile', but it is a conclusion Wilson endorses: 'France had won a World Cup and, while that did change French football, it did not change France.'
At the 2010 World Cup, the French squad downed boots at the decision of the FFF to expel the Black striker Nicolas Anelka for disciplinary reasons. Domestic denunciation of the players was distinctly racialised, their indiscipline associated with the problem of the immigrant banlieues from which so many had emerged; Nicolas Sarkozy, as minister of the interior, had notoriously responded to the 2005 riots by pledging to clean out the racaille (rabble), and in the Assemblee Nationale white politicians spoke of the players as caids (big shots), a word of North African origin. France were eliminated without winning a game. 'When France fail to win,' Anelka remarked, 'people start talking straight away about the players' skin colour and religious beliefs.' The black-blanc-beur moment had evaporated. It was striking that when France won their second World Cup in Russia in 2018 there was none of the multiracial charivari of two decades previously: the Black Muslim Benjamin Mendy responded to a viral social media post that listed 19 of the 23 squad names alongside the flags of their families' origins with the names alongside 19 tricolores. Plus ca change: in 1958, after France's performance in Sweden, where they lost to the eventual winners, Brazil, in the semis, and he won a Ballon d'Or, Raymond Kopa was held by the French press to be emblematic of the 'good immigrant'. In 1954, when France didn't make it out of the group stage, there'd been crowd chants of 'Kopa, go back to the mine.'
The first World Cup  held outside Europe or the Americas was the 2002 tournament, hosted by Japan and South Korea, which Wilson sees as 'a festival of globalisation':
Almost everywhere, it felt, the complexities of nationhood in the 21st century were on display. When Senegal beat France in the tournament's opening game, their starting XI were all based in France, while only one of the France side was. Ten of the Brazil squad that won the tournament played outside the country, while Germany (although they reached the final) blamed their poor form on the influx of non-Germans to their league. Only six of the 32 competing nations did not have a player who played in the Premier League. Japan and Tunisia had players who were born in Brazil ... Poland a centre-forward who was born in Nigeria ... and Nigeria came very close to selecting a centre-forward who had been born in Uzbekistan ... Even England had a foreign manager.

The globalisation of football, of which this was a World Cup portent, is the new normal. With player migration, private equity, petrostate capital and transnational media shaping the sport, it no longer seems strange, as Wilson writes, 'that an American should own a club in, say, West London and employ an Italian coach to oversee a squad comprising players from France, Ukraine, Senegal and Ecuador, nor that that club should be followed passionately in India, Australia and West Africa'. What's striking is how far the exploitation of emerging markets became a determinant of Fifa's governance long before it was conspicuous in the game itself. When the Brazilian Joao Havelange ran to be president of Fifa in 1974, he did so as the first non-European (sort of - he was the son of a Belgian arms dealer) and by pushing a postcolonial line. Supported by Horst Dassler, the chairman (and 'das') of Adidas, he toured the world, lingering in Africa, with Pele as his celebrity endorser, promising to expand the World Cup and particularly African participation. So began an enduring paradox, whereby Fifa's irrefragable goals of expansion and inclusion became the very premises of its structural corruption and unaccountability. Havelange offered to pay the expenses of delegates from poorer nations, which was plainly defensible in terms of representativeness, but he also dangled bountiful allowances. Unprecedentedly, all 37 African delegates turned up at the 1974 Congress in Frankfurt, and witnesses reported that Havelange's associates were passing envelopes to delegates before the vote. It was never wholly clear where the money was coming from, but the likeliest source was Orwec, Havelange's waste disposal and chemicals firm, believed to have operated as a laundry for the millions of dollars stolen by Portuguese politicians taking flight after the death of Salazar. Thereafter Havelange's power was absolute. Mexico, for example, got the 1986 tournament principally because he didn't want his son-in-law's rival in the Brazilian federation to get the credit for landing it. At the Fifa Congress vote in Stockholm in May 1983, Mexico's favoured bid presentation lasted eight minutes. Making the competing case for the US's first tournament, Henry Kissinger was into the second hour of his pitch 'when he realised the Mexicans were already celebrating downstairs'. Reflecting ruefully on the chicanery of Fifa politics, he remarked: 'It made me nostalgic for the Middle East.'
Ever since the fiefdoms of Havelange and his successor, Sepp Blatter, Fifa's conjuring trick has been to justify a boundless cupidity in terms of its service to growing the game. When lobbying to succeed Havelange in 1998, Blatter toured the world in a private jet. One African delegate reported that he had been offered $100,000 by an enlisted Somali diplomat; at least eighteen African countries are thought to have sold their votes. With the ballot, against the Swede Lennart Johansson, looking tight, delegates in Paris were approached by smartly dressed men speaking Arabic and offering briefcases containing $50,000 in cash in exchange for a vote for Blatter. He won, and then announced that in addition to their 'already lavish expenses', Executive Committee (ExCo) members would receive a $50,000 salary - 'the clientelism of the Havelange years', as Wilson nicely puts it, 'enhanced for a new era'. Thereafter Blatter littered Africa with his Goal Project, a 'development and assistance programme' for national associations. Its first recipient was Charles Taylor's Liberia. Taylor's son-in-law was president of the Liberian FA, and received $50,000 so that he could study sports management in the US; at home the team was so under-resourced that when it qualified for the Cup of Nations in Mali in 2002 its star player, George Weah, had to pay for the kit. A year later, Taylor was indicted by a UN special court 'on charges of murder, mass rape, amputation and mutilation, taking slaves, forcing children to act as soldiers, attacking humanitarian workers and the theft of an estimated $100m from his own country'.
In the index of Wilson's book, the two most populous sub-entries under 'Fifa' are 'bribes' and 'corruption'. Chuck Blazer - which is a name Ian Fleming might have given to a US sports administrator - was general secretary of Concacaf (the football association of North and Central America and the Caribbean) from 1990 to 2011 and a Fifa ExCo member from 1996 to 2013. He had two apartments in Trump Tower (and so it begins), one for himself and one for his cats. In 2011, when the FBI and IRS started to investigate fraud in Concacaf and by extension Fifa, Blazer was turned and agreed to wear a wire to meetings. In May 2015, on the basis of the evidence he procured for the FBI, Swiss police raided the Baur au Lac hotel in Zurich and arrested seven Fifa officials; Blazer pleaded guilty to racketeering, wire fraud, income tax evasion and money laundering. The 353-page report produced for Fifa by the American lawyer Michael J. Garcia and his Swiss assistant, Cornel Borbely, in 2014, as Blatter sought frantically to wriggle free of a tightening net, was a grim inventory of Fifa's systemic corruption, exposing 'a culture of expectation and entitlement' and endemic bribery. England had tried to play the game in its tournament bids but it was risibly, and somehow reassuringly, underpowered: the FA distributed handbags to delegates' wives and floated a few friendlies, whereas for his vote the Paraguayan ExCo member Nicolas Leoz stipulated a knighthood, an invitation to William and Kate's wedding and the renaming of the FA Cup. The Garcia Report was delivered to Fifa in 2014, but its adjudicatory committee suppressed it, issuing only a 42-page summary which Garcia regarded as so misleading he resigned. It wasn't published until three years later, after Bild obtained a copy; by then, Blatter had been banned from football for eight years. His successor, Gianni Infantino, ran as the clean-up candidate, but these things are relative: within months of assuming office he was interviewed by the investigatory chamber of Fifa's ethics committee (don't laugh) on suspicion of breaches of the Fifa code of ethics (don't laugh) for multiple expenses abuses. Having been re-elected unopposed in 2019 and 2023, Infantino has just announced his intention to stand again. His victory seems a formality - both CAF, the Confederation of African Football, and Conmebol, South America's governing body, have already backed him. Last year he was paid more than $6 million.
Fifa presidents' constitutional reliance on football's emerging nations has served its executive class better than the emerging nations. Wilson is persuasively cynical in his characterisation of the vulture-capitalist caravan that is the 21st-century World Cup, seeing South Africa 2010 as 'the first of a new era of tournaments in which the World Cup landed in a country, contributed very little and left again a few weeks later having made itself a fortune, leaving the hosts to pick up the bill'. Fifa had hitherto shared broadcast, sponsorship, licensing and ticketing revenues with the host, but from 2010 it not only took 100 per cent but demanded tax relief on it. After the tournament, the South African president, Jacob Zuma, admitted that at $2.1 billion, 'an estimated $765 million of which was the result of price-fixing and corruption within the construction industry', the World Cup had cost ten times more and delivered ten times less benefit than anticipated; white elephant stadiums were its most conspicuous legacy, as in Brazil four years later. For all of Fifa's self-congratulation at delivering the first African World Cup, there was little for its populace to cheer. The authorities used the tournament as a pretext to clear informal housing, displacing around 20,000 people in Cape Town. Only 3 per cent of tickets were made available to South Africans, at a cost and via mechanisms beyond the reach of most. Fifa's corporate model excluded local traders from stadiums, and Black fans who overcame these hurdles had the sense of the World Cup 'as a non-space, a sterilised Fifa zone into which local quirks could not intrude'. The official song, 'Waka Waka', was performed by Shakira, a Colombian, the continent of Africa presumably not thought to have any singers of its own. There was an ambient African sound, lent by the vuvuzelas, the plastic horns familiar in South African football, but many audiences found them so irritating that TV networks dampened the noise. (Having at the time persuaded the University Club in Oxford to ban vuvuzelas at their screenings of games, because I lived close by and the random blasts were waking my infant children, I read this with a wince of shame.)
Wilson construes what should have been a celebration of African football and culture as an act of neocolonial exploitation, 'a sterile, globalised vehicle that happened to park itself in Africa for a time ... The world, once again, had come to Africa, left an array of problems and made off with the loot.' The successor tournament was awarded to Brazil even though, similarly, it had no stadium up to Fifa standards, which generated similarly grotesque overspends: $11 billion, of which only 15 per cent was from private sources. Within a year of the World Cup the Estadio Mane Garrincha in Brasilia, the second most expensive in history when it was rebuilt for $900 million, was being used as a bus depot. As in South Africa, the project became a pretext for forcible displacement - thought to have affected around 200,000 people - as well as a counter-terrorism bill criticised by the UN for having a 'potential for deliberate misuse': on the day of the Confederations Cup final rubber bullets were fired into crowds protesting at the cost of the World Cup.
With Fifa taking all tournament revenue, and the event increasingly dependent on enormous subsidies from the host nation, the question arose: who would want it? The locations of the 2018 and 2022 World Cups furnish the answer. The scale of the sportswashing in Qatar 2022 diminished even that of Russia 2018, but the tournaments were in some ways conjoined. When Germany secured the 2006 tournament it did so by being more, well, efficient in its understanding of Fifa's bidding processes than anyone else. Since Saudi Arabia and Thailand both had delegates on its ExCo, Germany sent a shipment of rocket-propelled grenades to the former, and Bayer invested in the latter. Daimler put together a EU100 million package to aid Hyundai, the family firm of the South Korean Fifa vice-president, Chung Mong-joon. Since Thailand, Malta, Trinidad and Tobago and Tunisia all had votes, Kirch, the German media company backing the bid, arranged for Bayern Munich to play friendlies in all four countries, and paid their local federations $300,000 for the privilege. The CEO of Adidas, Robert Louis-Dreyfus, loaned the DFB EU6.7 million, which was used to help secure the four Asian votes; this only came to light when he was later repaid via a Fifa account.
As ever, Vladimir Putin was watching. In 2010, in advance of the bids for the 2018 and 2022 tournaments, the Russians drew up a dossier on each of the ExCo members, identifying who was most susceptible to which type of bribery; the Belgian Michel d'Hooghe, who switched his vote to Russia, later admitted that he had accepted 'a small painting' from the Russian state collection. There was also collusion with another state whose aspirations to be sole host were initially thought preposterous - Qatar. Before the vote a Russian delegation visited Qatar to discuss a major gas contract, and the Qatari emir, Sheikh Hamad bin Khalifa Al Thani, met Putin personally to discuss broader cooperation. Fifa's evaluation had classified every bid to host 2018 and 2022 as 'low-risk', except Russia ('medium') and Qatar ('high').
Putin became president of Russia in 2000. He ordered the invasion of Georgia in 2008 and of Crimea and the Donbas in 2014. In 2012, having secured the 2018 tournament, he embarked on what Human Rights Watch called 'the worst political crackdown in Russia's post-Soviet history'. He maintained Bashar al-Assad in Syria after 2015 and expanded the Wagner Group's footprint in Africa from 2017. The dissident Alexander Litvinenko was murdered in London in 2006, and three months before Russia hosted the 2018 World Cup the Skripals were poisoned with Novichok in Salisbury. In 2017 the Norwegian investigative journalist Havard Melnaes found more than a hundred North Korean workers building the St Petersburg stadium on terms that met the UN designation for forced labour, and at least 21 deaths were reported on stadium sites. The ID apps introduced for stadium entry at the tournament were then extended to domestic matches and used by Russia's communications ministry to monitor dissidents. Infantino's by now characteristic reaction to all this was to denominate 2018 the 'best World Cup ever', and to accept the Order of Friendship from Putin in a lavish event at the Kremlin in which he spoke of 'bonds of friendship [that] will never be broken'.
Worse was to come 
. Qatar, which became independent from Britain in 1971, is one of the world's wealthiest countries thanks to its natural gas and oil reserves. Its success alongside Russia's in the 2010 vote was an even greater shock to those not paying attention. In 2010, Michel Platini was president of UEFA and a member of Fifa's ExCo. He was known to be hostile to the Qatari bid, on the self-evident grounds that it had neither the football tradition nor the stadium infrastructure to merit it. In November that year, ten days before the vote, Platini attended a lunch at the Elysee Palace with President Sarkozy; the heir to the emir of Qatar, Sheikh Tamim; the country's prime minister, Sheikh Hamad bin Jassim Al Thani; and Sebastien Bazin of Colony Capital, the US fund that owned 98 per cent of the struggling Paris Saint-Germain. After the lunch, Sarkozy pressed Platini to support the bid, and he did. As Wilson records, 'seven months after he had cast his vote, Qatar Sports Investment bought a majority stake in PSG. Five months after that, beIN SPORTS was launched by [Qatari-owned] Al Jazeera, challenging Canal+, which was disliked by Sarkozy. By 2018, Qatar had ordered 36 Rafale fighter jets from France at a cost of around $10 billion.' Platini has always denied that the lunch had anything to do with his sudden moment of clarity. Less covertly, Qatar lobbed an emir's ransom at Zidane as well as the game's most selective moral commentator, Pep Guardiola, to enrol as ambassadors for its bid.
The other arm of the Qatari strategy was straight out of the Havelange-Blatter emerging-football-nation clientelist playbook. In 2005, Qatar launched the PS1 billion Aspire Academy and its attendant Football Dreams project, an Al Jazeera reality TV show that followed football trials across Africa and Asia in search of young talent which could be naturalised in Qatar - the state was trying to buy even its own team. ('As Aspire were not a professional club,' Wilson diligently notes, 'Fifa's regulations on moving juveniles across national borders did not apply.') The scheme came to nothing, but of the fifteen Aspire outreach programmes that were established, five (Cameroon, Guatemala, Nigeria, Paraguay and Thailand) were in the countries of members of Fifa's ExCo. The Garcia Report would show that Football Dreams paid PS2 million to a bank account in the name of the ten-year-old daughter of Brazil's ExCo member (and, not coincidentally, Havelange's former son-in-law), Ricardo Teixeira, who was banned for life in 2019. The investigative reporter Nick Harris has estimated that ten of the 22 members of ExCo who voted on the deal have since been banned for ethics violations, and four have been either indicted or convicted of criminal corruption.
'There were,' Wilson comments, 'two World Cups in Qatar in 2022':
There was the World Cup of Lionel Messi and Argentina, and there was the World Cup of Abdullah Ibhais and all the others jailed or abused in the name of the tournament. Some of the football in Qatar was spectacular, the final was thrilling and the core narrative of Messi's success, after so many failures, was one of the greatest in sporting history, but the cost was incalculable: countless deaths, thousands forced to work in inhumane conditions and routinely mistreated, the normalisation of prejudice in direct contravention of Fifa's own statutes.

The lengths to which Fifa was prepared to go to accommodate Qatar's bid had become clear when the tournament was unprecedentedly shifted from a summer to a winter slot to avoid average temperatures of 41degC, which entailed rearranging the global football calendar for two years. Fifa's own evaluation acknowledged that since Qatar did not have a single stadium of the required standard, its labour laws would have to be suspended in order to build them. We don't know exactly how many migrant workers died in Qatar, but Wilson is magnificent in his refusal to put their story below Messi's. 'Death was everywhere in Doha,' he writes. 'Every building, every apartment block, every hotel, every mall, every stadium was a monument to human suffering.' In February 2021, it was reported that at least 6500 people from India, Bangladesh, Pakistan, Sri Lanka and Nepal had died in Qatar since 2010, when it was awarded the World Cup, and those figures did not include the many African and Filipino workers. In 2022, Nepal estimated that around two hundred of its citizens had committed suicide in Qatar in the preceding decade. Immigrant workers were employed under the kafala system, bound to contracts and unable to change jobs, and their passports were often confiscated. Reports of three-hour sleep shifts, arbitrarily docked pay and inhumane living conditions were legion. In 2013, Anti-Slavery International reported 'clear proof of the use of systematic forced labour'. When Abdullah Ibhais, a Jordanian media manager for the Supreme Committee for Delivery and Legacy, raised concerns about workers who had no access to drinking water and had not been paid for several months, he was jailed for three years.
Qatar is known to have spent more than PS200 billion on the tournament itself, simultaneously confirming its status as the second-highest CO2 emitter per capita in the world. This included importing its own fans, mostly from Lebanon; by the end of Qatar's first game the stadium was half-empty (Qatar were knocked out after three straight defeats with easily the worst record of any host). Seven European teams said that their captains would wear 'One Love' armbands in support of LGBTQ+ rights until 'One World' Fifa warned that any player who did so would be booked; hats and shirts bearing the rainbow symbol were confiscated, along with shirts worn by Iranian fans commemorating the death in custody of Mahsa Amini, a 22-year-old arrested by the Iranian morality police for not wearing a hijab. After the captivating final in Lusail, in which Argentina beat France on penalties, and as the world tried to focus for a transcendent moment on the football, Sheikh Tamim, Platini's lunch companion in Paris twelve years earlier and, since 2013, the emir, approached Messi and draped him in a bisht - the national colours of the winning captain literally smothered by Qatar.
On the eve of the tournament, an exasperated Infantino delivered a stupefying 57-minute monologue at a press conference called by Fifa to defend the event from its critics. This was premised on the basis that the West, having done Very Bad Things in the past, had no right to criticise Qatar, Infantino not seeming to appreciate that this was to concede the worldwide verdict that Qatar was doing Very Bad Things in the present. Its intended coup de theatre was a statement of empathy with those whose interests were being asserted by human rights groups:
Today I have very strong feelings ... Today I feel Qatari. Today I feel Arab. Today I feel African. Today I feel gay. Today I feel disabled. Today I feel a migrant worker ... I feel like them because I know what it means to be discriminated, to be bullied as a foreigner in a foreign country. As a child at school I was bullied because I had red hair and freckles, plus I was Italian, so imagine.

(When it was pointed out that he had omitted half the world's population he spontaneously added: 'I feel like a woman too.') It's hard to know where to start in anatomising the piss-boiling offensiveness of this formula: it's partly its crassness, given that Infantino was neither imprisoned nor driven to his death for his red hair and freckles; it's partly its tick-box nature, as if he and a PR guy had spitballed as many categories as they could in order briskly to affirm Fifa's affinity with them; and it's partly its ephemeral 'today' element, as if having discharged his conscience Infantino was at liberty to revert tomorrow to being a vastly wealthy, privileged white man free from the danger of being persecuted or enslaved.
We might want to console ourselves that nothing could be as bad as the murderous vulgarity of Qatar, but at the centre of this year's World Cup the increasingly nihilistic presence of Trump 2.0 threatens to turn everything to shit. For all the expansion of soccer in the US in recent years the game remains niche, sustained by the immigrant communities routinely denominated 'garbage' by the second-generation immigrant president and now threatened by ICE raids targeting undocumented fans at World Cup venues. When the US first hosted, in 1994, it had played in only two World Cups since 1945 and had had no domestic professional league for a decade. Many Americans were as unhappy as everyone else: USA Today assured its readers that it was legitimate not to give two hoots about the World Cup of the biggest sport in 'Cameroon, Uruguay and Madagascar', and the columnist Tom Weir wrote that 'hating soccer is more American than mom's apple pie.' Writing in the New York Times, George Vecsey nailed it: 'The United States was chosen because of all the money to be made here, not because of any soccer prowess. Our country has been rented out as a giant stadium and hotel and television studio.' The opening ceremony at Soldier Field in Chicago was predictably unrestrained, but it seemed symbolic of national awkwardness that Oprah Winfrey fell off the stage and injured her ankle, while Diana Ross missed an open goal from three yards. The ensuing game was a boring 1-0 between Germany and Bolivia, with the whole day's entertainment surpassed by the LAPD's televised pursuit of O.J. Simpson. Two years later, however, Major League Soccer had its first season; by 2025 it was the ninth biggest sports league in the world as measured by - what else? - revenue. Wilson crisply traces the administrative process from which it emerged:
MLS, a private company headed by Alan Rothenberg, received $500,000 from World Cup USA, chaired by Alan Rothenberg, to present its business plan to the US soccer federation, whose president was Alan Rothenberg. USSF, whose president was Alan Rothenberg, then opted for MLS, headed by Alan Rothenberg, for which it received $3.5m from World Cup USA, chaired by Alan Rothenberg.

Rothenberg, known as 'Rothenweiler', was a commercial lawyer with no previous interest in soccer before recognising, as he was to put it, 'a great opportunity'.
Last summer's Infantino-inflated men's Club World Cup, held in the US, was in some ways a foretaste of the Fifa-MAGA pageant. Resisted by players' unions, resented by many teams and derided by many fans, it was largely meaningless as a barometer of club excellence in world football. But that wasn't the point of the exercise, which was first an Infantino vanity project - Fifa commissioned a blingy 24-carat-gold trophy from Tiffany's on which his name was engraved as 'founding president' - and second an aphrodisiac for US stakeholders. Attempts to develop hybrid grass surfaces in NFL stadiums with artificial turf were a resounding failure; the PSG coach, Luis Enrique, was only the most poetic in complaining that 'the ball bounces ... like a rabbit,' while some games were played in blistering heat and others only after severe weather delays, with squads travelling thousands of miles between matches. There were banks of empty seats, dynamic pricing went the way its authors never intend, and the tournament broke even only because Saudi Arabia's Public Investment Fund (PIF) excreted a quick-fix $1bn into DAZN, which DAZN then passed to Fifa for TV rights despite there being no other bidders. Hmm.
The finances will be dramatically different for the World Cup, but the surrounding optics will be the same, with Infantino, in his designer suit and turkey-teeth trainers, dancing attendance on POTUS. Infantino paraded the CWC trophy at a meeting in the Oval Office before the tournament, but Trump affected to presume that it was a present and kept it - it certainly harmonised with the decor - compelling Fifa hurriedly to commission a copy. On his way to the podium after the final, Trump was caught on camera pocketing one of the winners' medals he was supposed to hand out; in a moment symbolic of their relationship, Infantino glanced round, smiled awkwardly and gave Trump a thumbs-up. Dependably breaching all sporting protocol, Trump then remained on the podium and posed front and centre with the winning Chelsea players while they celebrated (Cole Palmer captured their reaction to his photobombing with a WTF? glare that went viral on social media). If the US get out of their World Cup group this summer there will no doubt be further Trump grandstanding; if they don't, watch out for MAGA-nativist denigration of 'soccer' as foreign and effeminate.
This World Cup, unlike Russia 2018, is hosted by democratic nations, and unlike Qatar 2022 the walkways to its stadiums are not paved with bones. But it will forever be associated with newly obscene levels of fan exploitation, with Fifa's remorseless commodification of the people's game set to result in a gated tournament confined to those few with the requisite income, visa status and social media history. At previous World Cups resale prices were capped at face value, but for 2026 Fifa has lifted that restriction and introduced dynamic pricing on the pretext of 'market norms' in North America. Simultaneously it has waded into the secondary market, launching a resale platform that pockets 15 per cent commission from the seller and 15 per cent from the buyer and therefore an eye-watering third of every listing, self-incentivising multiple resales; only Fifa could make Ticketmaster and StubHub look philanthropic. One $2030 ticket for the final - the lowest bracket - was relisted the following day for $25,000; the cheapest at the time of writing is $8970, and the most expensive $11,499,998.85 (priced, it seems, to ensnare that casual buyer who might balk at $11,500,000). Responding to worldwide condemnation even from fans inured to corporate contempt, Infantino declared at a sports summit in - where else? - Dubai that 'without Fifa, there would be no football in 150 countries in the world. There is football because, and thanks to, these revenues we generate with and from the World Cup,' as if Homo sapiens spontaneously kicking a rolling object would never have occurred unless Fifa had franchised it. Despite its protestations that it is just going with the commercial flow, Fifa is squarely responsible for this late capitalist cacotopia: Taylor Swift, the Cure, Neil Young, Iron Maiden and even Oasis - Oasis! - have refused to employ dynamic pricing on their recent North American tours, and in Mexico Fifa was required by the government to honour face-value resales on a localised platform. The price-gouging is therefore an affront vastly larger than Fifa's non-profit, redistributive fig leaf can cover. Trump himself recently expressed shock when he was told that the cheapest tickets for the US opener against Paraguay were set at $1120 - 'I wouldn't pay it either, to be honest' - but of course, unlike Mussolini, he won't have to: Infantino has already publicly presented him with a metre-wide ticket to the final, 'row 1, seat 1, ticket no. 45/47'.
Infantino, who once pronounced that 'it's very clear that politics should stay out of football and football should stay out of politics,' has enabled and endorsed every act of vanity, self-interest and political trespass on the tournament by the Trump administration. He was in Washington DC at Trump's inauguration in January 2025, chuckling when the new president announced that he intended to change the name of the Gulf of Mexico to the Gulf of America. So much for the US's co-host. He was in the Oval Office in March, smiling, when Trump announced that he would chair a World Cup task force and that international tensions over tariffs would only make the tournament 'more exciting', before parading the trophy at a White House cryptocurrency summit. He was in the White House again in May, at the first meeting of the task force, smirking as J.D. Vance joked about visiting fans being arrested if they overstayed their visas. A week later he was with Trump in the Middle East, visiting officials from Saudi Arabia and Qatar alongside the president, which caused him to be so late for Fifa's annual congress in Paraguay that eight members of the Fifa Council walked out in protest, accusing him of prioritising 'private political interests'. He was in New York City in July, beaming as he announced that Fifa was opening an office in Trump Tower, an event attended by Eric Trump, executive vice president of the Trump Organisation. He was back in the Oval Office in August, grinning alongside Trump, who was wearing a hat bearing the slogan 'TRUMP WAS RIGHT ABOUT EVERYTHING' and announcing that the World Cup draw would be moved from Las Vegas to the Kennedy Center, of which Trump had installed himself as chair and which was shortly afterwards renamed the Trump-Kennedy Center. He was photographed at Trump's Gaza peace talks in October. He appeared with Trump at the America Business Forum in Miami in early November, commenting that 'we should all support what he's doing because I think it's looking pretty good.' He was back in the Oval Office again later that month, nodding as Trump threatened to remove games from Democrat-run cities such as Seattle 'where you have a very, very liberal-slash-communist mayor'.
Through his highly visible conduct in Qatar and now the US, Infantino has become the embodiment of Fifa's invertebrate greed. It doesn't help that he looks like a fantasy villain out of central casting, the Hood for those who remember Thunderbirds, or Dr Evil from the Austin Powers movies, his abnormally high, bald dome looking like it might slide open at any point to disgorge a gold-plated bauble for some passing oligarch. But just because it's easy to demonise Infantino doesn't mean that we shouldn't. The nadir of his sycophancy is the Fifa Peace Prize. In October 2025, to Trump's transparent displeasure, the Nobel Peace Prize was awarded to Venezuela's Maria Corina Machado. Three weeks later Fifa announced its own peace prize, plainly so that it could be given to Trump during the World Cup draw in Washington DC in December. Human Rights Watch wrote to Fifa to request a list of the judges, the criteria and the nominees for the prize, but received no response. FairSquare then filed a formal complaint to Fifa's ethics committee over Infantino's 'repeated breaches' of its rules on neutrality; articles 15 and 23 of Fifa's statutes stipulate that the organisation and its confederations must 'be neutral in matters of politics and religion' and be 'independent and avoid any form of political interference'. Responding to global criticism, Fifa issued a perfunctory statement in January which stated that 'Fifa notes the 2025 Nobel Peace Prize recipient has given her medal to President Trump' - the Nobel Committee was wrong, that is, and Infantino was right.
Tom Lehrer commented that when Kissinger was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize, political satire became obsolete. In his instrumentalism and amorality, Infantino was purpose-built to navigate Fifa in a post-satire, post-truth world. But in doing so he has reversed the polarity between the organisation and its political suitors. Havelange and Blatter had a vivid sense of the importance of the fifadom they had built: 'I can talk to any president, but they will be talking to a president too,' Havelange said in 1997. 'They've got their power and I've got mine: the power of football, which is the greatest power there is.' But Infantino, with his Order of Friendship from Putin, children schooled in Qatar and installation as White House poodle, has been lamentably deferential to harder power. Trump has hitherto looked faintly amused during Fifa's golden showers, but with his poll ratings at an all-time low he may need Infantino.
Infantino said in November that 'I consider him a really close friend,' insisting that Trump deserved the inaugural peace prize 'for his tireless efforts to promote peace'. In the few months since then Trump has launched airstrikes across Venezuela, threatened to invade Greenland and bombed Iran, threatening to exterminate 'a whole civilisation'. The only previous co-hosted World Cup, in Japan and South Korea, afforded a rare moment of Rimetiste detente: Japan occupied Korea between 1910 and 1945, and South Korea's opening ceremony ignored Japan, but polls showed that both peoples felt friendlier to the other after the tournament. It's hard to see US-Mexico-Canada having the same diplomatic consequences, with Trump constantly threatening 'strikes' against Mexico if it does not do more to prevent drug trafficking, the annexation of Canada and withdrawal from the United States-Mexico-Canada Agreement (which replaced Nafta in 2020).
If the interaction  of geopolitics with a Trump World Cup was not sufficiently combustible, there is the issue of Iran's qualification. The Iranian case problematises the easy assumption that regimes benefit from sporting success: when Iran qualified for France 1998 street celebrations attended by six million morphed into anti-government protests with men and (bare-headed) women mixing freely; a nervous regime delayed the team's return from the match. At the tournament, three years after President Clinton had imposed a complete embargo on Iran, the US and Iran met in an elimination game. Ali Khamenei instructed the Iranian players not to walk towards the US team to shake hands, but they presented the American players with white roses. Iran won 2-1: 'Tonight, again,' Khamenei told the players on TV in totalitarian burlesque, 'the strong and arrogant opponents once again felt the bitter taste of defeat at your hands,' before street celebrations again turned into protests. There was guilty excitement this year in Italy, which failed to qualify, at the suggestion that the Azzurri might replace Iran at the World Cup, which emanated with the Trump administration's customary regard for procedural propriety from the unblushing Italian-American US special envoy, Paolo Zampolli. The propaganda dangers for Iran of participation are obvious, with two female Iranian footballers granted asylum in Australia after the AFC Women's Asian Cup in March this year, and the prospect of the Iranian flag and national anthem being loudly booed by US and Iranian-dissident crowds, before Rimet's unquiet ghost. Khamenei himself was assassinated in the February airstrikes on Tehran. But the dangers are plainly not confined to Iran. FEMA has already allocated $625 million to security costs for the tournament, and the FBI is widely reported to be alarmed at the counter-terrorism challenge presented by 78 matches played over six weeks, along with countless watch parties. If the US and Iran both finish second in their groups they will play each other in a World Cup eliminator again. Only this time, it will be on the eve of the Fourth of July. In Texas.
The beautiful game has never looked more beautiful on the pitch, or more ugly off it. We strain for the sake of our consciences to sequester the two, but Infantino's Fifa has made that impossible. On 13 November 2025 Portugal's Cristiano Ronaldo was sent off for elbowing Ireland's Dara O'Shea in a World Cup qualifier in Dublin. The tariff for violent conduct is a three-match ban, which meant Ronaldo would miss the final qualifier and then the first two games of the World Cup. On 16 November he inconsequentially sat out the first of those, Portugal's 9-1 stroll v. Armenia. On 18 November, Ronaldo attended a black-tie dinner at the White House alongside Trump, Infantino, the Saudi crown prince Mohammad ('things happen') bin Salman, Elon Musk and Apple's CEO, Tim Cook, and was pictured with a beaming Trump, who announced that Saudi Arabia was investing $1 trillion in the US and told guests, probably moments after having been briefed on who he was: 'My son is a big fan of Ronaldo.' It was Ronaldo's first visit to the US since the 2017 leaking of a rape allegation in Las Vegas, which he resolved via a financial settlement and a confidentiality agreement. It was bin Salman's first visit to the US since being accused by the CIA of complicity in the dismemberment of the journalist Jamal Khashoggi in 2018. In 2023 brand 'CR7' had relocated to Saudi Arabia, becoming the rictus-grin face of the Saudi Pro League and the captain of Al-Nassr, the club owned by the PIF sovereign wealth fund chaired by bin Salman, on a salary of more than half a million dollars a day (since increased). On 25 November, to collective outrage within the game, Fifa announced that Ronaldo's ban had discretionarily been reduced to one match - so its marquee player, Trump fluffer and Saudi stooge was free to take top billing this summer. The centenary World Cup in 2030 is on the face of it an oddly contrived as well as environmentally reckless affair, with opening games in South America and the remainder in Spain, Portugal and Morocco. With the major footballing continents of South America and Europe glancingly recognised in a single tournament, Fifa felt at liberty to place it in neither for the succeeding one. The 2034 World Cup will be hosted by Saudi Arabia.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.lrb.co.uk/the-paper/v48/n11/simon-skinner/i-wouldn-t-pay-it-either



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



At the Movies
Screwball Comedies
Ruby Hamilton

2121 wordsIn  an interview with Peter Bogdanovich, Howard Hawks said there was a 'great fault' with Bringing Up Baby (1938): 'There were no normal people in it. Everyone you met was a screwball.' At the helm of these crazies, with Cary Grant's palaeontologist in tow, is Katharine Hepburn's Susan, except is she really crazy? Her dialogue has the stamp of the Marx Brothers' best lines - mad-sounding but strangely logical - and for all her daffiness, her relentless speed, her loopy Bryn Mawr voice, she's often telling the truth: there really is a leopard, and it really does love the song 'I Can't Give You Anything but Love, Baby'. So what's screwy in screwball comedy, the world it depicts or the people in it?
[image: ]

The Garden Cinema in Holborn is showing seventeen films in its 'Screwball Summer' (until 18 August). They include nearly all the classics of the genre, among them the first, the fastest and the truest: It Happened One Night (1934), His Girl Friday (1940), The Awful Truth (1937). Not all of the choices fit in - Arsenic and Old Lace (1944) is a black comedy, but is it a screwball? - but then you end up quibbling about the Broadway farce v. the populist comedy v. the Lubitsch picture, and it's not long before you begin to sound like Gary Cooper's po-faced grammarian in Ball of Fire (1941), a grade-A hair-splitter. Screwball was impure from the start, born out of silent slapstick, early genre pictures and theatrical hits. It wasn't associated with any one studio, and many of its stars were vaudevillians, singers, stuntmen, Ziegfeld girls or farceurs from Mack Sennett's two-reelers. Its hallmarks are fast talk, eccentric characters and an oddball couple. There might be a reversal or a misdirection ('screwball' comes from a baseball pitch with a twist), but its ironies are reassuringly proleptic: the gold-digger will end up with the strapped cab driver, just as the divorced couple will marry again; opposites, interminably, attract.
The earliest films in the season were made before the enforcement of the Hays Code in 1934. She Done Him Wrong (1933) plays less like an antecedent to screwball than like a reminder of what the code drove underground, into subtext: bawdiness, tough comedy, moral discretion. A young Cary Grant is there, but it's a Mae West picture; she's a saloon singer, swaggering about in crystals like the capo dei capi of the Bowery. 'I'm sorry you think more of your diamonds than you do of your soul,' Grant - playing against type as a man of the law - says. 'I'm sorry you think more of my soul than you do of my diamonds,' she replies. They get together anyway (after he almost arrests her). West made eroticism funny, or simply off-kilter: she's the matriarch vamp, a parody of the male libertine, and unlike the divine Garbo she belongs to this world, the world of comedy. (When West is described as 'lascivious' or 'suggestive' it's a way of admitting that she was witty, but also of denying the kind of Cartesian comedy that separates body from mind.) The code got rid of her mode of double entendre, along with anything else that might lower 'the moral standards of those who see it'. Was the effect to spiritualise comedy? Or to taint everything else, in that very American way, with the possibility of sin?
In screwball proper, desire is masked as conflict. Frank Capra's It Happened One Night introduced an early version of the clashing couple, with Clark Gable's reporter falling for Claudette Colbert's runaway heiress. He's a rogue who's not all that roguish, and she's mad but not all that mad. He admits he's in love, then barks: 'Don't hold that against me! I'm a little screwy myself!' A few months later, William Powell and Myrna Loy appeared in W.S. Van Dyke's The Thin Man (1934) as Nick and Nora Charles, a high-society couple who solve a murder together. Powell is an exaggerated Gable (sleepier eyes, twitchier mouth), so droll and fluid he makes Gable seem tense; Loy would look a bit fey if it weren't for those highly arched eyebrows, which give her a coolness, a natural irony. Capra's film better anticipated future configurations of the couple, but Nick and Nora - in their glossier MGM picture - are the leisured model to which all others aspire, a reminder that the main pair must be the best company and that the contingencies of life are best sublimated as parlour game.
Sometimes the screwball couple is no longer a couple. In Pursuits of Happiness (1981), Stanley Cavell writes about 'comedies of remarriage' in which a divorced pair must find their way back together again (all seven of his examples are in the season; he twists the rules for most of them, but that's in the spirit). They take place in a Shakespearean romance world - aka Connecticut - 'in which perspective and renewal are to be achieved'. The couple must accept, as one character says, that there's 'something between' us no divorce can come between. One suggestion here is that happiness and knowledge (which is only ever the appearance of knowledge), like comedy and philosophy, are not incompatible. It's so well put, and seems so right; and yet whenever I return to Pursuits of Happiness I get caught up in the philosophising, in barrelling from Nietzsche to Shakespeare to Kant, and the casual charm of the comedies slips away, just as when I rewatch the films, I forget to think.
But there's room for seriousness in screwball. Take all the men who are researching something, seriously - slang in Ball of Fire, snakes in The Lady Eve (1941), dinosaurs in Bringing Up Baby, the igneous 'tambula' in What's Up, Doc? (1972). It's a way of joking about value, about what is being overvalued or undervalued as they futz around with rocks and bones. There are other screwball characters with their priorities out of order: overbearing fathers, joyless blue bloods, pestering fiancees, a range of stooges. These aren't just people who don't get the joke; they don't think there's a joke to get. The couple are often the only characters who do any thinking - it gives them their appeal. Colbert is the best onscreen thinker; she can't keep it off her round winsome face. In Midnight (1939) she's disarming as a fluffy-haired American showgirl pretending to be a baroness. She has a habit - like Grant, like Barbara Stanwyck - of delivering one-liners to herself, as though she's the only person worth entertaining.
Women in screwballs are either brains or scatterbrains. There's Rosalind Russell, the sharpest comedienne, as Hildy Johnson in His Girl Friday (1940). Russell said she didn't want to be a 'clothes horse', but Hildy's pinstriped shoulder-padded suit is what makes her: it allies her with the film's mise-en-scene, the newsroom's sharp lines of desks, dividers and typewriters, and gives her ownership of it. Irene Dunne, in The Awful Truth, has a more subtle braininess. Her finest moment comes when she tries to break up Grant's relationship with an heiress by pretending to be his slovenly, ditzy 'sister' ('I've seen your pictures in the paper,' she begins, 'and I wondered what you looked like'). It's a brilliant performance of bad manners, but she does it with such precision - see: the routine with the handkerchief - that she appears well judged even when she's acting crazy. On the side of the scatterbrains, you have Hepburn, Barbra Streisand in What's Up, Doc? and Carole Lombard in My Man Godfrey (1936), who are for unrestraint what Dunne is for reining it in.
Screwball actors work with and against our impressions of them. The Lady Eve may be the slyest of these films because it's about the ways in which conforming to type condemns you. Henry Fonda appears as a naive herpetologist who has no chance against Stanwyck's slippery con artist. The expected scenes of humiliation - like Grant in his negligee in Bringing Up Baby, or Cooper going 'goofy, bim-buggy' in Ball of Fire, or Spencer Tracy losing his head in court in Adam's Rib (1949) - are funnier because there's a quality in Fonda (a softness? A credulity?) that makes him what Grant, Cooper and Tracy never are: embarrassable. His pratfalling over sofas and Stanwyck's leg is a joke about his character's apparent uprightness, but also the preternatural decency signified by 'Henry Fonda'. He hasn't done much to deserve this embarrassment, but that's the screwball logic. He's embarrassed precisely because he's the type of innocent who can be embarrassed.
There's a tautology here: it's what Cavell is getting at when he says that, in these films, 'only those can genuinely marry who are already married.' Screwball has a back-to-frontness about it. In Ernst Lubitsch's To Be or Not to Be (1942), in which a Warsaw theatre troupe stages a play about the Nazis, impersonations come before the people who are being impersonated. In Bringing Up Baby the leopard doesn't arrive until after Hepburn has said there's a leopard; when it pootles into frame, the joke is that she isn't lying - and yet we're also left with the suggestion that the world bends to her word. It comes back to fast-talking and the idea behind it: that if you're quick enough, you can out-talk the truth.
The amorality of the films keeps them from being cute. Grant is their best amoral agent, the one who (Cavell suggests) has an improviser's disregard for consequences. He's allowed the distance of reaction - to pop his eyes, double-take - and so he can get by in the darkest of comic worlds, whether they're enjoyably creepy (Peter Lorre glooming around Arsenic and Old Lace) or plainly corrupt (His Girl Friday). Sometimes it's a cruel world. The Philadelphia Story (1940) is the only film here in which the camera pauses on Hepburn's cool beauty, and her character is chastised for it, hectored by everyone from her infidel father to her ex-husband (Grant) for being aloof, inhuman, too good for everyone - for being Katharine Hepburn.
Screwball suffers when moralising lumbers in. It's the point you think Preston Sturges is going to make in Sullivan's Travels (1941), his film about a director who abandons silly comedies to make a Message Movie, only the conclusion he reaches - that actually 'there's a lot to be said for making people laugh. Did you know that that's all some people have?' - is exactly the kind of Capra-esque sermon it seems to be sending up. The problem is that screwball isn't a democratic genre. The films indulge the spoiled rich while also laughing at them - none guiltier than Sturges, in his affectionate Palm Beach Story (1942) - and their jokes aren't a shared language. Not everybody is in on them, just as not everybody can be Cary Grant, not even Tony Curtis. Wit, beauty, wealth, leisure, happiness - these are unequally distributed; only craziness is common.
So what accounts for the genre's likeability? It can't just be that it's funny to watch pratfalls or slaphappy sophisticates or couples sparring - to laugh, that is, at the gap between what people are and what they pretend to be. I've never liked the ending of Adam's Rib, when Hepburn concedes to Tracy that there is 'a little difference' between men and women and he replies 'Vive la difference!' - at least not when it's taken straight. It misses what's funny about comic difference, which is that, for all we're told or shown it's there, it never seems sufficiently real to enforce itself. Some Like It Hot (1959) doesn't work just because Tony Curtis and Jack Lemmon are men pretending to be women (though they're always funny about it) but because nobody notices or cares. Lies and truth have indistinguishable effects, so what's the fuss? Screwballs aren't miserabilist-humanist comedies about learning to revel in imperfection; they're comedies of fantasy and will. With enough conviction, craziness starts to make sense. Think about Grant giving in to Hepburn's madness in Bringing Up Baby, or Streisand triumphing over Ryan O'Neal in What's Up, Doc?, or Lombard - the screwiest of screwballs, for whom the term was first used - saying at the end of My Man Godfrey: 'There's no sense in struggling against a thing when it's got you. It's got you and that's all there is to it - it's got you!'




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.lrb.co.uk/the-paper/v48/n11/ruby-hamilton/at-the-movies



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



War on the Shia
Zain Samir reports from Lebanon

6853 wordsIfirst met  Hassan in October 2024, a few weeks after his flat in Dahieh, in Beirut's southern suburbs, was destroyed in an Israeli bombing. His wife and children, he said, were now living with three other families in her sister's cramped apartment elsewhere in the city, while he slept in his car. Hassan had lived all his life in Dahieh. Even now, his car was parked on the edge of the area, shaking every night as bombs dropped nearby. We sat in a street cafe at a plastic table and he began telling me about the day it happened.
It was around 7.30 in the evening, he said, and his wife was laying the table for the children's dinner, when a group of Hizbullah men, rushing from apartment to apartment, knocked on the door and told him to get his family out. Hassan asked if they had time to pack. 'No,' the men said. 'Put on your shoes and go down, now.'
'We all went down with nothing but the clothes on our back,' he said.
In the street, Hassan was told that a few minutes earlier the Israeli army had posted an evacuation order for the residents of the street. At 1.30 a.m., a missile struck the building next door. It collapsed, taking Hassan's building down with it. Everything he had was buried under the rubble: furniture, clothes, pictures, schoolbooks and toys. 'I worked all my life to save up to buy a flat,' he said. 'I could have chosen anywhere in Beirut, but I chose Dahieh, because that's where I grew up, it's where my parents live. It's the best place to live in Beirut.' When I asked why he wanted to stay in a neighbourhood that had been the focus of Israeli bombing campaigns not only in the year since the 7 October attacks, but in many earlier wars, he said that for people living there it was like a home village. 'The community is so close that you never feel alone. You don't worry about leaving the children alone, or whether your parents need anything,' he said. 'Let's say you come home with a piece of furniture you want to carry up to your flat. You don't have to ask people to help you, they'll be around you, carrying it with you.'
Dahieh, which in Arabic simply means 'suburb', is a cluster of municipalities three miles south of central Beirut. Originally they were part of an arc of orchards and villages that stretched from the slopes of Mount Lebanon in the east to the coastal dunes in the south-west. As Beirut expanded from the Mediterranean port city of the late 19th century into a modern, post-independence metropolis, its growth fuelled less by wealth and industry than by its cliched image as the Paris of the East, the orchards and villages were settled by migrants from the mountains, mostly Christian, seeking work and access to city services. Next, Palestinians and other refugees set up camps there, followed by Shia from the impoverished countryside of the Beqaa Valley, and later from the south, fleeing the increasingly militarised border region with Israel. From the early 1970s, on the eve of the civil war, these new settlements were often referred to as the 'belt of misery', and they became fertile recruiting grounds for leftist and communist organisations, and later for Islamist militants. Since the 1980s, the name Dahieh has often been followed by the phrase 'Hizbullah's stronghold', conjuring images of bearded men with green bandanas and Kalashnikovs and women shrouded in black shuffling past posters of martyrs, helping to justify the violence inflicted on the area's civilians.
In reality, Dahieh is a patchwork of neighbourhoods shaped over more than half a century by social and economic forces as well as the violent politics of the age. One can still find, tucked in between multi-storey apartment blocks and car repair shops, an old village house, surrounded by a few fruit trees, or an abandoned garden with bushes growing wild. Some parts of Dahieh, like Hay al-Sulum, are poor: beginning as slums they expanded over the decades into something resembling towns, with cinder-block houses growing steadily taller as one illegally built floor was stacked on top of another, year after year. In places the buildings stand so close that their balconies almost touch, electrical cables criss-crossing between them, plunging the street below into darkness. Every few dozen metres the road is jammed by minibuses, motorbikes pushing their way between them, past carts selling fruit, vegetables, clothes and household goods. But in other parts of Dahieh, smart residential buildings line boulevards with shops, gyms and cafes, much like any middle-class neighbourhood anywhere.
Hassan  was a toddler when his father, a soldier in the Lebanese army who was fleeing revenge killings, moved the family from their village in the Beqaa to the southern suburbs of Beirut in the mid-1980s. The civil war was entering its last, murderous years, and the family, like tens of thousands of other mostly Shia families, found refuge there. They squatted at first in a couple of rooms in a small, bullet-ridden apartment at the edge of Burj al-Barajneh, in the no-man's-land between the Palestinian refugee camp and a Shia neighbourhood.
These two neighbourhoods were the battleground of the so-called War of the Camps, a war within the civil war. Hassan remembers the day his mother ran out to grab him from the dirt yard in front of the house, where he was playing with other children, as mortar shells began to explode around them. But he also remembers a happy childhood spent exploring the wreckage and playing hide-and-seek in the ruins. He even fashioned his own billiard table from broken bits of wood. He said these were his 'safe years'.
After he graduated from university, his father dipped into his savings and bought Hassan a taxi licence. He became the private driver to a wealthy hotel owner, who gave him a monthly salary, a pension and medical insurance. For a decade he drove the hotel owner by day and worked as a taxi driver on the side, while his young wife, Naila, a lawyer by training, worked as an accountant for a large firm. Eventually the couple saved enough to buy a flat next to his parents in Dahieh, where the family had moved in the 1990s.
'There is this perception that the Shia are poor. It's not true,' Hassan told me. Within the Shia community of Lebanon, he said, some worked in West Africa or the Gulf, and others worked their lands in the south, which until the war in 2024 had seen substantial agricultural investment. Across the community, Hassan said, the most important consideration was education. 'A Shia, from the moment he's a child, his parents drill it into his head: education, education and more education. They're obsessed with it. Because a Shia doesn't have the connections within the state that members of other sects have. So to become something, he needs education.'
Life in Dahieh, like elsewhere in Beirut, had its challenges, Hassan said. The Lebanese state was largely absent, with a single police station serving the whole area, and policemen rarely showed up during violent clashes between clan members, some with roots in the Beqaa Valley, who traded weapons and drugs and ran protection rackets. 'You can't open a business without their permission. You have to pay them a khawa [protection money].' When I asked him why Hizbullah didn't deal with the clans, Hassan said it was because the party needed them. When Hizbullah wanted to punish someone or break up a demonstration, it would send in the zu'ran - thugs from the clans - rather than its own fighters.
A community leader not affiliated with the party, and who had stood against it in elections, gave a more nuanced view. Hizbullah, he said, didn't want clan war. As a religious movement, it was very much opposed to the clans' drug and weapons dealing - if it caught clan members with drugs it would hand them over to the security services. But it would never risk a direct confrontation. The cost would be a cycle of vendettas and feuds between party members and the clans that would undermine the solidarity of the area. Hizbullah is in a bind, he told me. It has to provide services because the Lebanese state won't, not because it wants to replace the state. The state looks at Dahieh and shrugs and says: that's Hizbullah territory. So the party has to step in.
Over the last decade, Hassan said, a new class of people had appeared in Dahieh, what he called the party aristocracy, driving black SUVs with tinted windows and flashing their wealth, claiming connections, real or pretended, to Hizbullah apparatchiks, and behaving accordingly. This 'aristocracy' was dictatorial even towards its own community. 'It was no longer enough to support the resistance,' Hassan said, as many in his family and his wife's family had done, some of them even dying for it. 'You also had to support the party politically.'
Hassan backed the anti-corruption demonstrations of 2019, which took place after the collapse of the banking sector wiped out the savings of millions of Lebanese. This scandal exposed the close relationship between the country's financial sector and its politicians and sectarian leaders. Hizbullah chose to side with the establishment it had spent years criticising, backing the status quo in Lebanon.
A few days after his apartment was destroyed, another missile targeted the building where his parents lived, a couple of blocks away - his parents weren't there; they had left at the start of the war. The missile ripped open the facade. Videos from the site immediately after the strike show further explosions and fire pouring out of the basement. Later, when he visited the building, Hassan found that in the rooms at the back of the basement - behind a shop selling ceramics and bathroom fixtures - there had been stores of weapons and ammunition.
As we spoke, I could sense Hassan's feelings shifting between anger at Israel's savagery and disappointment with Hizbullah for starting what it called a 'war of support for Gaza' that was turning into a nightmare in Lebanon. For many months Hizbullah stuck to its narrative of deterrence, before Israel upended the rules and unleashed a massive campaign that killed many senior figures in the party - including its long-time leader, Hassan Nasrallah - and levelled large swathes of Beirut and south Lebanon.
Hassan's feelings about Hizbullah were also personal: he couldn't believe that weapons had been stored in the basement of his parents' building. 'What if some madman had decided to drop a cigarette and start a fire?' He said it quietly: such thoughts were rarely voiced in public, not because people were scared, but because it felt inappropriate to criticise the party in the middle of a war - one shouldn't reproach one's own.
For weeks 
, while staying in a friend's flat on the Achrafieh hill, overlooking Dahieh, I would wake up in the middle of the night as the building shook and the windows rattled. I would count the explosions: one, two ... eight ... fourteen. From the balcony I could see white flashes of light crackling through the sky, followed by the shriek of a plane - or was it a missile - and then the rumbling of explosions, and an orange ball of fire that sometimes folded in on itself before rising. As the sun climbed above the mountain ridge in the distance, pillars of silver smoke appeared to rise from the suburbs before drifting towards the city, carrying the acrid smell of incinerated concrete, metal and plastic.
When I drove through Dahieh afterwards, under the constant buzz of Israeli drones, the streets would be deserted apart from the occasional motorbike whizzing down a side street, and the security men, presumably from the party, standing at some intersections. The previous night's bombed buildings had usually collapsed into the streets; sometimes a whole block would have been pulverised. I would meet a few people here and there - a woman in black carrying a salvaged pot, a man with his daughter on her scooter carrying bundles of clothes - and there was always Abbas the car mechanic, who refused to leave, and spent his days going from street to street feeding hungry cats, occasionally yelling at the unseen drones: 'Dawwashtu rassna!' - 'You're giving us a headache.'
I kept hearing the stories of survivors. In one impoverished neighbourhood on the edge of Dahieh, where poor Shia families lived alongside migrant workers, a woman had come out onto her balcony to shout at a group of noisy children when a missile struck and threw her several metres through the air. She survived. Several others were killed, including the children. I went to an apartment next door to a strike that had levelled a nine-storey building: furniture upturned, plaster dust everywhere. The father told me his son had been asleep in the room, but the boy had gone to the bathroom moments before the missile hit. The randomness of who lives and who dies.
In November  2024, Hizbullah accepted a ceasefire negotiated on its behalf by the speaker of the Lebanese parliament, Nabih Berri, and brokered by the Biden administration. Despite the assassination of so many of its military and civilian leaders, Hizbullah continued to fight in the south until the ceasefire took effect, but the terms of the agreement reflected its weakness. Israel was permitted to continue striking targets it deemed threats and to retain control of five hilltops inside Lebanese territory; Lebanese army units were instructed to dismantle weapons caches and tunnels in the south.
Hizbullah also accepted the formation of a government openly hostile to it, which had the maximalist goal of disarming the party and bringing all of its weapons under the control of the state. The party's new secretary-general, Naim Qassem, responded by calling for a new 'defensive strategy' for Lebanon based on utilising the resistance's weapons and capabilities, as well as those of the official armed forces, and rejected calls for disarming Hizbullah itself. But he also urged restraint on his own followers.
Over the next fifteen months, Israel conducted thousands of sorties into south Lebanon and, by the UN's count, violated the truce around ten thousand times, killing more than 330 Lebanese, a substantial number of them civilians. In December 2024, as if to confirm Hizbullah's weakness, the Assad regime in Syria fell. In Iraq, calls grew louder for the disarmament of Iran-aligned militias. Was Hizbullah finished? Would it split into factions, or fracture into cells to maintain its security? Throughout the ceasefire, Hassan knew that the war would return. Every time he drove into Dahieh, he saw heavy machinery clearing rubble, breaking up masonry and loading it onto trucks. But not a single house had been rebuilt, and that, he told me, was the reason he knew the war wasn't over. What made it more obvious was Israel's continued bombing campaign. 'We were living in fear of these drones,' Hassan said. 'They kept killing us the whole time. My relatives, my wife's relatives, everyone had lost someone they knew.'
War was engulfing the region. Over the course of 2025, Israel continued its destruction of Gaza and conducted strikes in Syria, Yemen and Qatar. In June the US bombed Iran in the twelve-day war. The Israeli-Lebanese ceasefire formally ended on 2 March this year, after Hizbullah fired six rockets into northern Israel in retaliation for the killing of Iran's supreme leader, Ali Khamenei, in joint US-Israeli strikes. Israel's response was a sharp escalation of its already brutal tactics. Now, rather than the evacuation of individual buildings or blocks, the orders covered the whole of south Lebanon and Dahieh, nearly 20 per cent of the country's territory, turning more than a million Lebanese, a sixth of the population, into refugees. The bombing of Beirut resumed, and the anticipated ground invasion of the south followed two weeks later, employing what Israeli officials openly called the 'Rafah model in Gaza': occupying a security zone of border villages and systematically razing them, house by house, orchard by orchard.
Inside Lebanon, Hizbullah's rocket attack was met with fury by the government. The prime minister, Nawaf Salam, declared all Hizbullah's military activities illegal and demanded that the group surrender its weapons to the state. He called its attack 'an irresponsible act that jeopardises Lebanon's security', and later said that each of the six missiles had caused the displacement of ten thousand Lebanese. If Hizbullah had been so badly beaten two years earlier, when it had its full arsenal and its leadership, critics argued, this new attack was suicidal.
One  afternoon, a few weeks into the current war, I walked through downtown Beirut. The sun had come out after weeks of rain, washing the sandstone facades in gleaming orange light. The cobblestones, still wet, glinted and the bougainvillea was in full bloom. But the streets of this manicured, high-end shopping district, with its melange of faux-Moorish arches and French-style baroque, where luxury shops and cafes stand on every corner, were empty, apart from salespeople in their fitted suits and short skirts.
The downtown area, rebuilt in the late 1990s, was supposed to be the emblem of a Beirut risen from the ashes of the civil war. Architecturally, the restoration is impressive. Socially and economically, it has been a farce. By knocking down and reconstructing whole streets from scratch, the real-estate company Solidere destroyed a social fabric that had existed for decades, if not centuries, replacing it with a shopping destination devoid of soul. The hundreds of apartments in the reconstructed buildings have been empty for as long as I can remember.
I walked to the Waterfront District, an area of reclaimed land jutting into the sea, created by dumping several million cubic metres of wartime rubble on what had once been a rubbish dump. Solidere called it an expansion of the iconic Beirut seafront, offering such attractions as 'marinas, waterside leisure, lifestyle, cultural and other entertainment', and claimed it would be 'a model of urban development'. Apart from a few pop-up structures, a running and cycling track, and a scattering of trees, the area resembles a vast, empty car park.
In 2023, during the first round of fighting, the waterfront became the obvious gathering spot for those fleeing the bombing. People who couldn't afford to go elsewhere stayed in tents there for months. Half-hearted attempts to move them away from the glitzy part of town, lest they spoil the view for the inhabitants of nearby luxury residences or customers at the cafes, failed.
When the fighting resumed this year, the tents filled the area again. There were colourful one-person tents; makeshift tents made of tarpaulins stretched between poles, with a sofa or mattresses below; tents attached to their owners' cars, or clustered together to house an extended family. Children played in front of them; elders sat on cinder blocks or on the pavement - smoking, talking, waiting for news. Neighbours tended to find one another and pitch their tents close by, so as to recreate the streets they had left behind, while those streets, in turn, mirrored the villages their inhabitants had once come from. There were no toilets in the makeshift camp, but in one corner, where a few spindly pines offered shelter, used toilet paper was scattered and flies swarmed around. At night, fires were lit with whatever was available: crates, cardboard, tree branches, still green, releasing thick smoke into the sky.
Here I came across Mariam. She was leading her grandson, a blond boy of about five in a tiger onesie, back to his mother, who had managed to find a room to rent nearby. Mariam herself had been sleeping in the car with her husband since they abandoned their house in Dahieh, but she said she went back to the house every couple of days to wash and do laundry. 'We only die once, and death comes to you anywhere.' To make her point, she told me that one night she and her husband heard that a group of people from their ancestral village in the Beqaa had pitched their tent on Ramlet al-Baida, the sandy beach south of Beirut, so they went to pay a visit. 'After we left, the Israelis hit the tent. Three men were killed,' she said, looking me in the eye, as if she was challenging me to explain her survival rationally.
She spoke about her confidence in the coming victory, because God was with the brave men of the resistance. The young men fighting in the south, she said, weren't fighting for the Shia of Lebanon alone. They were fighting for the honour of Lebanon, Sunnis and Christians and Druze alike. Her own son, she said, had been fighting in the south for almost a month now and she hadn't heard anything. She held up her phone: useless to her, since he wasn't allowed to communicate.
Mariam had grown up in a well-to-do family with agricultural lands in the Beqaa. At a young age, she was drawn to the local husseiniyya, where the tragedy of Karbala - when Imam Hussein, grandson of the prophet through his daughter Fatima, was martyred with his family after he refused to give an oath of allegiance to the Umayyad caliph - was retold every year in poetry, song and religious lectures: it's the central event of Shia tradition. Mariam hadn't even finished primary school, but she found she could write poetry in the traditional metre, celebrating the defiance of Imam Hussein and his companions in the face of overwhelming power, as well as the courage and sacrifice of the women of Karbala. Her verses were admired by older clerics and poets.
She also made a vow: if she ever married and had a son, she would name him after one of Hussein's companions slain at Karbala. 'My husband comes from a very poor family,' she told me. 'When he came to ask for my hand, I told him: I will marry you, and I don't want a dowry. But you have to accept my vow.' He agreed. The couple married and moved to a small house in Dahieh. When their son was born, her husband kept his promise, setting aside the local tradition of naming his first-born after his father. The son would follow in Mariam's footsteps, attending the nearby husseiniyya from a very young age. 'When he was about to leave for the front, I turned away because I didn't want him to see me crying,' she said. 'We will all die one day. Someone could come to me and say your son was killed in a car accident, or a drone killed him while he was sleeping, and that would crush my heart. But to die a martyr, that is an honour.'
In the last war, she said, her nephew, another Hizbullah fighter, had spent 21 days buried under rubble after his position was struck. Shrapnel had cut off his ear and was still lodged in his neck when they pulled him out; his burned clothes had stuck to his skin. He spent months recuperating in hospital. When she asked him how he had survived under the rubble, he told her: 'My aunt, al-Zahra [Fatima herself], was with me the whole time.' He too is now back in the south fighting again.
For Mariam 
, the fight against Israel is both a religious and a patriotic duty, carried out to defend the dignity of all Lebanese. But for another section of society it is a war imposed by a single party, Hizbullah - which, in the prime minister's words, is 'fighting other people's wars on Lebanese soil'. This debate has run through the country since the 1960s - when the question was whether Palestinian fighters should be allowed to operate from Lebanese soil. Then, as now, Lebanese society was divided between those who saw armed resistance against Israel as a national duty and those who believed it would inevitably lead to the country's destruction. Then, as now, Israel identified that split and widened it.
It's clear that the communal solidarity of previous rounds of fighting is fading, replaced by suspicion, anger and outright xenophobia. To those old enough to remember, the present atmosphere recalls the days of civil war. In several towns, Shia displaced from the south and Dahieh have been barred by locals from renting apartments. Where they have been taken in, they are closely monitored. After every Israeli strike, discussion on social media and in the press immediately tries to identify any Shia in the vicinity, on the assumption that Israel only targets them, and that any non-Shia killed are collateral to a Shia target rather than being evidence of indiscriminate bombing.
In Ayn El Mrayseh, north-west of downtown Beirut, an Israeli strike on 8 April brought down half a building, killing 27 people, most of them women and children. I stood on the roof of an adjacent building, talking to one of the neighbours. He bemoaned the fact that in such a mixed area it was hard to keep people from the 'other community' - i.e. Shia - from moving in.
In his novel The City and the City, China Mieville describes two cities inhabiting the same geographical space. The border usually runs between neighbourhoods, but sometimes it bisects a single street, with one side belonging to one city and the other to its twin, or it cuts across a park, or even through a building. To maintain the separation, the citizens of each city learn to unsee the other. You can walk on the same pavement as someone and unsee them because they belong to the other city.
Almost every city in the world has its own other city, or cities: rich and poor, conservative and liberal, where the privileged learn to unsee the dispossessed, where progressive eyes unfocus so as not to see what we don't want to believe exists. But it is in cities that have gone through civil war and fragmented into warring neighbourhoods that the feeling is strongest. It's hard to put the pieces back together after watching people from over there killing people from over here, and in places like Baghdad, Sarajevo and Aleppo the old frontlines can still be traced long after the barricades have come down.
Beirut has long revelled in the cliche of two cities. The image preceded its civil wars - some argue it was the cause of them. The city can be split any number of ways: Arab and French, Muslim and Christian, socialist-progressive and religious conservative, in support of the resistance against Israel or against it. And somehow Beirut - bombed, exhausted, dysfunctional - still revels in the cliche, still uses it to seduce new arrivals chasing their own imagined city. Some still look for the Paris of the Orient; others want to relive the revolution by walking down streets of bullet-pocked old buildings. The Israelis, and some Lebanese, are working hard to push the narrative that there is one overriding division: between the Shia, who are to be punished; and the rest, who are to be liberated from Iran and Hizbullah. It is a narrative that risks pushing the whole city to the brink of civil strife, and that disguises the fact that all of Beirut, indeed all of Lebanon, is a target of the same war.
Iwent back  recently to visit Hassan and his wife in their new apartment, in a predominantly Christian neighbourhood in the hills overlooking Beirut. The living room was spacious, with a dining table in one corner, a sofa and a couple of chairs in the other, but it felt empty, like the temporary home it was. There were no pictures on the walls, no stains on the carpet and no memories. Hassan sat on the edge of the sofa. He had just finished his lunch, and the smell of rice and fava beans lingered in the air. His two children were squeezed behind him: the boy, about five, playing a game on his father's phone; the girl, older, a bored look on her face, watching a cartoon on YouTube.
After the ceasefire of November 2024, Hassan told me, the party gave every family that had lost its home $6000 to cover a year's rent and another $2000 for furniture. (Not everyone seems to have received this.) 'We're settled here, thank God,' Naila said. They had been lucky, she explained, to find somewhere to rent before the new round of fighting began. She said they had only managed to get the place because her aunt, who is married to a Christian, arranged it. 'They wouldn't have rented to us, I'm sorry to say, because we are Shia.' She had signed the lease in her own non-sectarian name. Hassan's name, unmistakably Shia, would have complicated things. 'You see how far we go just so the kids can live in peace.'
Their precautions extended into daily life. They tried to keep a low profile, avoiding people from the neighbourhood and even the shop downstairs, buying their groceries from outside the area. The municipal authorities maintain an informal neighbourhood watch system, periodically checking apartments and asking questions about visitors. 'This is sectarianism,' Hassan said. It had always been a subtle undercurrent, but it had got much worse during the latest war. 'I mean, they look up your family tree to see if you have any ties to the party. And if they find any connection, by God, there's no way they'll let you stay.' Hassan and Naila felt that there had been an aversion to them since the war started, even though they had nothing to do with Hizbullah, nor had anyone in their immediate family. They were not affiliated, not on the payroll. But people saw Hassan's name, and that was enough.
When his parents came to stay with them for a week, one of the neighbours informed on them. The police station called Naila, and told her that anyone hosting a displaced person had to report their name, occupation and age to the municipality. Neighbours began dropping by under various pretences, until Hassan's parents left.
The unintended consequence of this bigotry and discrimination is that someone like Hassan no longer blames Hizbullah for anything. On the contrary, for him and his wife, Hizbullah's battle in the south has become more than just a fight against Israel. It is bound up with the struggle for the survival and the dignity of the Shia sect itself. The more excluded and threatened they felt, the more they saw Hizbullah as the only force capable of protecting the Shia from the marginalisation they had experienced for decades before the party's rise. 'We're praying from the bottom of our hearts that, please, for God's sake, Hizbullah don't lose this war, because seriously, if they do lose, that's it, the whole sect will be on a blacklist,' he said. After a pause, he said: 'Actually, we're on the blacklist now. In jobs, in housing, in life, in everything. It's like they want to drive us out of Lebanon. This has become a war on the sect.'
As he spoke his agitation mounted, and suddenly he yelled: 'So tomorrow I'm driving in my car with my family, or I'm on my way to work, and a missile hits me? For God's sake, why? Let's finish it and go all the way to the end. The people of the party and the resistance should go all the way, to the last man.' He turned towards his children behind him on the sofa. 'I can't take it any more. I have these two kids, and I want a guarantee of fifty years that nothing will happen to them going forward. I want a written guarantee from the party, otherwise I won't keep sending them to school just to go and die in an airstrike.' His voice was so loud and heated I thought the neighbours would come barging in at any moment. 'Because what did I bring them into this world for? Send them to school, send them to university, and every fifteen, twenty years, Israel comes and kills our children. We can't live like this.'
The young man  had pulled the hood of his parka down over his face and tucked his chin into the collar so that only a slit between the ridge of his nose and his eyebrows remained visible. He pointed at a concrete water tank on a ridge and said an Israeli commando unit, which had arrived by helicopter, had been positioned there. With his finger he traced an arc of bullet holes along the left side of the tank. 'See the bullet holes,' he said. 'That's us firing at them.'
We were in the town of al-Nabi Shayth, on the eastern slopes of the mountain range near the Syrian border, standing on a mound of rubble that had once been a multi-storey house. In front of us lay the green Beqaa Valley; in the distance, the snow-capped peak of Mount Sannine. On 7 March, the Israeli military had issued an evacuation order for the whole town. Children and the elderly left for the safety of neighbouring villages, while most of the men stayed put. All the main roads leading to the village had been hit with drone fire, rendering them impassable and isolating the town.
That evening, just after sunset, a house - the mound of rubble we were standing on - was hit. Debris and masonry began raining on the parka-man's house next door and he ran out to help. 'We carried out those who were alive, and the rest - may Allah reward them. Sixteen of my relatives were killed here by the Israelis.' People were digging with their hands to retrieve the injured and the dead. More strikes followed: one up the hill, the man said, one at the bottom of the slope, one on a nearby farm.
In the darkness ambulances started arriving, among them three with the markings of the Hizbullah-affiliated Islamic Relief and with men wearing Lebanese army uniforms inside. These men were actually IDF soldiers, and headed to the cemetery where the commando unit was hoping to find the remains of Ron Arad, an Israeli pilot who disappeared in 1986. When the townspeople, including parka-man, opened fire on the Israeli position, heavy aerial cover was directed at any house where shots were coming from (all the locals have guns). A second man had joined us. 'Every time someone moved,' he said, 'they would hit the house he came out of. Whoever stuck their head up got hit. They hit the house and everyone in it.' 'Is that bravery, for an air force to take on people house by house?' parka-man asked. 'But in the south, Israelis are being buried every day, and they will be buried here too. We are the people of this land.'
So far, Israeli ground troops haven't ventured much beyond the Litani river, twenty miles from the southern border. This raid - al-Nabi Shayth is deep in the Beqaa Valley - was an exception. The town occupies a special place in the history of Hizbullah and its fight against Israel. At the edge of the town lies the shrine of Sayyed Abbas al-Musawi, the party's second secretary-general, killed in February 1992 with his wife and five-year-old son by an Israeli strike on his motorcade. Some fifty thousand mourners walked in his funeral procession. After his death Hassan Nasrallah took over the party. Both men had studied at the Shia seminary in Najaf in the 1970s, where they were drawn to the teachings of Ayatollah Khomeini. When they returned to Lebanon, they met sometimes in a room near the main square of al-Nabi Shayth, where they planned a course for a new Shia resistance.
But the town's role in the armed struggle against Israel, and in Lebanese politics, predated the founding of Hizbullah by more than a decade. In the 1970s, leftist guerrilla movements - Palestinian factions, the Lebanese Communist Party, the Syrian Social Nationalist Party - used the area as a training ground, drawn by the isolation of the valley between two mountain ranges, its proximity to the Syrian border and the strong clan ties of its people. When the Iranian Revolutionary Guards arrived after the Israeli invasion of 1982, they set up training camps for the young men who would form Hizbullah's first generation of fighters.
I said to parka-man: surely it had been suicidal to fire at an Israeli unit with such overwhelming air cover. 'How many will die? Two hundred, three thousand, ten thousand?' he asked rhetorically. 'It will still be easier on us than when al-Shimr stood on the chest of Imam Hussein and beheaded him. Even if the whole town dies we will continue to fight, we wish for death, we are people who aspire to martyrdom. They can't humiliate us.' Two and a half hours after the raid began, the Israelis withdrew. Forty-one people were killed: three Hizbullah fighters, a few Lebanese soldiers and at least thirty civilians.
A ceasefire 
, brokered by the US, took effect on 16 April, after roughly six weeks of open war that killed more than 2800 people in Lebanon and displaced more than a million. The terms, as before, allowed Israel to retain forces inside south Lebanon, where it has continued to demolish villages. Lebanon, for its part, committed to preventing Hizbullah from operating against Israel. The agreement carried no signature from Hizbullah, which was not a party to the talks.
Since then, Hizbullah has shifted its tactics, moving away from anti-tank guided missiles and rockets towards cheap, first-person-view drones, guided by fibre-optic cables that make them effectively immune to electronic jamming. It has posted dozens of attacks online, showing drones diving onto Merkava tanks, armoured personnel carriers and Iron Dome launchers. Israeli commanders admit they have no ready answer.
Israel, meanwhile, has pushed deeper into Lebanon, killing at least 650 people since 16 April and levelling dozens of border villages. By the UN's count, it has destroyed or severely damaged more than ten thousand civilian structures. On 26 May, the army expanded its evacuation orders to the Zahrani river, forty kilometres beyond the Litani, including the ancient city of Tyre in its 'combat zone'. A Unesco World Heritage site, Tyre was bombed relentlessly in late May and early June. On 9 June, Israel ordered the evacuation of the entire city.
Even as the destruction continued, Israel and Lebanon pressed ahead with talks. After the fourth round, on 2 and 3 June, they agreed to a ceasefire, along with a pilot scheme under which the Lebanese army would take control of designated areas, to the exclusion of all non-state armed actors. Hizbullah rejected the plan. As long as Lebanese villages remain occupied, it said, it would continue to fight. Qassem called the direct negotiations with Israel a 'grave sin', and accused the Lebanese government of 'giving up land' and 'confronting the people of the resistance'. 'What we are doing is not treason,' Joseph Aoun responded on social media. 'Treason is committed by those who take their country to war to achieve foreign interests ... When you went to war, did you first obtain national consensus?'
These are not the first direct talks between Lebanon and Israel. In 1983, after Israel's brutal invasion, the Lebanese president, Amine Gemayel, signed an agreement with Israel that was rejected by parliament and by most of the country's leftist and Muslim factions. It triggered one of the bloodiest phases of the civil war and eventually the agreement collapsed. Then, as now, large sections of the Lebanese population weren't consulted. Then, as perhaps will be the case now, the next confrontation was Lebanese v. Lebanese.
On 16 April, the day of the ceasefire, it was hot and humid, without a drop of a breeze from the sea. I was walking along the seafront when I saw Mariam again. She was sitting under an olive tree, intended as an ornament at the entrance to Zaytouna Bay, a luxury marina of yachts and restaurants. I asked her about her son. She smiled and said she hadn't spoken to him yet, but had been told he was all right. He would not be coming back, not with a temporary ceasefire in place. 'They can't be trusted,' she said. 'But so far we have won. For fifteen months they were killing our sons, and they thought we were defeated. But look at the brave resistance. They forgot to factor in the fighters' faith, and that we are the people of this land, and there is no occupier in the entire world, in all of history, who has ever stayed.'
12 June
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Big Ag
Hester van Hensbergen

1643 wordsIn  2018, the German company Bayer bought the US agrochemical giant Monsanto, inheriting not just its vast portfolio of seeds and pesticides, but also thousands of lawsuits alleging that glyphosate, the active ingredient in Roundup herbicide, causes cancer. Since it was patented in the 1970s, eight billion tonnes of Roundup have been sprayed on fields around the world. It's the main weedkiller used on 80 per cent of genetically modified crops, as well as many non-GM crops, and it is also a drying agent, which makes it particularly useful in wet countries such as Britain.
Roundup was originally advertised as a less toxic herbicide - even as an environmental choice. It would kill all plants on a site at the roots, meaning a clear field for sowing. In the 1990s, with its patent set to expire, Monsanto succeeded in creating genetically modified soybeans resistant to glyphosate. Now the fields could be sprayed at any time without harming the crops. 'Roundup Ready' seeds were released in 1996; in the following two decades, glyphosate use increased fifteen-fold in the US. Concerns about its safety began to surface in the early 2010s. In 2014, a group of British scientists warned that the glyphosate present in food appeared to harm gut bacteria, and that the 'inert' ingredients in herbicides such as Roundup, acting in combination with the glyphosate, significantly increased its toxicity. In 2015, the World Health Organisation's International Agency for Research on Cancer published a report concluding that glyphosate was 'probably carcinogenic'.
Since then, further studies have pointed to the increased incidence of lymphomas among people, such as farmers and gardeners, who use glyphosate in their work, as well as impaired lung, kidney and liver function. Tests on mammals in captivity have shown an increased risk of cancers from even limited exposure (not to mention the other disastrous effects that glyphosate has on the ecosystems it enters). A recent study in Argentina suggested that glyphosate resistance in bacteria is fuelling antibiotic resistance. Despite these findings, and increased restrictions on glyphosate in many places around the world, the use of glyphosate herbicides on British and American farms has increased in the last decade, encouraged in part by the trend in sustainable farming for 'regenerative' agriculture, which advocates limited soil disturbance and therefore frowns on the mechanical destruction of weeds.
In the US, class-action lawsuits have piled up. When Bayer acquired Monsanto, it settled more than 100,000 cases; some sixty thousand others remain unresolved. In 2019 a jury awarded $2.1 billion in compensation and damages (then reduced to $87 million) to an American couple who claimed that Roundup had caused their non-Hodgkin's lymphoma. Bayer announced it would no longer use glyphosate in its garden products in the US. Diquat, the replacement chemical chosen by Bayer, was the subject of a recent study at Suining Central Hospital in China, which found that it was even more toxic than glyphosate, causing 'multiple organ dysfunction syndrome' in rodents. The US Environmental Protection Agency has so far resisted attempts to restrict either diquat or glyphosate. Diquat is banned in the UK, the EU and many other countries besides (including China), but this doesn't prevent the Swiss company Syngenta from manufacturing diquat-based herbicides in the UK for export to countries, such as Brazil, with weaker protection laws. Brazil, which alongside the US has the highest rates of both glyphosate and diquat use globally, uses the chemicals on major export crops such as soya, coffee and sugarcane. It is the main supplier of soya and coffee to the UK.
In a controversial ruling in 2023, the European Food Safety Authority said that the available data didn't incontrovertibly prove the carcinogenic effects of glyphosate in humans. The European Commission extended its authorisation of the chemical for ten more years. (The previous extension of the licence was criticised by the European Parliament for relying on an assessment plagiarised from herbicide manufacturers.) The British Health and Safety Executive will soon decide whether to approve glyphosate for a further fifteen years. The problem is that farmers and commercial gardeners depend on the stuff, and Bayer has used that dependency to muscular effect - lobbying, commissioning favourable studies and threatening to halt commercial activity in countries that seek stricter rules.
As Jennifer Clapp shows in Titans of Industrial Agriculture (MIT, PS38), over the last two centuries farmers in the West have become wedded to a handful of big companies producing machinery, seeds, fertiliser and pesticides. The machinery came first, with a few enterprising companies monopolising the market in the mid-19th century. There were attempts to resist. Clapp discusses the Grange, an American farming coalition, founded in 1867, which copied the structure of the Freemasons to build a national organisation based on local chapters. The aim was to better educate farmers and to improve their bargaining power. They secured the passage of several laws to regulate railroad transportation and grain storage rates, lobbied to be able to buy farming machinery at wholesale prices, and set up rival cooperatives to manufacture their own ploughs. But they lacked the funding or political power to compete with the big commercial companies, which, once they reached market saturation in the 1880s, turned on each other in the so-called Harvester Wars. As each sought to outdo the others in advertising, bribery and sabotage, the cost of sales became unsustainable and J.P. Morgan intervened, in a manoeuvre typical of the Gilded Age, to broker a merger of the five largest firms: the International Harvester Company began trading in 1902. Despite attempts to place limits on monopoly power through the Sherman Antitrust Act of 1890, the new business now controlled 85 per cent of the US market for harvesters.
A similar pattern can be seen in the history of the fertiliser industry. The rush for nitrogen fertilisers that began in the 1840s culminated in the War of the Pacific (1879-84), during which Chile fought Bolivia and Peru for control of guano-rich coastal territory. Hundreds of thousands of labourers, many of whom had been transported from China, mined sodium nitrate or dug guano in South America for export to North America and Europe. As the environmental historian Edward D. Melillo has shown, the scale of the 19th-century nitrogen trade was such that, in a matter of decades, the Earth's nitrogen cycle had been transformed. Before the fertiliser boom, nitrogen cycles were localised, self-sustaining systems. Guano mania changed that. Depriving millions of seabirds of their nesting habitats and local communities of an agricultural resource, nitrogen raided from millennia-old deposits in the Americas was now sent across the world to improve the fertility of Europe's soils, which had been degraded by intensive farming. From there nitrogen made its way into the food, sewers and rivers of European countries, and was dispersed into the sea. After it began to be produced synthetically in the early 20th century, the excess nitrogen released into waterways began to cause toxic algal blooms and marine dead zones.
The Green Revolution of the 1950s and 1960s, when American institutions promoted the industrialisation of agriculture around the world, is often taken as the starting point of the modern food system. In most countries this meant the adoption of new farming technologies and seed varieties, leading to a rise in the yield for staples such as wheat, rice and maize. It also meant, increasingly, a farming monoculture, as self-reliant, small-scale farms planting a vast array of cultivars were replaced by larger systems planting seeds provided by the same manufacturers. Clapp goes against the consensus in arguing that the starting point was in fact much earlier, though she does note the role of multinationals and philanthropic organisations such as the Rockefeller Foundation in supporting America's Big Agriculture drive. Monsanto and other companies anticipated the sales that would follow if they could enter markets such as Mexico and the Philippines, and offered financial backing to associated research centres.
What Clapp overlooks, however, are the countervailing currents. In the immediate postwar years, there were significant US-led efforts to redress land inequality, such as the Land to the Tiller projects carried out in Japan, Taiwan, South Korea and Italy, and later in the Philippines and Vietnam. Daniel Immerwahr's Thinking Small: The United States and the Lure of Community Development (2014) describes the mixed outcomes of such projects around the world. When the allied powers arrived in Japan at the end of the war, for example, the country was on the brink of a food crisis, with rice in dangerously short supply and many reliant on the black market to survive. In a bid to avert mass starvation, civil unrest and a rise in support for the Japanese Communist Party, the government oversaw the transfer of two million hectares of farmland from landlords to cultivators through compulsory purchases and discounted resale.
While bans on glyphosate and diquat may eventually be introduced, companies will be hard at work developing their replacements. Icafolin, a novel herbicide developed by Bayer, is slated to go on sale in Brazil and Australia in 2028; applications for approval in the US, Canada and the EU are underway. Studies on its health and ecological impact have yet to be completed. Meanwhile, farmers are finding ways to reduce their reliance on industrial inputs. Through seed-saving and community seed banks, there has been a revival of diverse cultivars and varieties of heritage crops. As alternatives to patented seeds that prioritise yields, these have other useful properties such as resistance to drought, frost, disease or pests. The cost of commercial fertilisers, a third of which are shipped through the Strait of Hormuz, has soared since the start of the Iran conflict. Natural methods of making soil more fertile - from fermentation to growing crops which can be used as 'green manure' - are an alternative to expensive imports. Holistic approaches to weed management will be crucial if a more resilient food system is to flourish in the gaps of Big Ag's dominance.
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The Vile and the Louche
David Todd

3101 wordsFor a century  after the 1789 Revolution, France was admired - or feared - as a source of liberal and progressive ideas. John Stuart Mill hailed the revolution as evidence that 'democracy' could become 'the creed of the nation'. As late as 1914, France was Europe's most advanced liberal democracy. Unlike in Britain, all men in France could vote, and had been able to do so since 1848. Unlike Germany's, France's government was answerable to an elected parliament. Apart from the Swiss confederacy, France was Europe's sole republic. To this day, the French think of their country as the cradle of liberal democracy.
In the 1970s, French democratic smugness came under fire from foreign historians. The most effective blow was dealt by the American Robert Paxton, whose Vichy France: Old Guard and New Order (1972) demolished the belief that the Vichy regime was an aberration. Vichy's policies, Paxton argued, not least the deportation of more than seventy thousand Jews to Nazi extermination camps, were not imposed by the German occupier, but devised by a large fraction of the French elite who had lost faith in democracy. At least initially, Vichy's revolution nationale enjoyed wide acquiescence. Even the economic and social renovation of France after its liberation in 1944, often attributed to the humanist reformism of the Resistance, owed a great deal to Vichy's aspiration to technocratic efficiency.
In 1978 the Israeli historian Zeev Sternhell went further in his book La Droite revolutionnaire, 1885-1914: les origines francaises du fascisme, arguing that France did not dabble in fascism only during the dark 1940s: in fact, it was where fascism first emerged, as the freakish combination of left-wing anti-capitalism and right-wing nationalism. The two radicalisms found common ground in the hatred of Jews, who simultaneously embodied the mysterious might of capital and the alien within society. Maurice Barres and other agitators began to promote what they called 'national socialism' or 'social nationalism'. They proposed replacing bourgeois liberalism not with international socialism, but with a corporatist organisation that would soothe class conflicts and rid society of Jewish power. The word Antisemitismus had been coined by a German radical, Wilhelm Marr, in 1879, and arguably the first modern pogrom had taken place in Ukraine in 1881. But the new strand of thought gained ideological prominence with Edouard Drumont's bestselling La France juive (1886). Its 1200 pages of rancid and libellous accusations against Jews sold sixty thousand copies within a year; by 1914, it had been reprinted dozens of times. From 1892 onwards Drumont further disseminated the new antisemitism as the editor of La Libre Parole, a daily with a circulation of around 100,000 and a masthead proclaiming: 'France for the French!'
This wave of antisemitism reached its peak during the Dreyfus Affair, especially after Zola proclaimed Dreyfus's innocence and denounced in January 1898 'the odious antisemitism, from which the great liberal France of the rights of man will perish, if she is not cured'. For several weeks, tens of thousands demonstrated and rioted, not only in Paris but in dozens of provincial towns and in French Algeria. Outraged by Zola's accusations against the leaders of the French army, the protesters shouted 'Vive l'armee' and 'Mort aux Juifs'. Stones were thrown at the windows of shops thought to be owned by Jews and some Jews were physically assaulted.
The surge of antisemitic fury astonished contemporaries because from the 1789 Revolution until the late 19th century, France treated Jews far better than most other European countries did. The Sephardic Jews of Bordeaux and Avignon obtained full citizenship in 1790, the German-speaking Jews of Alsace and Lorraine in 1791. Napoleon's armies devastated Europe, but Napoleonic administrators emancipated Jews in conquered countries, often in the face of resistance from the local nobility and populace. By the time in 1858 Britain allowed a Jew - Lionel de Rothschild - to become an MP, Achille Fould had been French minister of finance almost continuously since 1849. The Alliance Israelite Universelle, founded in Paris in 1860 to support Jews throughout the world, was one of the first non-governmental organisations dedicated to the defence of human rights. It promoted education programmes in French for Jews in Morocco, the Ottoman Empire and Persia. In 1870 the newly proclaimed Third Republic extended citizenship to 35,000 indigenous Jews in French Algeria.
What makes the eruption of antisemitism even more bizarre is that in the 1890s France's Jewish community was relatively small. There were fewer than 100,000 Jews in metropolitan France (0.2 per cent of the population), compared to 500,000 in Germany (1 per cent) and five million in the Russian Empire (5 per cent). How was it possible to believe that such a tiny minority had taken control of French society, even if a few Jewish families played an outsize role in high finance? The antisemitism of the late 19th century was born out of economic and social instability. It had little to do with Jews, and even less with the tenets of Judaism. My own great-great-great-great grandfather Simon Levy, who came from Lorraine and served as rabbi of Bordeaux from 1864 to 1886, missed the point in his response to Drumont, Moise, Jesus et Mahomet (1887). Levy's book stressed the common ethics of the three great monotheistic religions. With his tongue firmly in cheek, he claimed that Christians, too, should be considered 'Semites', since they believed, albeit imperfectly, in a single god, and professed obeisance to the Ten Commandments. He aptly described Drumont as 'neither polite, nor even of good faith', but failed to perceive that the new anti-Jewish sentiment was no longer grounded in social snobbery or religious bigotry.
Why did the revolutionary right fail to seize power during the Dreyfus Affair? French historians like to stress the heroic alliance forged by socialists and moderate republicans to face down the threat to democracy. After a failed attempt by antisemitic protesters to storm the Elysee in February 1899, a coalition government of 'republican defence' arrested Jules Guerin, founder of the Ligue antisemite de France, and other leaders of the seditious movement. New laws designed to curb the influence of militant Catholics, who were rightly perceived as supportive of antisemitic agitation, culminated with the formal separation of church and state in 1905. The following year France's highest court recognised Dreyfus's innocence. Yet according to Sternhell, another crucial if contingent cause of failure was the lack of a 'charismatic leader'. In order to seize power, the antisemitic movement would have needed 'to become embodied in a man, take a name and have a face'. Sternhell mused that had Antoine de Vallombrosa, marquis de Mores, not died in 1896 aged 37, during an ambush by bandits on the border between the French protectorate of Tunisia and the Ottoman province of Libya, the democratic republic would have been in 'considerable danger'.
Mores was an extraordinary villain in an epoch crowded with the vile and the louche. After he killed a Jewish officer, Captain Armand Mayer, in a duel in 1892, a prosecutor seeking his conviction for murder drew a portrait that captured Mores's scrappy life of endless reinvention: 'Cuirassier in [the elite military school of] Saint-Cyr, meat merchant in Chicago, engineer in Tonkin, reserve second lieutenant in the dragoons, nightstick-major in the streets, marquis in the salons, anarchist in meetings, these are the trappings of ... a destroyer of Jews.' Mores did not, despite his loudly professed Catholic faith, lead a virtuous private life. The expedition into the Sahara during which he lost his life was inspired by an idea of forging an anti-Jewish and anti-British alliance with Muslim Tuaregs, but Mores was also fleeing his creditors. In 1893 his reputation was tarnished by the revelation that he had borrowed twenty thousand francs from a Jewish financier. He also owed one hundred thousand francs to a Madame Leroy, who ran a well-known brothel in Paris.
Contemporaries found Mores enthralling. It took the jury only a few minutes to acquit him of murder, even though Mores had challenged Mayer to a duel because he objected to Jews serving as officers in the French army. (One of the duel's seconds was the spy Ferdinand Walsin Esterhazy, the real traitor of the Dreyfus Affair.) Mores's funeral was a grand affair, held at Notre-Dame, with government officials among the thousands in attendance. The crowd listened to speeches by Drumont, Guerin and Barres. The latter mourned the passing of a 'national force' and regretted that the pettiness of parliamentary politics had prevented Mores from becoming the leader France needed.
The media frenzy surrounding the Dreyfus Affair largely dispelled memories of Mores, though Vichy officials later paid occasional homage. In 1942 Louis Darquier de Pellepoix, head of the Commissariat general in charge of 'Jewish affairs' and therefore of implementing the Final Solution in France, invoked 'that great lord of action who was the Marquis de Mores' as evidence that France had played a pioneering role in 'the anti-Jewish struggle'.
Historians have shown surprisingly little interest in Mores. That is almost certainly because he doesn't fit with the grand republican narrative of French history. Although most French historians soon came to accept Paxton's reinterpretation of Vichy, many resisted as hyperbolic Sternhell's claim that France was the birthplace of fascism. La Droite revolutionnaire and Sternhell's subsequent Neither Left nor Right: Fascist Ideology in France (1983) provoked virulent responses calling into question Sternhell's teleological treatment of the past, the significance he attributed to the writings of minor cranks and his downplaying of the role of the First World War in the brutalisation of European politics. In 1984 Sternhell was even convicted of libel against Bertrand de Jouvenel, a former admirer of Nazi Germany turned liberal philosopher (and co-founder, with Friedrich Hayek and Milton Friedman, of the neoliberal Mont Pelerin Society). Le Monde was unequivocal: 'M. Sternhell confuses the history of ideas with history proper. There is no French fascism.' Sternhell never changed his mind, though he later focused his ire on the emergence, in Israel itself, of a 'local fascism', bent on expanding Israeli territory and cleansing it of undesirable aliens.
By framing Mores as 'the first fascist', Sergio Luzzatto reopens the debate on the origins of fascism. His book avoids contentious arguments about the nature of fascism, focusing instead on fascist praxis and the way Mores pioneered the methods later made famous by the Blackshirts in Italy and the Brownshirts in Germany. His examples include Mores's skilful use of provocative statements to gain attention in the new mass media, his incitement of mob violence to intimidate the state authorities, and his flair for new symbols, including the 'chapeau Mores' (a cowboy hat) and the blue blouses of his private militia, mostly made up of butchers from the Paris slaughterhouse of La Villette. In his sole attempt at a theoretical tract, published in Algiers in 1894, Mores found the word that encapsulated the social reorganisation he was calling for: 'The bond has been broken. The faisceau no longer exists. Before the struggle, we must rebuild it, we must suppress the proletariat, we must give these men something to defend, something to conquer.'
The evidence amassed by Luzzatto is convincing, though the symbol of the Roman fasces - a bundle of wooden rods, often with an axe at the centre - had already been revived during the Atlantic revolutions of the 18th century and was frequently used in American and French republican heraldry, as an alternative to aristocratic or monarchical emblems. Mores's use of the term was unexceptional in itself, but its repurposing to convey an absolute sort of national unity, which would rid society of class struggles and undesirable aliens, must indeed have been fairly novel. Luzzatto's careful investigation offers what French criminal law calls a faisceau d'indices - converging pieces of evidence - that makes Mores a plausible pioneer of fascism. Stressing that 'filiation' does not amount to an explanation of future events, Luzzatto claims carefully that Mores was not 'the architect' but 'one of the fathers' of 20th-century fascism.
Mores's strange business ventures in North America and Asia also suggest a connection between the tensions generated by 19th-century globalisation and the emergence of European fascism. After giving up the dull life of an officer in a garrison town, Mores married Medora von Hoffmann, the heiress of a German-American banking family. Changing continent, he became a rancher in North Dakota and launched a company which vainly tried to wrest a share of the fast-growing US meat market from big Chicago firms. During his time in the American Midwest, Mores developed a taste for extra-legal violence - there, too, he was acquitted of murder in dubious circumstances - and for the anti-establishment rhetoric of the nascent Populist Party. He crossed paths with Theodore Roosevelt, another rancher in North Dakota, and future supporter of an imperial role for the US. After the failure of his business ventures in America, Mores and his wife went tiger-hunting in India, and promoted the construction of a railway line between French Indochina and the Pearl River basin in China, but the French government lost interest in the project. Naturally Mores blamed his business failures on the machinations of Jews. As Luzzatto suggests, Mores's antisemitic fervour may have been rooted in these humiliations, and in another, when his first choice of wife - Louise Fould, a wealthy Jewish heiress - rejected his advances.
Could  Mores be a distant forerunner of Donald Trump, another adept of provocation in new media, incitement to mob violence and scapegoating of undesirable aliens, and another businessman who found globalisation harrowing? My own sense is that the analogy has significant analytical value. Fin-de-siecle Europe, which found itself both dominating the world and in the grip of a deep internal malaise, bears a strong resemblance to the situation of the US today. Just as Emile Durkheim in On Suicide (1897) pointed to rising suicide rates as evidence of profound problems in the social fabric of Europe, the Princeton economists Anne Case and Angus Deaton have recently pointed to the dramatic increase in 'deaths of despair' - a notion encompassing fatal drug overdoses and alcoholic diseases as well as suicides - as a symptom of morbid forces at work in American society. The European political elites of 1900 were also obsessed with remaining or becoming 'great'.
The analogy's most obvious limitation is the role played by antisemitism in spurring the emergence of European fascism in the early 20th century. Today the radical right, in the US and elsewhere, often flaunts its love of Jews, in particular proclaiming its commitment to Israel and its right 'to defend itself', the latest euphemism for mass murder. Yet this difference shouldn't preclude comparisons with earlier incarnations of the radical right. Freud stressed that the intensity of an attachment is more important than whether the feelings involved are positive or negative. The hard right hates or loves Jews, but this ambivalence conceals the fundamental continuity of its obsession with them. Original fascism and the modern revolutionary right share the conviction that Jews are somehow different; both have used Jews to legitimise extraordinary violence, as its victims or as its instruments.
This is not what Luzzatto's coy and cautious book argues. Insofar as The First Fascist addresses the present, it upholds a more conventional centrist view that blames fascism on a combination of left and right extremism. Like Sternhell, Luzzatto recalls that socialist writers, especially in France, were prone to use Jews as a concrete incarnation of their abstract adversary, capitalism. 'The demon of antisemitism', Luzzatto says, echoing accusations often levelled today at the radical left, became 'an essential ingredient of a critique of capitalism' and 'penetrated the ranks of the socialist movement'. Luzzatto's stance on the Jewish question is nonetheless complex, since he also speaks of Theodor Herzl, the future author of The Jewish State (1896), as 'not yet ... seduced by the demon of Zionism'.
Sternhell identified another ingredient of antisemitic fascism: the growth of anti-rationalism in European intellectual life, from conservative elites' fascination with Nietzsche's aphorisms to Gustave Le Bon's indictment of mass democracy in The Crowd (1895). Instead, Luzzatto points to the antisemitic agitation orchestrated by reactionary Catholics as the real right-wing contribution to the emergence of fascism. In his view, the 'new, formidable machine of hate' drew not only on 'the scattered weeds of socialist antisemitism', but also on 'the old strain of Christian anti-Judaism'. La Croix, a Catholic daily paper still in existence, boasted in 1890 of being 'the most anti-Jewish newspaper in France'. Luzzatto's attack on Catholicism continues his earlier denunciation of Catholic sympathies for Mussolini's regime and what he called 'clerico-fascism', most notably in Padre Pio: Miracles and Politics in a Secular Age, an exploration of 20th-century popular Catholic piety first published in Italian in 2007.
Although I've remained loyal to my own anticlerical upbringing (banal on the French left), I don't find Luzzatto's denunciation of Catholicism as a root cause of fascism persuasive. His dislike of Catholics leads him to make factual errors: the work he cites to claim that La Libre Parole was 'lavishly financed by a company of wealthy Jesuit friends' doesn't say that at all. Seeing the hand of Jesuits everywhere is also a conspiracy theory. Most puzzling is Luzzatto's lionisation of the 19th-century Orientalist and historian of religion Ernest Renan as a slayer of antisemitism: he describes him as 'one of the most respected intellectuals in Europe' and praises 'his cultural contempt towards the Jew-haters'. Renan certainly despised the vulgar antisemitism that flourished in the 1890s, but it is disingenuous not to take into consideration his boast that he was 'the first to recognise that the Semitic race, compared to the Indo-European race, really represents an inferior combination of [the elements of] human nature'.
Perhaps Luzzatto misrepresents Renan's complex views out of sympathy for his attempt to historicise the Gospels, which scandalised Catholics in the 1860s. But more important seems to be that Renan was 'an intellectual ... a scholar of antiquity, a linguist and a historian'; only 'thugs', Luzzatto believes, wallow in antisemitism. Here it is his own prose that oozes with cultural contempt. It is inaccurate and unfair to blame fascism chiefly on the uneducated. The more uncomfortable reality is that fascism tends to emerge in advanced democracies with a dynamic elite culture. This was true of fin-de-siecle France and Weimar Germany and it may be what we are seeing in Trump's America. France may well have been the cradle of both democracy and fascism.
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Unpleasant Medicine
Christopher Kelly

1997 wordsThe  surviving works of St Augustine run to more than five million words. To give some sense of scale, that's roughly 10 per cent of all the Latin literature extant from before 600 AD, comfortably more than the total published output of Charles Dickens or Anthony Trollope, and four times the magnitude of A la recherche du temps perdu. Between 395 and his death in 430, Augustine was bishop of Hippo, modern Annaba on the coast of Algeria. He lived in one of the most prosperous parts of the (by that time majority Christian) Roman Empire. Augustine's writings on the Trinity, on the soul, on salvation, on original sin, on grace, on predestination, on happiness, love and virtue, along with his extensive biblical commentaries and six hundred surviving sermons, were the bedrock of traditional Christian thought in Europe until the 19th century. No other Latin writer in antiquity surpasses Augustine in the breadth of his interests and the originality of his thought.
One of the strengths of Catherine Conybeare's new book is that she remains unintimidated by all this achievement. Her focus isn't on Augustine's contributions to Western thought, or on his shaping of Christian theology, but on teasing out his identity as 'both an African and a Roman'. The tension between these poles was there from the very beginning. Born in 354 into a moderately privileged family in the moderately well-off town of Thagaste in the province of Africa Proconsularis (roughly modern Algeria and Tunisia), Augustine received a very Roman education based on the Latin classics, most important among them Cicero and Virgil. He was a brilliant student. At sixteen, he left Thagaste for the provincial capital, Carthage (modern Tunis), where he became a successful teacher of rhetoric. (In a brief return to his hometown he met a woman with whom he had a son, Adeodatus, 'given by God'.) By the age of thirty - propelled by his tiger mother, Monnica - Augustine had landed one of the most prestigious posts in the Roman Empire as official orator to the imperial court, which had for nearly a hundred years been based in Milan.
This ambitious move from Africa to Italy brought its discontents. It is a recurring feature of empire that those who transfer from the territories to the centre - no matter how well educated, talented or rich - trade a superior standing in their own localities for the label 'provincial' in the metropolis. In Milan, Augustine, like colonial Australians or New Zealanders returning 'home' to London, experienced just such a social slippage. In Africa, as Conybeare observes, Augustine had felt very Roman. In Italy, he was made to feel very African. His accent was sneered at; he regretted those telltale African vowels. Monnica, who had followed Augustine to Milan, was an embarrassment as she continued to practise her Christianity in traditional African ways. The Milanese thought her custom of making offerings of food and wine at a local cemetery particularly quaint - and inappropriate. Augustine's friends were African. That too is the common experience of many expats, who learn to stick together.
All this striking detail comes from Augustine's Confessions, written between 397 and 401. Confessions is a testament both to Augustine's conversion to Christianity and to the failure of his career at the imperial court. It is a remarkable and beguiling work, often described as the earliest autobiography in the Western literary tradition. Nothing else quite like it survives from the ancient world. As with any compelling first-person account, Confessions reveals as much as it conceals. Much is missing: from Augustine's casual cruelty in failing to name the mother of his son - she is dropped from the text (perhaps as she was erased from Augustine's life) - to a narrative of his 'conversion' in 386 which rewrites his shift from Manichaeism, a fringe Christian sect, to the mainstream orthodoxy of the established church, as though he had discovered Christianity afresh. Confessions ends in 388, when Augustine moved from Italy back to Africa, cutting off before the long decade which included his ordination as a priest, his consecration as bishop of Hippo and the death of his son.
Augustine's conversion to Christianity created new complications: what did it mean to be a Roman Christian? An African Christian? Or did both these things fall short of being Christian? How all this relates to Augustine's life in Africa and Italy is difficult to say. For the most part, Conybeare takes Augustine at his word. Yet Confessions remains Augustine's version - and his alone. There are hardly any independent anchor points. There are no accounts from Augustine's friends or family of their time in Milan. Perhaps this doesn't matter. After all, identity is a discursive formation: it is constructed, contested and reshaped through texts.
On his return to Africa, and as a bishop from 395, Augustine confronted a deeply fissured church. Members of his congregation in Hippo regarded themselves as Catholic: that is, they adhered, in broad terms, to a set of beliefs and liturgical practices and to an institutional structure shared by most Christians across the Mediterranean world. But Augustine wasn't the only bishop in town. Some African Christians refused to recognise the legitimacy of certain episcopal appointments. In their view, Catholics had been lax nearly a hundred years before in allowing priests who had buckled under the last imperial persecutions to resume their ministry once the emperor Constantine had extended state protection to Christianity. The alternative African Church, which emphasised its rigour and purity, had been led by Donatus, who died in the mid-350s. Donatists regarded themselves as (true) Christians; Augustine smeared them as 'the sect of Donatus'.
Theological and institutional opposition to this rival church shaped much of Augustine's preaching and writing. Donatist separatism posed a real threat to Catholic Christianity. That was Augustine's daily experience in Hippo, where the two cathedrals were in earshot of each other. His sermons were interrupted by loud Donatist hymn singing. The dispute between the African Church and the church in Africa, as Conybeare stresses, also 'pitted his sense of himself as African ... against his loyalty to the church in which he had been ordained'. The faultlines are familiar, running between local and universal, provincial and imperial, African and Roman. 'The church is spread throughout the whole world,' Augustine barked to the Donatists. 'What are you doing outside it?'
The tipping point was Catholic bishops' success in co-opting the Roman state. Donatism was dismantled early in the fifth century, violently suppressed by imperial troops. Its most powerful legacy - and not without irony - is Augustine's moral and theological justification for the coalition of church and state in the policing of orthodox belief. In his formulation, the intervention of the state restrained 'men's brazen capacity to do harm' and 'their urge to self-indulgence'. Only church and state working together could effectively counter the 'sweet taste of sinning'. Just like the Hebrews in the Old Testament who were pulled back from polytheism, humanity needed law, and for the law to be enforced. No wonder that a thousand years later Augustine was the theologian favoured by the Spanish Inquisition.
The Donatists saw Augustine's support of Roman state intervention as clear evidence of his un-Africanness. Conybeare, in his defence, surveys the evidence for Augustine's continued commitment to being African: in his knowledge, albeit patchy, of Punic (the language of the peasantry); in the rich agricultural imagery of his sermons, sensitive to the rhythms of rural life; and in his debates with other members of the provincial elite. But his self-presentation as African must always be understood alongside his self-presentation as Roman, and his unease about being labelled as either. This anxious oscillation between local identity and imperial loyalties, which were often in conflict, is explored in Augustine's most significant theological and philosophical work, The City of God. Composed across a long decade in the early fifth century, De civitate dei contra paganos ('The City of God against the Pagans') is the longest work coherently organised around a single theme to survive from antiquity. In 22 books (or, in modern terminology, chapters, most of them about twelve thousand words long), Augustine set out an impressive philosophical, theological, pastoral and exegetical programme. At its core was a robust counter to the conventional providential narrative of Roman domination. All empires justify their conquests as divinely sanctioned. The Roman Empire presented itself as carrying out a mission supported by the gods 'to pacify and impose the rule of law', in the words of Virgil, Rome's greatest poet and propagandist, 'to spare the conquered and battle down the proud'.
The City of God made an extended rebuttal of pagan religion and set out an understanding of empire grounded in brutality, oppression and an arrogant 'lust for mastery'. This was not a manifesto for immediate social revolution. It lacked both concision and directness; rather its lengthy exposition and leisurely digressions mimicked the winding lanes, byways and cul-de-sacs of Augustine's small-town world. In its very construction as a text, The City of God was shaped by the complexities and convolutions of Augustine's own experience. There are romantic expressions of local identity, but they are constrained by memories of the separatist extremism of the Donatists. His criticism of empire is haunted by his own advocacy of state-sponsored coercion to deal with Donatist dissent. More fundamental still, in the sophistication and acuity of its argument (and the excellence of its Latin), The City of God's biting critique of Rome's imperial achievement could only have been made by an insider. It was in The City of God, as Conybeare says, 'that Augustine's ambiguous status ... was most fully realised'.
Conybeare's conclusion that Augustine was 'both an African and a Roman' would have been a profound disappointment to Augustine himself. Not because it is incorrect, but because it would have sharpened the bitter sense of his own failure to fashion for himself a fully Christian identity. Augustine had a keen perception of his shortcomings as Adeodatus' father, as Monnica's son, as Catholic bishop of Hippo and, above all, as a Christian. The Latin title of the Confessions - Confessiones - might best be translated as 'self-accusations'. For some, his continual self-criticism is the admirable outworking of a genuine humility; for others, the overwrought self-doubt of a brilliant thinker slides too easily into unattractive introspection.
Perhaps Augustine's most remarkable intellectual achievement is to have transmuted his sense of personal inadequacy into a sophisticated set of theological propositions. As Augustine saw it, Christians were a work in progress. By disobeying God, Adam and Eve had tainted all future humanity, even newborns. Their original sin had deprived mankind of the possibility of spiritual perfection in this world. This overwhelming sense of loss frames Augustine's thinking about nature, grace, free will and salvation, as well as his insistence on a Christian's utter dependence on God. Simply put, the duty of a Christian in this fallen world was to keep on trying. Christ was the faithful's physician: 'Persevere in the doctor's care; put up with his orders as with unpleasant medicine.' This was counsel offered in painful recognition of human failings. 'Sins never stop seeping in, as from the waves of the sea of this world.'
Augustine's writings are animated by a ceaseless effort to delineate Christian identity and the stark acknowledgment that it could only be realised fully in some future state. Local and imperial identities were makeshifts for a fractured humanity labouring to shape an inevitably inadequate sense of belonging. One of the most powerful aspects of Augustine's theology is his insistence on locating himself at the centre of these conflicts. As a sympathetic exploration of his struggle, Conybeare's Augustine the African (and Roman) is perhaps the best he might have hoped for in this imperfect world. The book he longed to write, with the working title 'Augustine the Christian', could be completed only in the city of God.
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At the Fondazione Giorgio Cini
On Georg Baselitz
John-Paul Stonard

1095 wordsEroi d'Oro 
, an exhibition at the Fondazione Giorgio Cini in Venice (until 27 September), contains Georg Baselitz's final works. He died six days before the show opened, at the age of 88. Sixteen monumental paintings are displayed in two large rooms lined with black fabric; the building adjoins the church of San Giorgio Maggiore, famous for its great late works by Tintoretto, the Last Supper and The Israelites in the Desert. Most of the paintings are close to five metres tall and each portrays a single inverted figure drawn with a fine, searching black line on a shimmering golden ground. All but one depict Elke Kretzschmar, Baselitz's wife.
They are portraits of a marriage, but also images of a body approaching the extremes of old age. Flesh folds around a thickened abdomen; limbs are attenuated. Ankles become brittle; legs worry about giving out, unable to support the torso to which they are attached. The body seems to be collapsing into itself. A smaller canvas (still around three metres high) depicts Baselitz himself. He is shown seated - upside down of course - his hands crossed, head lifted to draw the dry skin around his neck, the loose flesh sagging upwards. The body, like the line that draws it, is thinned, spluttering, vulnerable. It looks like the self-portrait Hokusai drew in old age, which Baselitz knew of and admired. 'Until the age of seventy,' Hokusai said, 'nothing that I drew was worthy of notice.'
[image: ]

The sense that Eroi d'Oro is a memorial exhibition is heightened by the eerie presence of Baselitz's voice in a short film accompanying the show. And yet the mood is upbeat - the work doesn't announce itself as drawing to a conclusion. Patchwork flurries of coloured paint, like crumpled rainbows, appear on some of the figures: an afterthought, Baselitz tells us, that just felt right. They are an echo of Willem de Kooning's abstract gestures, a memory of paintings Baselitz saw in West Berlin in the late 1950s and which cast their spell over his work for decades. His rainbows are painted with hooked, directionless marks, a little like the 'crab's claw' brushstrokes of traditional Chinese painting. And then there are de Kooning's 'Woman' paintings of the 1950s, clearly part of Baselitz's personal pantheon, though he rejects de Kooning's violence, or any claim for the authenticity of expressive gestures. The scumbles of colour are more like floating fig leaves, a form of protection: the rose, cobalt and sienna daubs compensate for the thinness of the aged bodies, giving them back some life, like fruit growing on an old tree. Baselitz's voice echoes around the gallery: 'I wanted to construct my connection to the world, to myself and to my wife. The means for this should be as simple and as ordinary as possible.'
The golden Elkes are the summation of Baselitz's life as a painter, and he said as much: 'If you were to show these works to an art historian, I think they could just as well draw a line and determine the conclusion.' They have a remarkably measured sense of freedom. There is none of the desperation that marked Picasso's late paintings. When you think of Picasso's howl of decrepitude and unassuaged lust, condensed into images of jarring violence, and then look again at late Baselitz, you realise how faithful he remained to an ideal of painting that had at its core a single purpose. Baselitz said that while painting the golden Elkes, his studio floor was strewn with photographs, though he hardly needed them, having painted his wife for sixty years and solitary figures floating in cosmic space for at least a decade. They are all in some way an elaboration of the series of paintings, drawings and prints he made between 1965 and 1966, showing figures - shepherds, soldiers, painters - wandering alone through war-torn landscapes, surrounded by strange and perplexing symbols. These are the 'Hero' works that arose from the vision of Red Army soldiers and Wehrmacht stragglers in the blasted landscape of postwar Germany. Baselitz was forging a new language for painting at a time when that language seemed to have shattered.
[image: ]

The golden Elkes also take us back to the earliest period of Baselitz's work, when he was making figure paintings against both socialist realism and abstraction. His work took on a mannered look, deliberately laboured and ugly, unnaturalistic, deformed and morally ambiguous. Die Grosse Nacht im Eimer, a painting of a grim stunted figure who appears to be masturbating, caused a scandal when it was shown at the Werner & Katze Galerie in West Berlin in 1963. When Baselitz and his dealer, Michael Werner, appealed against their prosecution for obscenity, the public prosecutor petitioned (unsuccessfully) for the painting to be destroyed - an astonishing move, considering the Nazi destruction of modern art just two decades earlier.
This was the history that counted: the Nazi attack on 'degenerate' art before the war, and the continued presence of this anti-modernist impulse in the postwar era. Baselitz staged a leap into what he called 'pure' painting; it was also a leap into the past. 'The most important thing for me,' he said in one interview, 'was to feel a sense of the avant-garde, the destruction of pictures of the past.' He picked up Hans Prinzhorn's study Bildnerei der Geisteskranken (Artistry of the Mentally Ill), documenting a collection of what was later called outsider art, formed while Prinzhorn was working at the psychiatric clinic of Heidelberg University. It was a book especially hated by the Nazis, and a vade-mecum for those who wanted to know what un-German, degenerate art looked like. Baselitz also found a historical anchor in Mannerist painting, with its physical distortions and heightened palettes - 'a tangle of tendrils and artifices, coldness and devotion', as he put it in a 1961 manifesto written with the painter Eugen Schonebeck.
Baselitz did not make overtly political art. He felt that what mattered in painting existed on a deeper level than subject or style. His 'degenerate' work was not only a means of compensating for the paintings that were confiscated, pilloried and destroyed by the Third Reich, but a way of returning dignity to ordinary bodies, bodies that age and sag and look nothing like the heroic forms of antiquity or Nazi racial theory. The golden Elkes confirm that Baselitz devoted himself to showing the body - obdurately, directly, entertainingly - being reshaped by the catastrophe of ageing. In so doing, he staged one of the most sustained protests in the history of art.
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A Fit of Trembling
Dinah Birch

3244 wordsBeryl Bainbridge  died in 2010 at the age of 77. Her devotion to cigarettes and whisky meant that she had collected a number of diseases, but she was still working on the last of her eighteen novels, The Girl in the Polka-Dot Dress, in her final days. 'At least I'm trying,' she wrote to her editor as she sent off another few pages. She was a worker. One of the things she worked on was a reputation for eccentricity - a stuffed buffalo in the hall, plaster saints in the front room, wildly unpredictable behaviour at social gatherings after a few drinks. She chose to be seen as a woman who lived on her own terms, but that wasn't always the way she felt, and she came to resent the persona she had created for herself: 'I don't see how you can be eccentric and still ... pay the bills, and own a house, and babysit for six grandchildren every week.' She was an actor before she became a novelist, and her scorn of propriety was in part a performance.
If the discipline behind Bainbridge's work was easily missed, that didn't mean she was ignored. She never lacked supporters and critics generally approved of her novels. Her national standing was confirmed with a damehood in 2000, an honour which she prized, though it didn't make her decorous. She was shortlisted for the Booker five times without ever winning (no one forgets this). She remains a figure who is hard to place - widely appreciated, but not a member of any acknowledged group of writers, and without much discernible influence on those who came after.
Her mother, Winnie, would have been delighted by that damehood. Bainbridge was brought up in Formby, a coastal town just north of Liverpool, and the fading fortunes of Merseyside throughout the 20th century have led to the notion that she had a hardscrabble upbringing. In fact, she was in many ways a privileged child. Winnie, who came from a well-to-do family with social pretensions, went to a finishing school in Belgium. Richard Bainbridge was a successful businessman when Winnie married him; but Bainbridge & Co failed before Beryl was born. This was not what Winnie had expected. Her disappointment, and her attempts to maintain her position on a diminished income, defined Beryl's early years. A nephew described Winnie as a woman who would wear 'a hat with a veil and full make-up if she stepped outside the front door to collect the paper'. Patricia Routledge, just three years older than Bainbridge and also brought up on Merseyside, remembered women like Winnie with the valiantly absurd character of Hyacinth Bucket in Keeping up Appearances. The marriage survived, but it was marred by the conflict that Bainbridge recalled in A Quiet Life (1976). Winnie was part of a generation of middle-class women who had been taught that finding the right husband would guarantee a secure status. She never came to terms with the sense that she had been cheated.
Though money was tight, there was a substantial house, a car, a telephone and regular outings. Bainbridge, like her elder brother, Ian, was sent to a fee-paying school. Ian was good at passing exams, though the breakdown he suffered at eighteen suggests that his success didn't come without cost. It soon became clear that Bainbridge, an erratic schoolgirl, was not going to follow her brother's example. Winnie began to think that her daughter's best prospects might lie in the theatre. Piano, dancing and elocution lessons were provided (any trace of a Scouse accent would have horrified Winnie). Bainbridge won a gold medal from the London Academy of Music, Drama and Art at the age of twelve and the Liverpool Echo proudly recorded her success as 'a noted recruit to the ranks of dramatic art'. Her five years of education at Merchant Taylors' School ended when her mother discovered a sexually explicit poem in her gymslip pocket (she had illustrated it) and took it to the headmistress. Bainbridge was asked to leave - to the relief of all concerned. A brief period at the Arts Educational School, a hard-nosed boarding school, was equally unsuccessful. Bainbridge had already adopted the sceptical outlook she maintained for the rest of her life, and thought little of her schoolmates and teachers. She did, however, take to her fencing master ('His bottom is so energetic').
An eye for an attractive man was another trait that Bainbridge never lost. Beginning with the German prisoner of war she met among the sand dunes of Formby aged fourteen (an affair that formed the basis for A Quiet Life), she soon added to the variety of her romantic experiences. She kept notes on her boyfriends (age, nationality, length of relationship), accumulating a list that stretched to seventeen names before she stopped counting. Love affairs are central to many of her books. But recklessness made her vulnerable. When, around three years after that first affair, she got a job at the Liverpool Playhouse, she must have looked like prey to some of her colleagues.
The Playhouse was changing in character in the years after the Second World War. Old traditions were starting to look outdated, and different ambitions were making themselves felt. Gerald Cross, the new director, wanted to introduce European theatre to his somewhat staid audiences and began to stage plays in translation without worrying about the theatre's commercial fortunes. Bainbridge liked this atmosphere of risky ideas. But what she chiefly noticed was the intensity of theatrical life, along with the men who were running the theatre. Paul Mayo, the set designer, reduced her to jelly: 'The very mention of [his] name caused me to break into a fit of trembling, and if I actually came face to face with him, which I did four or five times a day, I had the curious feeling that my feet and my teeth and my nose had enlarged out of all proportion.'
The cultural revolution of the postwar years (slower to take hold in the provinces) was at odds with much more intransigent assumptions about a woman's place in the world. Her mother's discontent had left its mark, and Bainbridge didn't aim for a prudently managed marriage. And yet she took it for granted that she needed to attract a lover, and then keep hold of him. Rebellion was accompanied by anxious deference, as she tried to convince herself that she was wanted and would continue to be wanted. She was both demanding and submissive as a procession of men made their advances: 'I could never say "No". First, I sort of felt they were doing me a favour; and second, it was impolite to refuse.' Raped by a casual pick-up at the age of nineteen (she lost a tooth in the struggle), it took her years to recover her confidence. Sexual freedom had not worked in her favour.
Bainbridge married Austin Davies, a painter, when she was 21. She was looking for stability, but Davies was a thorough-going bohemian - and bohemianism has never been good news for women. He expected that his wife would help to sustain the household income while his own career took precedence. Bainbridge's theatrical work tailed off before drying up altogether when she became pregnant. Nevertheless, these were productive years. She developed a serious interest in painting, which she pursued throughout her life, but she needed materials and space in order to paint, and writing presented itself as a more manageable pursuit for a woman at home. She began to produce fiction, at first without finding a publisher (that came later, with Duckworth, Anna and Colin Haycraft's company). A second child appeared, amid many infidelities, quarrels and reconciliations (all recorded in Brendan King's meticulous 2016 biography). The end of the marriage was inevitable, and hurtful, but Davies did recognise his responsibilities as a father. In 1967 he installed Bainbridge in the house in Camden Town that became her permanent base.
The chaos of Bainbridge's life gave rise to a good deal of suffering, but it provided the material that made her a writer. The stage couldn't compete with what she had seen for herself. She had little faith in the power of invention: 'You write the way you are ... I don't really believe in the imagination; I think it's all a compound of everything's that happened to you right from birth.' The Bottle Factory Outing (1974) has now been reissued by Daunt Books. Together with An Awfully Big Adventure (1989), it represents the initial tranche of twelve Bainbridge novels and a collection of short stories, due to appear at the rate of two a year. The Bottle Factory Outing was the second of her books to be shortlisted for the Booker, after The Dressmaker, and it caused a stir. Readers didn't know what to make of the novel's incongruities - its biting social observation and irreverent farce, beginning and ending in death. Half a century later, its jolts of strangeness make a different kind of impact. What seems striking now isn't the offbeat horror but a narrative voice that passes no judgment on grotesque characters and events. Novels, for those who read them (always a minority), often provide a form of ethical companionship. Bainbridge never signed up to this agenda. The Bottle Factory Outing would be less disturbing if there was the filter of authorial judgment. Instead, there's just the spiky dissonance of the story.
Brenda and Freda are penniless young women working in a wine-bottling factory in London. Brenda has left a dismal marriage and is holding out against an equally dismal return to her overbearing parents. Freda, whose efforts to find work as an actor have come to nothing, is looking for a partner. The women share a bedsit and sleep in the same bed separated by a bolster of books. Brenda is miserable about the prospect of a factory outing. Her boss is predatory but 'she couldn't think how to discourage him - she didn't want to lose her job and she hated giving offence.' Freda sees the outing as an opportunity to win the affection of a supposedly well-connected Italian whose glamour sets him apart from the browbeaten labourers at the factory. Nothing goes as planned. The women lurch from misfortune to disaster, and the novel culminates in a killing that seems random rather than tragic. No kind of moral resolution is forthcoming. Aspirations are defeated, misdeeds unpunished.
Why has the novel been praised (in Graham Greene's words) as 'outrageously funny'? It doesn't conform to any formal definition of comedy. There's no happy ending; characters come to harm; and no one gets married. The humour - if humour is the right word - arises from the combination of banality and threat. Mrs Haddon, Brenda's mother-in-law, turns up at the bedsit and tries to shoot Brenda with an air pistol she has acquired after saving up her pension for three weeks:
'We ought to make a cup of tea,' said Brenda, looking at Stanley's mother. 'She's had a shock.'
Mrs Haddon stared back without pity. 'I was only aiming at your vocal cords. You always talked too much.'

It's sometimes claimed that such juxtapositions reflect the comical remarks people make in the North. They are to be found in Alan Bennett's memories of conversations overheard in Yorkshire ('I see that fool of a tortoise is out again') and sketches by Victoria Wood. Northern or not - and I've never been convinced - they were a mainstay of Bainbridge's early fiction, and a reason for her readers' enjoyment of her bleak narratives. That, and the startled pleasure provoked by her disregard for settled expectations.
The events of The Bottle Factory Outing are so outlandish that it comes as a surprise to learn they're largely autobiographical. Freda is based on Pauline Mani, a boisterous friend Bainbridge met after moving to London (the novel is dedicated to her). They worked together in a factory resembling the one in the novel and Bainbridge's mother-in-law really did try to shoot her with an air pistol (later embellishments to the story include blazing revolvers and loaded shotguns). Taking incidents more or less as they occurred, and ordering them into tight plots, was Bainbridge's preferred method during her early years as a writer.
Bainbridge continued to use her own life as the starting point for her novels, but this wasn't an early version of autofiction. She chose memories selectively and the story took precedence. As her writing developed, the perspective expanded. Young Adolf (1978) plays with the legend that Hitler visited Liverpool before the First World War, while Watson's Apology (1984) tells the true-crime story of a Victorian marriage that ended in murder. In both books, Bainbridge's experiences (of the streets of Liverpool or her parents' marriage) are woven into the historical narrative. An Awfully Big Adventure, which recalls Bainbridge's years at the Liverpool Playhouse, might seem more straightforwardly autobiographical; but here too memory and history are blended.
The novel  is set in the early 1950s as Liverpool emerges from the Second World War. The city is grimy and battered; bomb damage is everywhere. Money is in short supply, as are good food and stylish dress ('Who needed style in a backstreet in Liverpool?'). Stella Bradshaw, a wilful 16-year-old who was abandoned by her single mother as a baby, is living with an aunt and uncle who run a down-at-heel boarding house. Uncle Vernon hopes that Stella might take up a theatrical career. Despite her aunt's doubts ('People like us don't go to plays, let alone act in them'), Stella gets work as an unpaid backstage dogsbody and promptly falls for Meredith Potter, the theatre's gay director. Frustrated by his indifference, which she can't fathom (she has never come across homosexuality), she turns instead to O'Hara, an ageing actor brought in to play Captain Hook in the forthcoming production of Peter Pan. The affair begins with a lukewarm seduction:
'Did you enjoy it?' he asked, not looking at her.
'Not really,' she admitted. 'I expect there's a knack to it. It's very intimate, isn't it?'

Despite her lack of enthusiasm, Stella accepts the situation and takes advantage of the opportunity to learn more about sex. 'She said she thought she was beginning to get the hang of it. It was no different from learning the piano or ukulele; it just needed practice.' The novel ends, as Bainbridge's novels often do, with catastrophe and an unexpected death.
The title comes from Peter Pan: 'To die will be an awfully big adventure.' Bainbridge's novels aren't tragic, but they are punctuated by death. Lethal accidents, suicides and murders are frequent and often graphically depicted. There's a high incidence of corpses, and they sometimes linger as cumbersome presences in the lives of surviving characters. Two of her novels take on events whose death toll shook the complacencies of Edwardian England - The Birthday Boys, which tells the story of Scott's final expedition to the Antarctic, and Every Man for Himself, which is set on board the Titanic. Bainbridge's brother had become a county coroner, and after he died in 1987 she noted his profession as a point of contact between them. 'We were alike after all, in that we both had an interest in death.' It might be argued that the omnipresence of mortality in Bainbridge's writing puts life's indignities into perspective. But the deaths that frame her plots are as arbitrary, and usually as undeserved, as the mishaps that precede them. Though she was - nominally, at least - a Catholic convert, the demise of her characters is never attended by solemnity. Like sex, death is something that happens to people. Unlike sex, it offers no opportunity for learning.
Not that anyone seems to learn much from their sexual adventures in Bainbridge's novels. Her plots are structured by the same spasms of passion that punctuated her life, but any sense of urgency is temporary, or shallow, or both. This is a feature of her work that now seems peculiar, or even problematic. Readers have come to expect sex to matter more than Bainbridge is willing to allow. It's shocking when Brenda puts up no resistance to her boss's lechery; and O'Hara isn't directly condemned for sleeping with a naive teenager. A reporter forces Stella into a grubby sexual encounter, and she is puzzled rather than furious. Is she responsible? 'She examined her conscience to discover if she was in any way to blame for her companion's curious behaviour.' Her unruffled conclusion is that she is not at fault - and yet she is not particularly upset by what has taken place, and the incident is soon passed over. A cast member is in the habit of putting her over his knee and smacking her. No one, including Stella, thinks the routine humiliation is of any real consequence. 'It's not that I either like or dislike it,' she says. 'I just don't see what good it does.'
Bainbridge's own stance on sexual assault was, to say the least, disconcerting:
I am not a feminist in the slightest. I was brought up to believe that women were much superior to men, only you kept it very quiet ... My theory is that as long as there is no violence - no holding a knife to you - it can't be classified as rape. A husband can't rape a wife; I don't think it is possible. As long as you're not a virgin I don't understand what all the fuss is about. When I was younger you just didn't mention abuse, whether it was by strangers or your husband. You just got on with it and it didn't half help you to deal with men.

In her introduction to The Bottle Factory Outing, the novelist A.K. Blakemore calls statements such as this 'absolutely jaw-dropping', which was sometimes the point. Bainbridge took any opportunity to offend the sensibilities of her peers (repeating her rejection of Winnie's gentility). Her attitude to abuse might also be seen as a way of coping with the aftermath of the attack she endured as a teenager. Succeeding generations have made sense of sex in different ways. I suspect that many of the older female members of my family would have agreed with Bainbridge - though I can't be sure, as it was understood that such topics were never to be discussed. Discreet reticence was a form of compliance, and it was widespread.
Bainbridge's novels brought the abuse visited on women by men into the open, and it was in this rejection of narrative reserve that she resisted embedded cultural attitudes. There was no need for explicit declarations about social injustice; the books make her point. Brenda and Freda do not have access to the resources that would allow them to escape their shabby fate. Stella has no knowledge of the sophisticated world she is trying to join, and little sense of its hazards. In Bainbridge's fiction, people are betrayed by what is best in them - Freda's impulse to find freedom, Brenda's wish not to hurt those around her, Stella's innocent courage. Pathos, rather than comedy, is what makes these novels memorable.
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Who's the adult here?
Joanna Biggs

2848 wordsWhen Lena Dunham  became famous in 2012, at 26, for creating, writing, directing and acting in the HBO series Girls, one of the most commented-on aspects of her performance was the fact that she allowed her naked, normal form to be seen on screen. Her body became an argument about Millennial snowflakery, feminist critiques of porn culture and white privilege. It was a time when people said they couldn't tell whether a young woman was writing a diary entry or making art in shows like Girls, novels like Sheila Heti's How Should a Person Be? or songs like Taylor Swift's 'All Too Well'. Nearly fifteen years later, the way Dunham embodied the character of Hannah Horvath doesn't seem like a confession, an outrage or a gimmick, but an articulation of girlhood. Through her, we saw a young woman's power, vulnerability, clumsiness, poignancy, publicness, humour, glory.
Because we saw so much of Dunham's unvarnished body, we thought we knew it. But we were theorising on a body that was sick, and becoming sicker as we made it more famous. When Dunham told her mother that she planned to write the story of 'my body turning on me many years before it was meant to and right in sync with the public', her mother said: 'Oh Lena. It just sounds so sad.' Famesick, the resulting memoir, isn't sad, because it is so honest about sadness. It didn't have to be honest - look at any of the celebrity memoirs published recently - but it is. 'I no longer necessarily think that this is the most radical art form and that it's going to change and shift the world,' Dunham said of confessional writing in an interview with the New Yorker in 2024, 'but I do think that it has the most power to change and shift the inner landscape of the person who's doing it.' And in memoir, it's that shift to the inner landscape that matters most, as the narrator starts to sense that the story being told isn't the real story at all.
This year Dunham turned forty. It's clear, looking back now, what a strange story we told ourselves about her. (I remember being dazzled, even dazed, by her first movie: how had someone made art out of the horrible stuff of our mid-twenties?) One of the stories we told about her went like this: nepo baby of artist parents who grew up in Tribeca makes a confessional, sexually degrading film about herself which leads to a deal for Girls, in which she continues to tell us about herself and her privileged, whiny friends. In becoming famous, the story continued, she became the archetypal Millennial mess, the scapegoat for a generation, then disappeared and moved to England, where she made work that has sometimes reached the bar of Girls and sometimes has not.
Famesick allows Dunham to return to the story some of its specificity, its nuance. It zooms past childhood straight to the indie film circuit of the 2010s, the first time Dunham felt like someone worth knowing. After graduating from Oberlin, she gathered some of the experiences she would use in her work, earning money as a babysitter, a restaurant hostess and in an accountant's office, while living at home so that she could pay for a studio in a building in Tribeca where the Safdie brothers, whom she'd met at a film festival, were also renting space. Last year's Oscar-nominated Marty Supreme was directed by Josh Safdie and co-written by Ronald Bronstein, whom Dunham also knew from her time on Lower Broadway. She would not get the chance they did to ramp into the profession. 'This was, looking back, a very innocent time,' she writes, when she would run lines with her studio neighbour, Greta Gerwig, and the film boys would help her pour bags of sand into her mother's studio to create a faux desert to film in (she forgot to clean it up). And while she did have parents who could ask their friends to raise the $20,000 budget for Dunham's breakthrough film, Tiny Furniture (2010), she was shocked when it won Best Narrative Feature at South by Southwest because she 'wasn't sure - in the film shot in my house, mother as co-star - I had been acting at all'.
When she pitched a show to HBO executives in LA off the back of that success, she had no idea what the 'blind pilot deal' she was given would entail. All she knew was what she knew: 'We're the first generation that can't reasonably expect more than our parents had. We all grew up on Ritalin and AOL Instant Messenger. We're having sex fuelled by the availability of porn, and we're feminists who don't know how to live our politics. I want to see my friends on TV.' Dunham could write a first draft, but she didn't know how to redraft, edit or perfect the script, just as her character in Tiny Furniture, Aura, took much of the movie to work out that the phrase her crush rolls out in response to almost everything - 'same shit, different day' - wasn't something he had come up with on his own.
In short, she was a girl. And girls need parents. HBO matched Dunham with a fortysomething TV veteran, Jenni Konner, who played that role. Konner knew how to be a bestie, how to pull a pilot apart and reshape it, but she didn't know how to look out for her star. For Dunham the first betrayal came when Konner relayed a note that Dunham looked 'too pretty' and told her the real problem was that she was 'too thin', which made the jokes in the show less funny. Konner told her to eat: 'It's not that hard.' It was the first intimation that Dunham - who wasn't eating because of the anxiety of writing, directing and acting in a $3 million per episode TV show - had become a resource for others, a meal ticket, a 'rocket that was going to deliver' Konner to the 'next stratosphere'. Now, having had the experience of being older on set, Dunham says: 'You couldn't pay me enough to demand that of someone so young, so unformed.'
That line echoes one in Episode 2 of Girls, when Hannah goes to the ob-gyn and says she'd like to contract Aids and have a serious problem instead of all her petty ones. 'You couldn't pay me enough to be 24 again,' her doctor says. With a disappearing smile, Hannah replies: 'Well, they're not paying me at all.' Famesick reveals that much of Dunham's life was integrated into Girls, but not always the parts we guessed. Hannah's comic self-absorption was regularly assigned to Dunham by lazy critics; no one guessed that the taciturn, violent side of Hannah's love interest, Adam, played by Adam Driver, was also drawn from life. As the show went on into six seasons and Dunham/Horvath became an avatar for the cluelessness of the internet generation, criticisms of Girls began to appear in the mouths of the other characters, usually directed at Hannah. She was selfish, childish, messy; she made everything about her. After reading Famesick, I watched the show again and this time found the moralism exhausting. I could understand the puzzled Gen Z viewers who have asked: why does everybody hate Hannah? She's so young, of course she fucks up - but show me someone who is funnier while doing it. Dunham's answer might be that she hated herself at that point, and thought herself worthy only of boyfriends who didn't text back and days of work that didn't end.
You don't have to like Girls to be glad about the stories that were possible in its wake: onscreen there is Fleabag, Lady Bird, Hacks, Sorry, Baby, Insecure, Shiva Baby; on the page there is Sally Rooney, Raven Leilani, Jia Tolentino; in music there is Charli XCX, Phoebe Bridgers, Mitski. A commercial vein was opened in which it's OK to be a girl, to mess around with your life in your art, to eroticise friendship as much as romance. It earned media corporations money but it might also have changed them a little: in her recent investigation of 2010s anti-feminism, Girl on Girl, Sophie Gilbert connected the valorisation of female experience in Girls to the narrative outpouring of the #MeToo movement.* You can't have political change until women are able to tell their stories in all their ugliness - just as you can't control the backlash when women's liberation is thought once again to be too much for society. Dunham doesn't make this argument about her work in Famesick, but she does show the cost of riding that shift in the culture. (Famesick is dedicated to the women who did not survive it, from Caroline Flack to Whitney Houston; the cover shows Dunham's legs in white tights and black Mary Janes, Alice tumbling down the garden steps into Wonderland.)
Dunham was sick during the first season of Girls, and got much sicker as the show went on. In its final season her anxiety peaked with days-long periods of dissociation; her periods would not stop; she didn't eat; she fainted at the Met Gala after a string of uterine surgeries. By the time she was diagnosed with endometriosis and Ehlers-Danlos syndrome, she was addicted to Klonopin to lessen anxiety and Percocet to muffle pain. 'Getting sick is not that different than getting more famous,' Dunham writes. 'It has a maddening circularity, and it's also very hard to explain, even to those people closest to you.' Her fame removed her from her generation even as she became its flawed spokesperson: she didn't get invited to parties any more, but was asked for favours; after she wrote about looking at her brother's genitals in her first book, Not That Kind of Girl (2014), it took years for their relationship to be restored; even her parents, the heroes of this book, found that their daughter's fame interfered with their own 'highly specific public identities, niche as they were'. Her boyfriend at the time, the songwriter and producer Jack Antonoff, was always on tour, and seemingly unable to admit to himself that he didn't want to take care of a mysteriously and constantly sick girlfriend. HBO grew tired of her hospital stays too: when they asked for a second opinion on her condition, their doctor pierced a cyst. ('A single tear rolled down my cheek,' Dunham writes coolly. 'If I'd been on camera it would have been perfection.') That doctor began the medical crisis that ended in a hysterectomy, the removal of an ovary and the loss of her fertility. One of her finest scenes in Girls, Hannah's final break-up with Adam over split pea soup at Kellogg's Diner in Williamsburg, was played with a broken elbow because the production couldn't wait for Dunham to see a doctor. Her tears were real and not real at once. 'Maybe I was crying for the show, my actual first love.'
In Famesick, Dunham says that the thesis of Girls is that you are thrust into adult life long before you know how to live it. The question that often comes to my mind when I watch it is: who's the adult here? The show is full of people who are playing at being grown-ups, from teachers to bosses to parents, and it ends with each of the main female characters declaring themselves mature: because they are a mother, because they are supporting a mother, because they can leave behind toxic friendships, because they can let friends be toxic and not condemn them. It's a question that ran through Dunham's life too: was the twentysomething running the show grown-up or was the grown-up her supervisor, who was enforcing the conventions of the small screen? Elaine Blair described one of the characters in Girls as 'a young woman deep under the influence of coarse categories' in the form of dictatorial dating advice; in the show's comic play on the category of adulthood, the behaviours of all the supposedly fully grown characters are put under pressure. In Hollywood, in America, characters are supposed to haul themselves through a narrative arc and come to understand something new about themselves. But in the last episode of Girls, Hannah is just as absurd as in the first, now the mother to a baby who doesn't want to breastfeed. The episode, 'Latching', seems to show her accepting her sacrificial role as mother and being rewarded by her baby's decision to take the nipple finally. Sometimes it's not the growing up that matters but the simple act of trying again.
After the health crisis that followed the finale of Girls, Dunham took some time off. She and Antonoff broke up at last. She careened into a new relationship and checked herself into rehab. It was becoming clear that 'illness wasn't just a town I was passing through, but a city I was going to pay taxes in.' Invited to England to direct some episodes of a new HBO show, Industry, she found she could write there, at a quieter pace. In her work since Girls, her themes appear in new formations: The C Word (2019) is a podcast in which Dunham and Alissa Bennett redescribe the lives of women, from Mary Shelley to Anna Nicole Smith, who were once called crazy; Sharp Stick (2022) is a rom-com about a menopausal teenager who discovers the glory of sex; Catherine Called Birdy (2022; my favourite) is an adaptation of a YA novel about a rebellious pre-adolescent in medieval England, who comes to see that 'knowing your own story will be your salvation'; Too Much (2025) is a TV series on the model of Girls, about an American woman falling in love in London, as Dunham herself did when she was set up with the musician Luis Felber. Dressed in metallic blue ruffles and bows, Jessica Salmon in Too Much has the 'girlish exuberance' that is the 'characteristic bearing' of the 'American upper-middle-class young women' whom Blair saw in Hannah Horvath, but she is less punishing to herself. When Jessica's boho boyfriend confesses an infidelity, she simply asks him to leave, something Hannah could never bring herself to do.
Dunham herself seems calmer, and less in need of the world's approval. No longer a 'bad purchase', she doesn't pretend she's a finished product either: 'I yelled at my parents when they suggested I go for a walk. I apologised from my gut ... I got married, but it didn't heal me. I made art again, and people were kinder, but still I ached ... I stopped being invited to the Met Gala, but people started inviting me to their weddings again.' The arc is that there is no arc: we will be adultish and childish until the day we die.
I ended my fortieth birthday, four summers ago now, watching my favourite episode of Girls. 'One Man's Trash' is a bubble episode from Season Two, a single story uninterrupted by other narrative strands. A handsome fortyish man comes to the coffee shop Hannah works in to complain. Someone has been leaving the cafe's rubbish in his bins. Hannah stands nearby as the complaint turns into an argument between the man and her manager, and then walks out of her shift. Next we see her ring the doorbell of a brownstone. The man who complained opens the door; she says she has something to tell him. He invites her in for a lemonade: the house has a grand piano, white curtains, black stone countertops in the kitchen. She confesses that she has been leaving the cafe's trash in his bins. He appears puzzled by her behaviour, and then beguiled by the prolixity of her explanation. As she hands back her glass of lemonade, she kisses him. After a moment, he kisses her back, lifting her onto the stone countertop, where they discover, as they make out, that Joshua is 42 and Hannah is 24. While getting dressed after sex, as Hannah attempts to leave a second time, he tells her he's recently separated from his wife and asks if she likes steak. Attempting to leave for a third time, she asks him to beg her to stay. For a couple of days, they lend each other what they don't have: Hannah plays ping-pong topless with him, and the game ends with sex on the table; he hands her a cashmere sweater, feeds her properly and strokes her hair when she faints in his luxuriantly steamy shower. She cannot show herself any care; he cannot believe in a joyous, playful future. I was headed towards 42, I had been 24. You don't so much grow up as try not to leave your past selves behind.
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Two Poems
by Stephanie Burt

378 wordsOlm
Proteus anguinus
I live in a cave. Of course I'm immature.
That's how I can breathe underwater. I play the long game.
You may never meet me. I can never be sure.

I shine in the dark like a deep-sea fishing lure,
an ambush predator's dream, an eternal flame
in a smoked-glass sleeve. Of course I'm immature.

I can wait longer than you. I could even defer
my next meal a decade, if drought or scarcity came.
They might never reach me. I can never be sure.

I'll never give up my gills, nor my tail, nor the blur
I like to imagine I make when I strike. Don't blame
me for wriggling. I know I'm immature.

My needs don't change: snails; mayflies; the aquifer
that freshens my pool; a few friends; freedom from shame.
I'm learning Slovenian, but I can never be sure

if I'm getting it right. I believe the only cure
for sadness is hiding. I wish I could change my name.
I live in a cave. I know I'm immature.
You may never see me. I can never be sure.
Bowhead Whale
My babies have fallen asleep. Calving glaciers are moving them.
Rounded-off, melted, then frozen over again,
so that they look glazed in their transparency, too slow
to make any sound you could hear, their slick surface-
facing surfaces face up to the threatening troposphere,
a temporary delight to the tympanum, or to the paired-off nares,
or to the inner eye, always ready to turn some moment
into an echo, like something we might choose to keep.
My babies must be very cold by now.
They trill for one another, and coo and open
new space inside me to make room for my new sounds.
I think they are learning. I think they may never be warm.
The inwardness of the ocean below me keeps turning,
the way that we adults use our tails to slow down.
I have been teaching them, the winter-born, to surface
for the sake of respiration, and how we trap shoals
with our flukes and pressure drops to feed the old,
how to tell hunger from loneliness, how to know,
by long listening, what comes before a storm.
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One-Off Comet
Mark Ford

3547 words'Iused to want to live to avoid your elegy,' Robert Lowell wrote in 'For John Berryman' (included in Day by Day from 1977, the year Lowell died). The poem is subtitled 'After reading his last "Dream Song"', by which Lowell meant not number 385 in the 1969 edition of The Dream Songs but the poem that Berryman composed on 5 January 1972, two days before he leaped to his death from the Washington Avenue Bridge in Minneapolis. In this final experiment in the eighteen-line three-stanza form that had become as addictive to Berryman as alcohol, he rehearses in some detail his forthcoming suicide. There would be two aspects to it. He would cut his throat and then leap from the bridge:
I didn't. And I didn't. Sharp the Spanish blade
to gash my throat after I'd climbed across
the high railing of the bridge
to tilt out, with the knife in my right hand
to slash me knocked or fainting till I'd fall
unable to keep my skull down but fearless

The poem was written on the same day that Berryman, almost eleven months sober and deep into a novel about his alcoholism - optimistically titled Recovery - bought a bottle of whiskey and drank half of it. The second stanza weighs up the risks of failing in his desperate enterprise:
unless my wife wouldn't let me out of the house,
unless the cops noticed me crossing the campus
up to the bridge
& clappt me in for observation, costing my job -
I'd be now in a cell, costing my job -
well, I missed that

The job in question was Regents Professor of Humanities at the University of Minnesota, to which he'd been appointed in 1969. Berryman was, by all accounts, an inspirational teacher, even when the worse for wear. He often arrived at lectures and seminars by taxi from whichever rehab clinic was treating him, and afterwards returned there exhausted, his shirt drenched in sweat after delivering his interpretation of Don Quixote, King Lear or the Book of Job. His last poetic thoughts are of disgrace at the podium, of disciplinary action taken against him and of how, if he's dead, he can't be fired:
but here's the terror of tomorrow's lectures
bad in themselves, the students dropping the course,
the Administration hearing
& offering me either a medical leave of absence
or resignation - Kitticat, they can't fire me -

The last line is missing, though its first word is easy enough to imagine: 'if'.
Berryman's third wife, Kate Donahue, the Kitticat of this poem, had given birth to their second child only six months earlier. However, like his previous two wives, she had grown weary of life with a poete maudit: the incessant womanising, the slapping (in public), the nights in the drunk tank, the delirium tremens ('daily diarrhoea, projectile vomiting, not/to mention the wild sweating'), the hubris, the competitiveness, the insecurity, the broken bones, the vows to reform, the mess, the anger, the anguish. Infusing all of this was the knowledge that Berryman's father had killed himself and that he himself often contemplated following suit. ('Save us from shotguns & fathers' suicides,' Henry prays in his elegy for Ernest Hemingway of 1961). Among the great innovations of The Dream Songs is Berryman's ability to reproduce on the page the slurring of consciousness and disintegration of language when subjected to such pressures. Take these lines from number 97: 'Cats' blackness, booze, blows, grunts, grand groans./Yo-bad, yom i-oowaled bo v'ha'l lail awmer h're gawber!' To which the only possible reply is the soothing one of Henry's largely silent interlocutor: '- Now, now, poor Bones.'
The suicide of John Allyn Smith in 1926, when his eldest son was eleven, is often figured in The Dream Songs as the origin of the many griefs the poems dramatise. 'I spit upon this dreadful banker's grave/who shot his heart out in a Florida dawn,' Berryman declares in number 384, only to realise that spitting on his father's grave is not nearly enough. His alter ego, Henry, needs to climb down into it, to prise open the coffin, to desecrate the corpse:
When will indifference come, I moan & rave
I'd like to scrabble till I got right down
away down under the grass
and axe the casket open ha to see
just how he's taking it, which he sought so hard
we'll tear apart
the mouldering grave clothes ha & then Henry
will heft the axe once more, his final card,
and fell it on the start.

The circumstances of Smith's death were not clear-cut. He had lost out when the Florida land boom went bust, and his wife, Martha, had not only embarked on an affair with their Tampa landlord, John Angus Berryman, but initiated divorce proceedings. He took to drinking heavily, to wandering the beaches cradling his wife's handgun and to swimming far out into the gulf, on one occasion roping himself to Berryman's younger brother. The case was muddied by the fact that there were no powder burns on the body, which a self-inflicted wound would have left. The coroner chose to ignore this anomaly and a verdict of suicide was returned. One of Smith's sisters, however, was convinced there had been foul play, and Berryman too had Hamlet-like doubts about the possibility that his mother was complicit in his father's death. Within three months she was married to John Angus Berryman and her sons' surnames had been changed to that of the supplanter. 'The funeral bak'd meats,' as Hamlet says, 'did coldly furnish forth the marriage tables.' Berryman once tried to provoke his mother into a confession, reserving for her a front seat for a lecture he gave on Hamlet at Princeton, in which he examined in psychoanalytical detail the play's murderous family dynamics. Steelier than Gertrude, Martha rather brilliantly outwitted her son, leaving her seat vacant until he was well underway, and eventually making a dramatic entrance in high heels and a startlingly bright dress. Enraged, Berryman refused to speak to her for months.
In an illuminating essay from the mid-1990s, Helen Vendler posited an analogy between the eighteen-line format of each Dream Song and the time and space of the therapeutic hour. Berryman began seeing a Park Avenue psychiatrist, Dr James Shea, in 1947, while married to his first wife, Eileen Simpson. At the time, he was also embroiled in a tumultuous affair with the wife of a Princeton colleague. (Throughout his life Berryman set about pursuing the wives or partners of friends, colleagues and even students. Philip Levine, who took his classes in 1953, recalled an evening when Berryman kept groping his fiancee and eventually demanded that Levine make himself scarce so he could get properly down to business. When Levine refused, Berryman threw an empty bottle of Scotch at him and then stomped on his hand.) The sonnet sequence that resulted from the liaison with his colleague's wife is tracked with a mixture of archaic courtliness, mannerist excess and genuine urgency ('Darling I wait O in my upstairs box/O for your footfall, O for your footfall') that looks forward to the buoyant humour and vertiginous angst of The Dream Songs. Transgression inevitably plays a role in poems about extramarital sex, and in both his adulterous sonnets and his oneiric masterwork, Vendler suggests, Berryman experimented with the process of releasing the id - much like a psychoanalyst probing a patient's unconscious to uncover the formative experiences or compulsions that shape behaviour.
The model of dialogue in The Dream Songs - between Henry and his long-suffering friend (who calls him 'Mr Bones' and is sometimes himself called 'Tambo', both terms drawn from blackface minstrelsy) - encourages us to read the poems as what Vendler calls Freudian cartoons. The instinct to deface and ridicule ('Rilke was a jerk'), to shame and insult (as in the animus directed at Christine Keeler, who is reviled twice as a 'whore' in a poem about the Profumo affair), to brag and strut ('Henry grew hot, got laid, felt bad, survived'), to demand pity ('Henry in trouble whirped out lonely whines') or to vent frustration are all allowed, even encouraged, in the therapeutic hour. The recourse to minstrelsy - outrageous from whatever angle you approach it - is a cartoon dramatisation of both white racism and white anxiety about race. Berryman's sessions with Shea, as well as the voluminous dream-analysis diaries that the sessions spawned, led him to experiment with poetic narratives and idioms, from the infantile to the grotesque, from the vindictive to the overweening, in which the transgressive energies of the id were allowed free rein, as long as they could be juggled into his eighteen-line grid. If Henry's expostulations caused offence, or eluded the rational, that was all to the good. As he put it in number 366, 'these Songs are not meant to be understood, you understand./They are only meant to terrify & comfort.' Rilke may have been a 'jerk', but Berryman is here channelling the opening lines of the first Duino elegy and the terrifying angel that 'serenely disdains/to annihilate us'. The comfort lies merely in not being annihilated.
Berryman's first Dream Song was written in August 1955 and translates his ongoing courtship of his second wife, Ann Levine, into nursery babble. Ann's least favourite name for a man was Henry, while Berryman's least favourite name for a woman was Mabel. Here Henry and Mabel indulge in the delights of regressive pillow talk, but no context is evoked to help us place the voices or what they are trying to say:
The jolly old man is a silly old dumb,
with a mean face, humped, who kills dead.
There is a tall girl who loves only him.
She has sworn: - Blue to you forever.
Grey to the little rat, go to bed.
- I fink it's bads all over.

An element of truculence drives the poem's violations of syntax, its absurd disjunctions and its sinister collaging of the childish and the gruesome in a way that deliberately affronts the reader.
In this first stab at a Dream Song, which he never published, Berryman is exploring his desire to do to the traditional love lyric what Willem de Kooning had done to the tradition of the portrait in his 'Woman' series a few years earlier. When the personae of Berryman and Levine finally appear in the poem's concluding lines, they are as skewed and deformed as the cartoon women disfigured by de Kooning's slashing swipes of paint:
Magics sweat up & down.
Henry & Mabel ought to be but can't.
Childness let have us, honey,
so adult the hell don't.

Given the stiffness of the university milieux in which Berryman operated for most of his adult life, the most striking aspect of his poetic development is that, in middle age, after years of studying under figures such as Allen Tate and R.P. Blackmur, he was able to trust his instincts and veer dramatically off the beaten path established by the New Critics. Michael Hofmann has compared him to 'a sort of one-off comet that approached that cosy solar system, lit it up for a while, and then exited'.
In the event, the zany deformations, the insults, the whimsy, the hysteria, the caustic comments on public events such as the Profumo affair and the Russian space mission, turned out to be just what the poetic establishment of the 1960s had been yearning for. Berryman won the Pulitzer Prize for 77 Dream Songs (1964), and its much longer sequel, His Toy, His Dream, His Rest (1968), received the National Book Award and the Bollingen Prize (The Dream Songs, which combines both volumes, was published in 1969). He found himself showered with accolades and grants. When he called the book that followed Love & Fame (1970), he wasn't kidding. Its opening poem alludes to the fact that his photograph had appeared in Time the year before and it unashamedly celebrates his roaring success: 'I have to fly off East to sing a poem./Admirers, some, will surge up afterward./I'll keep an eye out for her.' The 'her' in question is an old flame, probably his English former fiancee, Beryl Eeman; Berryman wants her to know that he is now feted in Tokyo and Paris and that his New York and London publishers forward him 'elephant cheques'. Should she want to get in touch ...
What makes for  a good Dream Song? As well as the 385 poems that Berryman deemed worthy of inclusion in his volumes of the 1960s, we now have the 45 that John Haffenden published in Henry's Fate (1977) and 152 further samples which Shane McCrae unearthed in Berryman's dauntingly large archive at the University of Minnesota. Apart from the final poem, written two days before he died, these must all have been considered by Berryman as candidates for 77 Dream Songs and His Toy, His Dream, His Rest and rejected.
Despite his megalomania, Berryman was a disciplined and responsible editor and devoted years to the near impossible task of producing a definitive text of King Lear. He despised what he saw as the ignorance and incontinence of the Beats and even rebuffed approaches from the Harvard-educated Robert Creeley. His early worship of Yeats inculcated a concept of poetry at the opposite end of the spectrum from that of, say, Allen Ginsberg, whose mantra was 'First thought, best thought.' However wayward and eccentric The Dream Songs can seem, Berryman often emphasised, as Yeats had done in poems such as 'Adam's Curse', the craftsmanship involved in their creation: 'I perfect my metres,' he boasted in a Dream Song written during his time in Dublin (1966-67), 'until no mosquito can get through.'
His most famous Dream Song is number 29, a poem Vendler compares to 'the religious lyrics of grief and guilt written by Herbert and Hopkins'. But she points to a salient difference: Berryman has 'no sin to confess, and no way to make amends'. Here is the poem in its entirety:
There sat down, once, a thing on Henry's heart
so heavy, if he had a hundred years
& more, & weeping, sleepless, in all them time
Henry could not make good.
Starts again always in Henry's ears
the little cough somewhere, an odour, a chime.
And there is another thing he has in mind
like a grave Sienese face a thousand years
would fail to blur the still profiled reproach of. Ghastly,
with open eyes, he attends, blind.
All the bells say: too late. This is not for tears;
thinking.
But never did Henry, as he thought he did,
end anyone and hacks her body up
and hide the pieces, where they may be found.
He knows: he went over everyone, & nobody's missing.
Often he reckons, in the dawn, them up.
Nobody is ever missing.

The 'irreversible loss' Henry has suffered (to quote from Berryman's prefatory note to The Dream Songs) is here experienced in both minor and major keys - at once as insignificant as a cough and as disturbing as the crazed dismemberments of a serial killer. The poem presents the psychopathology of everyday life in action, but exhibits little faith that the underlying malaise will be eased either by the poet's noticing its triggers or by articulating the lurid fantasies that ensue. The Henry of the final stanza is a descendant of Eliot's psychotic Sweeney, who declares: 'Any man has to, needs to, wants to/Once in a lifetime, do a girl in.'
In his elegy for Berryman, Lowell harks back to the early years of their friendship, to the munificent fellowships showered on them during their poetic development and to their 'galaxy of grands maitres'. It was during his time studying at Cambridge - the first of many academic scholarships and research grants - that he engineered a meeting with his most admired predecessor. Initially he planned to call unannounced on Yeats in Dublin, and in April 1937 crossed the Irish Sea by night boat from Liverpool, only to discover that Yeats was in London. Berryman had to make do with visiting the Cuala Press, where he was introduced to one of Yeats's sisters, and an exchange, after attending a play at the Peacock Theatre, with Yeats's daughter, Anne, who failed to live up to the fantasy of her that 'A Prayer for My Daughter' had fostered. Learning of Berryman's failed pilgrimage, Yeats offered to meet his acolyte for tea at the Athenaeum, which he had recently joined, an event commemorated in Henry-speak in Dream Song 215:
Took Henry tea down at the Athenaeum with Yeats
and offered the master a fag, the which he took,
accepting too a light
to Henry's lasting honour. Time abates.
Humourless, grand, by the great fire for a look
he set out his death in twilight.

In Only Sing, McCrae includes a draft of another Dream Song inspired by this encounter, which again surreptitiously figures Berryman's lighting of Yeats's cigarette as a symbolic passing of the torch: 'Yes, yes, I offered him a cigarette, -/to my amazed awe he accepted it,/and waited for a light.' But while the published Dream Song is content to mock the excitement Berryman felt at finally meeting his hero by introducing a one-line Holden Caulfieldism ('The goddamned scones came hot'), in the rejected poem he is more frank about his desire to cut Yeats down to size, to demonstrate that he now realises meeting the 'ruinous,/muttering', ageing Irishman in his London club was not such a big deal:
Hours none ever down your rushing life
(for I saw that) will rise & sing like this
of mortal Yeats's voice
(though I thought him immortal). Wrong in all!
Many's the better hour, more the worse,
have come & done on my bed.

Put-downs of the preceding poetic generation figure throughout The Dream Songs. In his tribute to Wallace Stevens (number 219), Berryman can't help issuing what he calls a 'counter-mutter':
What was it missing, then, at the man's heart
so that he does not wound? It is our kind
to wound, as well as utter
a fact of happy world.

These lines suggest that Stevens's poetry is unmoving: 'something ... something ... not there in his flourishing art'. The song's final line is a classic instance of 'Well, I like so-and-so, but ...': 'better than us; less wide'. The opening lines of his elegy for Robert Frost are equally keen to avoid hagiography: 'His malice was a pimple down his good/big face, with its sly eyes.'
The best of the previously unpublished poems that McCrae has extracted from Berryman's archive is about a fellow alcoholic, Louis MacNeice, whose death is commemorated in Dream Song 267. 'Professional drinkers both,' he reflects in this second elegy for MacNeice, 'we rioted all one summer.' The punchline is an in-joke for boozers: the pair drink so much on a night out in London that they become separated and Berryman has to call up his English ex-fiancee to help him work out where he is. Worried, she then telephones MacNeice, who has made it back home. 'Is he tiddly?' she asks of Berryman. The term makes MacNeice crack up.
The Dream Songs are best enjoyed as a collage of vignettes and anecdotes, a series of cartoons, and indeed the framing device of Mr Bones and Tambo prompts us to think of Henry as a stand-up comic, some of whose material soars, while other riffs bomb. Figuring them as a great American epic, as McCrae does in his introduction, seems to me a 'stretcher', to use a word often deployed by Huck Finn, who has much in common with Henry. The sequence is more a picaresque psychodrama, whose highlights are its inset elegies. The deaths of fellow poets occasion many of Henry's most memorable efforts. 'I'm cross,' he exclaims in number 153,
with god who has wrecked this generation.
First he seized Ted [Theodore Roethke], then Richard [R.P. Blackmur], Randall [Jarrell], and now Delmore [Schwartz].
In between he gorged on Sylvia Plath.
That was a first rate haul. He left alive
fools I could number like a kitchen knife
but Lowell he did not touch.

That kitchen knife is as hallucinated as the dagger that leads Macbeth to Duncan; and if his analyst had asked if he hoped it might marshal him the way of the seemingly untouchable Lowell, how might Berryman have replied?
The aggression the poems display is never far removed from self-harm: 'myself I hurt. Then I mend,' one of McCrae's discoveries concludes. The opening lines of the poem encapsulate the fantastical mixture of violence and defiance that characterises so many of the Dream Songs: 'In the living-room of slaughtered children's beasts, Henry/sat alert like a squirrel & chittered & bragged.' Less killable, more dangerous beasts appear, however, and prove impossible to chitter over or brag about: 'Foul animals,' the poem's third sestet begins, 'follow me gristly & askew.' For all the love and fame The Dream Songs brought him, those foul animals kept right on Berryman's trail.
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At the NPG
Portraits of Marilyn
Andrew O'Hagan
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One day in  1982, when I was fourteen years old, I went to the Mitchell Library in Glasgow to look at old newspapers. The room was empty. I checked the indexes and tried to locate a copy of an American paper from twenty years before, 6 August 1962, two days after Marilyn Monroe died in Los Angeles. My parents' marriage had ended brutally in 1981, I wanted to get my life together and I had begun to over-invest in the idea of this beautiful woman, a person abandoned by her parents who went on to invent herself. Now I can see that her movie star image was a sort of objective correlative, a source of light, and there was something obsessive-compulsive in my sense of her perfection. So, when eventually I landed the front page - 'Marilyn Monroe Found Dead' - I suffered the one and only panic attack I've ever had. Something was too real. I couldn't breathe and went to the nearest bathroom cubicle and lay down on the floor.
Forty-odd years later, I can still tell, at a glance, which year or film or occasion gave rise to a particular photograph. I try to leave Marilyn behind, because the edge of darkness around her can still affect me, but after a while she is there again, as indelible and as light-giving as the star we want her to be. I say 'we', because I've long since given up on the notion that my relationship with Marilyn is in any way special. I wrote a novel about her, or about her dog, but just as Marilyn kept running into 'people's unconscious', a great many of us keep running into her presence and her absence, asking for news of mortality. Her image, after Warhol, is still encoded with a vulnerability we instantly recognise, which makes us want to save her or explain her all over again. The real Marilyn has been dust for a long time, but her image has only grown stronger, as if flesh and blood were the illusion all along.
'People had a habit of looking at me as if I were some kind of mirror instead of a person,' Marilyn said, a half-century before social media. From room to room at the National Portrait Gallery show (until 6 September), and from one photographer to another, we zero in on her manifest stardom while looking for signs of the person who is really behind the effort, imagining it might be us. She loved photographers and made friends with a number of them - Andre de Dienes, Sam Shaw, Milton Greene - but there was little doubt among any of them that Marilyn was a self-portraitist working in collaboration. When the compositional duties fall to a painter, the result is often stunning but bereft: Marilyn isn't there. Willem de Kooning's 1954 oil on canvas, with its swooshes of yellow, is in the show, but the soul of the actress is missing from the portrait because the medium isn't hers. In one of Bruno Bernard's promotional stills for the 1953 film Niagara, Marilyn literally forms the image. It is her creation in a way that none of the oils or montages ever was. She had a sense of where the light would fall and how the fantasy would be instilled. Even in her famous nude calendar shot, shown here, you see a young woman mastering her force. She was soon part of the studio system, but the system at work in these portraits is her nervous one.
In that sense, the greatest sequences in this show demonstrate Marilyn as a new kind of subject and a new kind of artist, fully alive to the process. The one that stands out for me is by Gene Korman, a publicity still from around the time of Gentlemen Prefer Blondes (above). This is the kind of shot that could easily be mistaken for cheesecake - the plunging gold lame dress caused Joan Crawford to reach for the smelling salts - but it's actually one of the last great movie star portraits of Hollywood's golden era. It could be Garbo or Jean Harlow, but because it's Marilyn, a postwar sense of ease about sex radiates from the picture. People might be turned on by the portrait, but she is turned on, too: her red lips parted, her eyes half shut, the gloss of her platinum hair, the dress gold against black, all of it working together to create a mutually assertive vision of desire. Marilyn's characters could be giggly, they could play dumb, but there's nothing dumb about her here. This is an image of a 20th-century woman in control of the means of production, with flashbulb intelligence, projecting control over the audience's idea of her.
The Cecil Beaton portraits I find a little cluttered. Too much texture around Marilyn always takes away from her (she is too much texture herself). But one of his, showing her clutching a carnation to her breast and relaxing her gaze, was among Marilyn's own favourites and it shows her experimenting with more natural ways of distilling herself. This was around the time she was attending the Actors Studio in New York, and just as you can see the effect of that study on her films (Bus Stop, The Prince and the Showgirl), you can see it in the portraits. With Sam Shaw at the beach in Amagansett, she looks pensive, sometimes worried, allowing the camera to see her uncertainty. The greatest of the portraits from this period, and one of the best in the show, was taken by Richard Avedon. Sometimes called 'Sad Marilyn' and claimed as a candid shot between more posed ones, I don't believe it is anything but a piece of method acting by Marilyn. She is caught in thought, but very deliberately, as if the mind's construction could swiftly show in the face. She could do that most delicately, which is the reason she was a better actor than most of those around her. Laurence Olivier, hamming it up in The Prince and the Showgirl, didn't notice she was acting him off the screen, not realising that she understood much more about the camera than he did. As director on the film, he earned her hatred by commanding that she 'Be sexy!' She thought he was an idiot, but that production, shot in Britain, gave rise to one of the greatest portraits of her, taken by the film's cinematographer Jack Cardiff, capturing her as a blurred, diaphanous heroine out of Renoir. When you see it here, you think: she painted this.
I have an autograph of Marilyn and Arthur Miller. They signed it to somebody outside a theatre, I guess, perhaps on that trip to London. 'Marilyn Monroe Miller'. It has the vitality that autographs have - a living person made this mark - and when I glance up at it from my desk of an afternoon I feel glad to have known her, even though I never met her and everyone has a claim of their own. The low points in the show come when journalism robs her of her power, as when Anthony Summers, a conspiracy theorist, decided to print a picture of her on the mortuary slab in his book Goddess. Bleak reality will have its role in any account of a life in portraits, but the thing about the slab pictures, or paintings based on them, or Peter Blake's collage which included her corpse, is that the intelligence that made her a star of her own formation is missing. On a good day, what Marilyn brings is a sense of aliveness that time can't touch.
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Relatable as a Jellyfish
John Lahr

3649 wordsThose  who were born in the US in the early 1940s, as I was, came of age in the most buoyant period of the 20th century. In the years between 1945 and 1960, personal income almost tripled. Philip Roth called it the greatest moment of 'collective inebriation in American history'. After the Great Depression and two world wars, the middle classes were beginning to live America's dream of prosperity; the less fortunate didn't yet seem to be spoiling the charm of abundance.
Television was the totem of plenty: it cast a new spell of contentment over the land. In 1950, 9 per cent of Americans owned a television and were spending more than four hours a day in front of it; by 1960, 90 per cent of Americans owned a TV and were watching it for more than five hours a day. That year too, 'boob tube' entered American slang as a synonym for TV. By then, the republic was more or less spellbound.
The man who coined the term 'TV', a car salesman turned inventor called Earl 'Madman' Muntz, was a friend of my father's. Dad had invested in Muntz TV, the first streamlined seventeen-tube low-cost black and white model, which Muntz began selling in 1947. In 1950 my sister, Jane, and I visited Muntz at home in Beverly Hills and encountered for the only time in our lives a TV at the bottom of a swimming pool. The controls were at the pool's edge. You chose your channel, dived into the aquamarine water and swam to your show. In goggles, snorkels and flippers we eddied at the deep end watching I Love Lucy.
Dad, who was generally considered the king of Broadway comedy, had only the year before replaced Sid Caesar, the new king of TV comedy, in the national tour of the revue Make Mine Manhattan. Back then, the radio comedian Fred Allen joked, television was called 'a medium because anything well done is rare'. Although Allen excepted Caesar, he was on the money about TV and the blandness of the America it reflected back to its distracted viewers. Joke-blowers filled the ozone: Milton Berle, George Gobel, Donald O'Connor, Jack Carter, Ernie Kovacs, Red Skelton. In this soporific landscape, Caesar's brand of intelligent laughter - satirical, sketch-driven, character-based, artful - stood out like a good deed in a naughty world. It was 'like seeing a new country', Neil Simon said; he was part of Caesar's legendary writing room before he became Broadway's most successful comic playwright. 'All other comics were basically doing situations with farcical characters. Caesar was doing life.'
In previous decades, comedians had made their names and cultivated an audience primarily by travelling the country on vaudeville circuits with a single well-turned act. They worked up a routine, tweaked it for success and, like all entrepreneurs, followed the laws of profit and repeated it. Television changed show business. Instead of the performer pursuing an audience, the audience now came to the performer. Television networks existed to sell that audience to advertisers. Caesar was the first star spawned by TV. Thanks to its reach and intimacy, he was able to achieve in a few years both a gigantic following and dazzling paydays. Between 1950 and 1954, doing 39 shows a season, his salary jumped from $5000 to $25,000 a week (about $300,000 today). At the height of his popularity in the mid-1950s, each ninety-minute episode of Your Show of Shows (1950-54) or the hour-long Caesar's Hour (1954-57) was watched by some fifty or sixty million viewers. His first show, Admiral Broadway Revue (1949), was so popular that in the course of a few months its sponsor, the Admiral television company, went from producing around a hundred TV sets a week to five thousand a day. In order to meet the expanding demand, Admiral decided to focus on 'production rather than programming' and the show was cancelled. 'We're being dropped because the show was too good?' Caesar asked the head of the company in bewilderment.
In the first flush of his fame, Caesar was often compared to Charlie Chaplin. This seems a far-fetched, even ludicrous claim now. One crucial difference between them is that Chaplin owned his own studio and controlled what he made. In TV's new mass market, the product dictated the comedy. Anything controversial, ambiguous or unsettling was monitored and censored by the sponsors: sexual content was almost entirely forbidden (even the word 'pregnant' was banned); kissing was timed and limited; no mention was made of politics, religion or homosexuality. In one of Caesar's pantomimes for Admiral Broadway Revue, the company objected to a sketch in which he moved furniture around a living room to make room for an ungainly TV console. 'You can't do that,' the executive said. 'You're making fun of television.'
Caesar claimed that network censorship made him and his writers more creative, which is as may be; what's certain is that it defanged American comedy and completely eliminated the phallic fun of an earlier era's low-comic hijinks. Harpo's horn, Chaplin's cane, W.C. Fields's walking stick, Groucho's cigar - the accoutrements of aggression with which each zanni prodded and goosed the world they contended with - had no place in the beige bourgeois universe of the small screen. The recognisable replaced the wonderful, the ordinary the extraordinary. The great clowns of earlier decades had capered against a cruel, intractable, dangerous world. The comedy of Caesar's writers' room was pitched at an internal one. Instead of exploiting the surreal body, TV constricted it, turning comedians into talking heads whose routines were called 'stand-up', the term itself an indication of the way dynamism had been drained from performance. 'This was probably the first generation of writers ever to be psychoanalysed ... they knew more about relationships than anybody had ever brought before to the art of television comedy,' Larry Gelbart, one of the star alumni of Caesar's comic academy, said. 'When I say "urbane", between us we read every book ... saw every movie ... saw every play on Broadway. You could make jokes about Kafka.' (How did that go, I wonder?)
'Maybe the most important thing I did on the show was to sit with and preside over that group of geniuses,' Caesar wrote in his autobiography Caesar's Hours (2003). 'We wrote together note by note, page by page ... I would try it on for them. I had to feel good about each sketch because I was the one who had to perform it.' This bespoke material worked well for Caesar, but not always for his bumptious collaborators, some of whom took out an ad in Variety to vent about Caesar's vaunted improvisational genius. 'You mean the show is not AD LIB?' 'No, it's written by MEL TONKIN LUCILLE KALLEN MEL BROOKS.' Over the years, the rowdy writers' room also included Simon, Gelbart, Carl Reiner, Michael Stewart, Joseph Stein and Woody Allen. Tonkin, who was head writer on all Caesar's shows in the 1950s, said that 'no other comedian needed material to open his mouth as much as he did, being an uneducated lout.'
The writers' room was a storytelling laboratory. For the writers, the sketches were five-finger exercises for later, more ambitious work of their own. Caesar was a stranger to himself - 'He didn't know who Sid Caesar was' (Reiner); 'Sid's personality could be described as "non-existent"' (Gelbart) - but comedy gave his emptiness a meaning. Becoming the characters was at once his liberation and his salvation, 'something else to hide behind', he said: 'It's an absolute tonic. It's like stepping into air.' He thought of the writers as 'violins' and called them his 'praetorian guard'. They, in turn, saw Caesar as the unlikely Stradivarius who gave an extra dimension to their comic music. To Gelbart, 'his gift to those of us who gathered in that room was to offer us the challenge of discovering who we were - or who we might possibly become - as writers.'
The art of the comedian is perishable. Caesar's precipitous rise and fall is a case in point. In When Caesar Was King, David Margolick's admirable mission is to remind the reader of Caesar's clout and to bring him back into the cultural discussion. To that end, he has thrown a wide net over the shows and the people who made them, although he doesn't know quite what to make of all the varied stuff he's dredged up. He has quotes from every TV critic, gossip columnist and newspaper, and testimonials from tummlers of note from Lenny Bruce to Larry David. If Mark Twain were alive, I'm sure he would have worked him in too. Margolick renders to Caesar what belongs to Caesar, but also what doesn't, hitching the wagon of Caesar's reputation to the prestige of his writers' mature accomplishments: 'Not just The Dick Van Dyke Show, but The Andy Griffith Show, M*A*S*H and All in the Family; Bananas and Annie Hall, Blazing Saddles, Fiddler on the Roof, The Odd Couple, Hello, Dolly! - all were written by people who wrote for Caesar first.'
Caesar and his writers had the Herculean task of churning out six comedy sketches a week, 39 weeks a year, an exhausting mind-meld which Caesar called 'a combination of euphoria and terror'. 'I look back on The Show of Shows + wonder how you + I existed in the midst of this male, mad with power atmosphere,' Imogene Coca, Caesar's gamine co-star, wrote to Kallen. 'We all had success - we all made more money than we'd ever made - did it have to be that agonising?' Caesar saw that agony as energy, 'a cyclotron'. From Monday to Saturday, when the show aired, the writers were submerged in the force field of their collaboration; Sunday was for real life. 'We had nothing prepared for the next week. I mean that. We'd come in at about ten in the morning,' he explained to David Letterman in 1982. 'We used to sit there and we'd say: "Did you go anywhere? Have any of you even been anywhere?" We had no social life. We used to work from ten to six to two-three in the morning.'
Margolick's argument hinges on its subtitle: 'How Sid Caesar Reinvented American Comedy'. If that statement is true, then gallstones are jewellery. Caesar and his talented crew of Merry Andrews memorialised their collaboration in the film My Favourite Year (1982), produced by Brooks, and in Simon's Broadway play Laughter on the 23rd Floor (1993). But however iconic the writers' room has become in the public's imagination, Caesar and his team didn't reinvent much of anything. They repackaged for the small screen the tropes of parody, sketch, pantomime and song which had always been the staple of the Broadway revue. As Caesar said to Letterman, 'We compared ourselves to Broadway. We tried to emulate it.' Broadway's template was even ballyhooed in the Admiral Broadway Revue, whose pitch was 'trying to bring Broadway into your home'. Are Caesar's opera spoofs funnier than Betty Comden and Adolph Green's 'Catch Our Act at the Met' from Two on the Aisle, or more trenchant than Yip Harburg and Harold Arlen's lampoon of the 'Song of the Woodsman' from The Show Is On? Or are the confusions of wordplay giddier than Abbott and Costello's 'Who's on First'? Not by a long chalk. Even Caesar's trademark double-talk - he could riff in the sound of innumerable languages, including Chinese - didn't originate with him but had been a staple of Broadway folderol since the brothers Willie and Eugene Howard imported it from vaudeville into a series of George White's Scandals, one of the most popular American revues of the 1920s and 1930s.
In recounting the way the TV shows were put together, Margolick is clear, sometimes even vivid. But he's confused about the nature of comedy and therefore about Caesar himself. Caesar was a lost soul. 'The only man Sid ever had trouble being - the one character that eluded him for years - was Sid himself,' Gelbart said. When he was inhabiting a character and speaking scripted dialogue, he had both direction and personality. Offstage, as even his loyal, inspired straight man Reiner observed, Caesar was 'short-changed on charm'. Brooks's first wife, Florence, who didn't invite him to their wedding, said: 'Without a character to play, he was sort of blah - as relatable as a jellyfish.'
Words were not Caesar's language. He was, according to Simon, 'extremely smart but completely inarticulate'. He is reputed not to have spoken until the age of three. 'Comedy comes from animosity and frustration,' Caesar said. 'You want to get back at something, but you're afraid to do it in a big way because it'll get you in trouble.' Margolick does not think psychologically. He glosses over Caesar's early refusal to speak as 'introversion' rather than as an attack on his first audience: his overworked, unavailable and unhappy parents. 'I grew up angry. I kept quiet because I didn't know what might happen if I let loose,' he said.
Born in 1922, the fourth son - 'the make-up child', he called himself - to Max and Ida, who ran a series of all-night luncheonettes and rooming houses until Max filed for bankruptcy in 1935, Caesar felt trapped in his confounding, fractious home. 'It was like being in solitary at Sing Sing,' he said. 'I was always running away. I guess I'm still running away ... You know, something happens in your life and you want to get even.' The mother's all-defining gaze was never on him. 'The first lesson I learned at my mother's knee was to stay out of the way of her flying feet, or I'd get a belt from my father's hand.' He wasn't just unseen by his mother, he was judged valueless. 'You're not worth the nickel I'm going to give you,' he remembered her saying. Caesar's central childhood memory is one of desertion, of his father putting him on a train aged four with a sign around his neck saying ASBURY PARK, where his maternal grandparents lived and where his mother had retreated after a marital fracas. He arrived in New Jersey just in time to glimpse his mother on the opposite platform aboard a train bound for New York. 'If my mother and father had beaten me with baseball bats,' he said, 'they couldn't have hurt me half as much.' The silence that kept his rage under wraps extended to grade school, where he was nicknamed 'Silent Sidney' and assigned to a class for impaired children. He graduated at sixteen from Yonkers High School in 1939, and by then he'd learned to play the saxophone, which spoke his moods for him. 'The Depression had taken an emotional toll on my father. I wasn't bringing enough money into the house and they couldn't afford to keep me.' He left home to try to join the musician's union. 'I didn't even have ten cents in my pocket.'
In the elegiac flourish of the biography's last pages, Margolick describes the dispersal of Caesar's worldly goods as they went under the hammer at Julien's Auction House to the Stars in 2015: Caesar's massive gun collection, his gold chains, his furniture. He singles out lot 461, a Selmer 'Cigar Cutter' dated to 1932, described as 'a rusty saxophone accompanied by a hard-shell case in a travel bag'. In the final paragraph, he asks: 'Why had Caesar held on to it?' Margolick has amassed the historical facts but missed the point. The saxophone marks the moment in Caesar's life when he was properly born. 'What the music did for me was not only train me as a musician, but also allow me to think creatively. You could ad lib and be very creative as long as you stayed within the chord structure,' he wrote. 'Comedy is music. It has a rhythm and a melody. It elicits passion, joy and melancholy. And if you listen to it, you can hear a beat.' If you want to get the feel of the real Sid Caesar, watch him on YouTube playing the saxophone with Benny Goodman on the clarinet and Gene Krupa providing the backbeat. Caesar is briefly at home in himself: alive, swift, going with the big band's flow. He's beyond sorrow and words. He's making a beautiful noise in the world. 'Comedy and music have much in common and I often sought to combine the two,' he wrote.
Some  of Caesar's old routines on kinescope have found their way online. Readers can judge for themselves; to my eye, only a handful pass the test of time. Most seem overwritten, too broad, too slow. When they are good, however, they are tasty amuse-bouches. Caesar's tatterdemalion Viennese Professor, an authority on everything and nothing, is a throwback to the old 'Dutch' burlesque shtick and the precursor of the immortal Reiner-Brooks routine 'The Two-Thousand-Year-Old Man' ('Joan of Arc? I dated her.') 'What's the biggest problem in space today?' Reiner asks Ludwig von Spacebrain, an expert on jet propulsion. 'I would say closet space,' the professor replies. 'The Three Haircuts' - Caesar, Reiner and Howie Morris, with big hair and big banality - belt out 'You Are So Rare to Me' (the piquant rock piss-take sold more than 100,000 records). And for sheer zaniness, the send-up of the mawkish This Is Your Life, with Caesar's reluctant nobody discovered in the audience and deciding on impulse to bolt away up the aisle, is choice comedy jazz.
Many of Caesar's sketches start well but don't build to a boffo finish. The same was true of his career. By 1958 his comic star was fizzling out. On TV he was being challenged in the ratings by the accordion-playing bandleader Lawrence Welk, who liked to say: 'I play the kind of music mother likes.' Caesar sent up Welk variously as 'Lonnie Bilk' and 'Ricky Tick'. 'Hi there, nice Americans,' Tick says in one spoof, promising 'another programme of toe-tapping, tip-tapping, toe-tipping, tap-topping, toe-tipping tempo tunes'. TV turned America into a chucklehead nation. Caesar could parody Welk's mediocrity, but he couldn't beat it.
The medium that had made Caesar a household name dismissed him almost overnight. At the height of his popularity in the mid-1950s, Caesar had a 62 per cent audience share; by 1957, it had dropped to 26 per cent. Of the 130 shows on NBC, Caesar's Hour was 94th. He had become too familiar a face; Caesar's Hour was cancelled. Although he made a couple of hapless attempts at resuscitating his TV career, by 1960, at the age of 38, his comic ride was over. At a certain speed, all things disintegrate. For twenty years, Caesar disappeared into drugs and drink. 'It was like the earth opened up and swallowed me,' he said. 'I had nothing to fall back on.' He was a victim of TV's impermanence. He lost funny, and with it his claim on the nation's imagination. 'Mel, what happened?' he asked Brooks in 1981, when Brooks gave him a bit part in History of the World: Part 1. 'Who was I, what did I do? Tell me what happened.'
'I did not get to see my kids grow up,' Caesar said. 'I did not get to make peace with them until much later on.' The talking cure he underwent to free himself from his alcoholism, drug addiction and chronic depression was not psychoanalysis but self-analysis. Almost every day from 1979 to 1999 he talked into a tape recorder, which is the equivalent of arraigning yourself in your own court and getting off on good behaviour. 'You can't lie to yourself,' he said, with a straight face.
By then, pickled in marijuana, Caesar had evolved from 'an aggressive, almost neo-fascist type American', according to his son, Rick, into 'a delayed flower child'. When he couldn't take his comedy on the road, he took his recovery, which itself sounded like Caesar double-talk. 'There's a now, a was, and a gonna be. Now is now, and after now is a was. And what comes after is gonna be ... It's gonna happen as soon as the now is over.' 'Sid has found a Happy Pill ... I found myself wishing for the old really lousy Sid,' Coca wrote to Kallen. 'This new "I love - I love" Sid is even more self-involved than the Scrooge Sid.'
Caesar outlived his fame and the shift in the tastes of the American public, who were experiencing social ructions which required stronger comic medicine. Mike Nichols and Elaine May, Richard Pryor, Lenny Bruce, Mort Sahl, Woody Allen and Bill Hicks, each in their own acerbic way, aspired to disenchant the republic of its illusions where Caesar had wanted merely to tickle the nation to death. To the old guard, Caesar would always be a genius; to the next generation of more worldly, better-educated TV funny men, he was a sidebar. 'They have PhDs, so they know what's funny,' Caesar complained. 'They graduated with doctorates of philosophy on humour, magna cum louder, louder and louder.' Caesar smiled with cold teeth at the accomplishments of the graduates from his comic academy. To Brooks, the loud-mouthed tummler Caesar had once paid $40 a week out of his own pocket to deliver 'the unexpected' for his TV revues and who was now responsible for the Broadway mega-hit The Producers, he said: 'So, you went from me to Hitler.' To Woody Allen, he offered: 'Funny that I'm going to be a footnote in your life story.' Margolick's biography excavates the story of Caesar's forgotten heroics, but Caesar himself, in all his delirium and delight, remains a ghostly remnant.
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Polymers are everywhere
Philippa Conlon

1635 wordsThe world  is often just about to end in Sarah Hall's fiction. In The Carhullan Army (2007), England is in a state of political and ecological collapse. 'You don't believe the world can really be broken or that anything terrible will happen during your lifetime,' the narrator reflects. But the unimaginable soon begins to feel inevitable: 'You just know when the world is about to break apart. I think you just know it, don't you?' In Burntcoat (2021), a plague narrative written during the Covid pandemic, the main character, Edith, rebukes herself for her lack of foresight: 'We live temporally, deluded. Not here, not us. Of all people, I should have known better.' Hall told an interviewer at the time that she has a bookshelf devoted to 'government contingency planning, disaster mapping and management'.
Hall's characters like to weigh up the benefits of resistance. In her short story 'Then Later, His Ghost' (2014), a ferocious wind that had been 'kept in check by the old Gulf Stream' is set loose by climate change to ransack towns and whisk the sea into surging waves. To surrender to resignation, the narrator knows, 'would be the beginning of the end', and yet the appeal of 'crawling into a calm little shelter' is hard to shake. The protagonist of Hall's latest book is the wind itself. Helm, the only named wind in the British Isles, blows through Cumbria's Eden Valley, where Hall was raised and where much of her writing, including The Carhullan Army, is set. The novel opens 'in the beginning' when 'there was no Helm.' Its origins - when Helm was 'brewed' or 'conjured' or 'conceived' - are unclear. The wind whizzes through the 'billennia', witnessing waves of 'mass extinction' and, eventually, the arrival of humans. These 'up-monkeys' intrigue Helm, who watches them scavenging, 'skirmishing', 'reproducing' and 'carking it'. Like the wind in 'Then Later, His Ghost', Helm is now threatened by climate change. It's 'the surprise disease on the routine tests'.
Anthropomorphism is familiar territory for Hall. In 'Mrs Fox' (2013), for which she won her first BBC National Short Story Award (she is the only writer to have won it twice), a woman becomes a vixen. In an interview Hall recalled trying to make the metamorphosis seem believable: 'At what moment does human bone become fox bone? How?' The surreal sets in slowly: first 'something is wrong with her face', then her lashes thicken, her teeth shrink and her bones are recarved, until eventually 'all vestiges' of the human are shed. We suspend our disbelief by degrees until we're eye-to-eye with a fox. In Helm Hall is less cautious. The wind's 'coming of age' is rapid and the 'existential dilemma of who/what/why' happens in an unsettling rush: 'Helm enjoys the feeling, of agency, of urgency, so plays with Helmself to arouse the feeling: desire for great, wreaking, havoc-making release, surging from a sky-orifice, down the mountain and - yes, yes, oh yes, there's Helm.'
There are other - human - voices in the narrative, as a procession of characters engage with Helm over the millennia. They range from the Neolithic to the Victorian, from a medieval priest to a 1950s schoolgirl and a modern-day climate scientist. In the earliest of the subplots a young girl called NaNay sets out to prove to her tribe that she is a seer: taking on Helm is a way of testing the power of her visions and prophecies. Later characters attempt to subjugate or domesticate the wind. Helm took Hall twenty years to write. She seems to have stockpiled characters along the way, and is now keen to deploy them all in one go. In their respective chapters, they emerge with a remarkable array of foibles, histories and contradictions. There's Michael Lang, the Dark Age wizard priest, tasked with exorcising the valley of its 'aerial sovereign'. He condemns in others a susceptibility to sin ('All are weak vessels waiting to be filled'). He also finds his own vulnerability 'intoxicating' and, when his slave washes him, the 'reversal of control arousing'. There's Dr Selima Sutar, a 'cloud pollution' scientist stationed in a remote observation hut, who thinks about cigarettes as much as about end times and 'airborne polymers'. She enjoys the 'cool carpe diem of secret transgression'. Her smoking is all the more subversive, it turns out, because her father treated patients with emphysema. Even Thomas Bodger, a hapless 19th-century scientist who has promised the newly chartered Royal Meteorological Society 'an answer to Helm's mysteries', has hidden depths. His wife is ill, and in her absence he develops a chaste crush on her standoffish cousin, whose alcoholic husband dies in mysterious circumstances.
Some of these subplots are revisited sporadically as the novel progresses; others (like a vignette about an adventurous couple in a hot air balloon) stand alone. Occasionally the episodes have the elliptical promise of Hall's short stories, but more often they seem incidental. Human drama shrinks to the frantic, fervent misadventures of 'soap opera', what Helm calls 'the exceptional theatre down there, where the actors love and despise each other, help and betray each other, break whatever they've made'.
Helm has a predecessor in Richard Powers's The Overstory (2018), another polyphonic work of ecofiction that spans generations and distorts chronologies. In The Overstory, it's trees that are at risk. Patricia Westerford, a dendrologist, discovers that they share 'a common ancestor' with humans and can signal to other trees in 'elaborate vocabularies'. Her findings are initially dismissed. She retreats to the forests, where - high on Thoreau and the righteousness of her cause - she gives thanks to the trees: 'Thank you for the baskets and the boxes. Thank you for the capes and hats and skirts. Thank you for the cradles.' When she's later called on as an expert witness in a hearing about logging on federal land, her research spills out in a homily on the 'tied-together' lives of humans and nature. 'It could be the eternal project of mankind,' she declares to a circumspect courtroom, 'to learn what forests have figured out.' But The Overstory also has a more disturbing take on this 'project': activists become arsonists and Patricia considers killing herself on stage during a speech to set an example of the 'single best thing a person can do for the world'. Hall is less interested than Powers in the practicalities of environmental resistance, but she goes further in exploring what the voice of a natural phenomenon might sound like, and what it is that we can learn from it. The kind of prosopopoeia she attempts is difficult to sustain, however; Helm's voice becomes wearing and often cracks.
Like The Overstory (and much ecofiction), Helm is keen to show us the error of our ways. Selima's research into microplastics has belatedly become 'mainstream news'. The polymers are already everywhere: 'In the water, the soil, in fish and vegetables, her teabag. In the bloodstream, the testes, perhaps even the brain.' Even so, Selima's detractors, the 'Endtrepreneurs', incensed by her appearance on the Today programme, send anonymous messages 'about the few and the many' in the apocalypse 'and something about Babylon'. The messages are laughable at first, then sinister. As Selima notes, 'anthropocene destruction and eschatology' are 'not dissimilar'. The Endtrepreneurs bombard Selima with cryptic threats while she studies 'real-world problems', the way 'heat, radiation, pollution' will 'fuck up all the norms in this little kingdom'. The question is which will come for her first - the Endtrepreneurs or environmental catastrophe?
What's unusual is the optimism Hall maintains. In a recent essay for the Guardian, she claimed that, in the process of writing Helm, she had come to think it was the writer's responsibility to 'imagine ways up and out of doom scenarios instead of just describing the conflict within them'. Something of this new-found positivity seeps into the later parts of the novel. People are suddenly swept off their feet by Helm or overawed by its presence. When Janni, the 1950s schoolgirl, returns sedated from a psychiatric hospital, it is Helm that rekindles her emotional life. She is overcome with 'all the lover's sensations': 'Nothing moves and no one denies her and there's no sound other than Janni's mouth kissing and kissing and kissing the air.' A similarly bewildering communion occurs when Jude, a gruff, traumatised policeman turned glider pilot, flies through Helm. He feels like a 'comet' as he soars 'up above the world' and 'away from its hold'. On the page, his thoughts give way to a riot of rapturous dashes:
It is gorgeous, it is -
the opposite -
of what might have been -
if he'd jumped from the bridge and ended -
Hope, love, ecstasy, God, if there is a God, oh God, it is so -

All of this is uncharacteristically sentimental for Hall. But some of her dark, deflating style survives. When Jude relates his ecstatic experience to his wife, she makes him feel 'like a tosser'. Even Selima, the perfect 'rationalist', begins to have hallucinations. One evening she leaves the field station convinced 'the worst scenario is not happening.' But, as the wind gets up, it dawns on her that 'something awful is going to occur, something violent and tragic; it's not possible to stop it, it's never been possible.' Increasingly disorientated, Selima gets lost in an entropic haze. But she remains stoic. 'It will all be funnier in the retelling,' she thinks. 'How a group of New Pagans, dressed in green velvet cloaks, antlers and bird masks found her' alone by the road, 'gave her hot tea and chocolate biscuits in their camper van' and carted her off to the police station to be collected. Whether this unlikely rescue party ever arrives is unclear.
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Diary
A Tradcath Wedding
Patricia Lockwood

3314 wordsRecently  I had an opportunity to check in on the state of American Catholicism. The occasion was a tradcath wedding in St Louis, greyscale city of my teenage years, and the last place I truly believed in demons. I left in 1999, just before my senior year of high school. My friends would celebrate the turn of the millennium without me, but in escaping I also narrowly missed a more tailor-made end of the world.
Usually I try to spot a priest at the airport. 'Nun on the plane!' I shouted this time, as a woman boarded bearing the unmistakable stamp of the calling. What was it? Some combination of short salt-and-pepper hair, a red turtleneck and a heavy medallion. Her lack of makeup was not temporary but lifelong. She nodded her assent and for some reason I saluted her. Belief, or past belief, is a kind of biomarker, like grief or perversion or having studied magic. When you see it in others, you realise you must shine with it yourself.
At the time I was writing a long piece about how gay Willa Cather was (and how she really might have been a man called William). She was a good companion on this journey. She has a seriousness to her; she does not make light of people's lives or the directions their destinies take. People marry, have affairs, get pregnant. 'I wonder if someone in this situation has been trapped,' I mused to my husband, Jason, in the hotel room, pulling a floor-length dress over my head. The wedding invitation had urged us to wear modest clothing because the Eucharist would be present. It was for the Eucharist, then, that I was wrestling a thick anti-intercourse pair of tights up towards my waist. 'I had a lot of imagination and I entrapped you. You should be eternally grateful I didn't give you a weird baby. In almost any other situation you would have ended up with a weird baby.' 'That's true,' he said, neatly tying his Pride trainers, which cause Midwestern women in elevators to first compliment him and then fall hideously silent. 'What would you have preferred?' He paused, but I already knew. 'Mountain-top philosopher who invented a new kind of veganism where the bee told him the secret in the glade.'
In the next room an opera singer began performing scales. I assumed, when I married so young, that I would eventually have a weird baby - albeit one whose eyes were the correct distance apart and whose legs were neither bowed nor knock-kneed. I thought perhaps the baby would have a lovely name and no trouble filling out forms at the dentist and not such a hard time going to the grocery store. In short, I thought procreation might be a chance to smooth out my own wrinkles. That's where everyone gets it wrong. 'Celine Dion had two gamer sons,' as the comedian Chris Fleming put it. 'What chance do you think you stand?'
The site of the wedding was not the Cathedral Basilica across from my high school, but a Gothic Revival structure called the Oratory in a deeper, more economically depressed part of the city. We arrived late to see the bride standing on the steps, her veil stirring in the February wind. We clattered up the stairs, and were soon lost in the Oratory's bowels, our panic increasing every moment. A minute late for a tradcath wedding is an eternity. They will always start on time, as none of the normal Catholic weddings in my family has ever done. By the time we found our way through a side door and snuck into an empty pew, a man known to the congregation as the abbe had already taken possession of the pulpit. He explained that in traditional Latin Rite ceremonies, which were the only real kind, words were delivered at the beginning of the service, and then launched into his mad message.
Since 2005 the Oratory has been in the charge of the Institute of Christ the King Sovereign Priest, a group of guys who are probably as normal as they sound. Still, no matter how often you tell yourself, as the celebrant opens his mouth, that you are in for the ideological ride of a lifetime, you are never really prepared. I have heard my own priest father, at my grandmother's funeral, describe with relish the way people now roll up their relatives in carpets and bury them in the backyard like pets. The pompom on the abbe's hat bobbed with fury. His stridency was undercut by the fact that he sounded exactly like Corky St Clair in Waiting for Guffman. He invoked Google and ChatGPT - so clumsily it seemed he didn't really know what they were - and railed for a long time against international travel, which hardly seemed to be something this congregation regularly indulged in. Who needs to hear this message? Men whose hearts leap for Rome at night in their narrow beds!
He pronounced the word 'nuptial' as noopt-see-all. If that's correct, never tell me. Dishearteningly, but perhaps inevitably, he began to speak of the Great Replacement Theory. 'There are places where the marriage and birth rates are so low that even the secular media, of all people, are beginning to talk about it.' The clear takeaway was that I should sneak out to the bathroom and become impregnated without further delay; only then could he be at ease. 'When people ask me what they can do to help the world' - I cannot imagine anyone ever asking him this - 'I tell them get married, have a family and DON'T BE CRAZY!' At the altar sat a veiled twenty-year-old girl who had met her beloved on Snapchat using the hashtag #bigfamily. She had never known any other kind of language, kind of life. She had hoped to have a mechanical bull at the reception, but none had manifested.
Behind me sat Jeannie, a Eucharistic mystic, and her Cajun ex-seminarian husband, David. (At the reception afterwards, in his lovely honk: 'Best decision I ever made, to leave!') The women's heads were covered. Time had not passed. My younger sister, Mary, walked down the aisle in a sort of black sausage casing, as the wedding photographer captured an iconic image of veiled heads turned to her in unison. Jason, along with his rainbow Pride trainers, was wearing an enormous silver cat medallion that made a mockery of his height, width and Y chromosome. We were their nightmare come to life.
Who goes trad, and why? Is the whole world experiencing a deathbed conversion? 'I don't understand how these people can have taken this turn,' Jason recently observed, having watched the situation from the sidelines for two decades. 'What are they doing? You're kissing a demon on the tip of his penis every minute of the day with insane pleasure and it's total madness.' 'It's a 45-55 split,' I told my father once, 'between the people who look to the future and the people who look to the past.' 'That's true,' he said, always willing to believe a dubious statistic presented in a voice of authority. 'I never thought of it that way before.'
Now the men on the altar began to mill with excited purpose, like cheerleaders before they climb into a pyramid. There were at least twenty of them, and it is nearly impossible to describe the fussiness of their movements, the duration for which they occurred or the pleasure the men seemed to take in producing them. At regular intervals a phalanx of frocked boys would pour out of a side door like athletes at the Super Bowl. 'BOYS ON STAGE!' Jason clapped excitedly. 'BOYS OF EVERY AGE!' Whenever they rang the chimes, which seemed to be every four seconds or so, a toddler screamed 'WOW A BELL!' to the visible displeasure of the celebrants - though isn't the entire point of the ritual that you're supposed to be that awestruck every time?
An unseen fog machine pumped the Cadillac of Incense. It was so thick and blue that God, in the rafters, coughed delicately. The trad addiction to incense, by the way, is the reason my mother no longer attends church regularly. I'm not sure what they think it's accomplishing; if you're pushing it that far, if extremity is its own end, why not go the rest of the way and roast an ox up there? Replace communion wine with pruno. Flavour-blast the body of Christ. Make Jesus, for promotional purposes, go on Hot Ones.
The dance now coalesced around the veneration of an enormous gold book. The men, bent at the waist and making little dives, swoops and dashes towards it, seemed to believe they could get inside and finally rest comfortably. I looked around to give the sign of peace, but that wasn't happening. They are practising a folk religion in that place. In a hundred years it will have a name and not be folk anymore. In the absence of direct supervision, new brotherhoods will form, new sects that pride themselves on a truer or stricter reading of the law; word from a new pope will make its way and commentary will be plain on the faces of the faithful, if you know how to read it. New saints will arise in a new land and be doubted in the old; new Ladies will appear to local children.
In the basement  of the Oratory, the people wanted to dance. The bride liked country music, which her mother - my older sister, Christina - refused to play, so silence reigned until the wedding party returned from taking pictures in Forest Park. At that point, a microphone was set up, and what I can only describe as a wedding toast open mic commenced. As the wedding party ran a little younger than usual, the toasts ran a little longer. The groomsmen told stories about pooping and the bridesmaids cried. In the bathroom, I overheard a woman telling her granddaughter that she had caught a cold from her goats. I emerged to find my sister seated at the DJ station and singing a gold spindling lullaby. My father, still wearing his cassock and perhaps on technical duty, was next to her.
Why don't they make things, I always wonder about my father and my older sister. She buys strings of beads by the hundred and never makes a necklace; he buys electric guitars and just lets them sit. Both of them built recording studios where they never recorded music. It seems perverse. But I suppose things are perfect before they are born. It's coming through the tunnel that makes something handmade.
The codes abound, and you may find you still know them. 'I thought that sermon was very hard,' a woman said to me by the nacho cheese station, as we stirred the cheese to prevent it from forming a skin. We had earlier gone looking for a pen for the advice cards; we shared a tacit understanding of what needed to be done. And something else - in the church basement you are carried immediately into the conversation of life. There is no irony and no such thing as oversharing. She was being treated for stage-four breast cancer and missed sharing a bottle of wine with her husband in the evenings. 'I thought that was hard,' she continued. 'There are people who can't ...' She was holding out her hand. I extended my own in return, and confided that my younger sister had lost a daughter, and that I myself had never been able to have children.
At this mention of infertility, her husband, a short, trim man with a military haircut, got so excited that he saluted me repeatedly. 'You're executing the process! You're executing the process!' he shouted, as I had shouted to the nun on the plane. 'At no point did you refuse. You got to offer a sacrifice that my wife never got the chance to make!' He went on to conjecture that I might have had 'eighteen one-week, two-week miscarriages' who had gone on ahead of me, and whom I would get to meet when I got to Heaven. His wife advanced me a small, meaningful look, but in fact I was delighted. In that moment what I liked was his imagination - which had been strangely furnished, but still. One of the languages you remember how to speak is that of James Tate's Jesus on muleback: 'Hell, I love everybody.' And hadn't he ventured further into strange country than I had? Hadn't he imagined Heaven, and the far more remote possibility that I might go there?
I was asked what it was like to meet Pope Francis, and I described the tall careless heap of art behind him - the way one of us would approach and hand him the fruits of our artistic labour and his right-hand man would dispose of it on a pile. How pleasant, how proportional, how fitting that was. I thought, too, of the many clanging objects, medals and rosaries and milagros and pebbles and super-absorbent tampons with which I loaded my person to be blessed, ironically or otherwise, by his hand. 'Coraggio, Americano!' the pope might have called, as I turned and jangled my way back home.
I thought of the seminarian who shared my father's rectory with us during the months I chronicled in my memoir, Priestdaddy. How would his clear pleasure at speaking Spanish to his Spanish-speaking congregation square with ICE raids? (The story of Juan Diego, told in Death Comes for the Archbishop, is first related in a tract called Huei Tlamahuicoltica and contains a sentence quite as beautiful as anything in Cather: 'You yourself spoke in Nahuatl to a poor Indian and painted yourself in his ayate, thus showing you are not displeased with many languages.') At the bar, I cornered a young recruit in a long cassock - similarly dark, similarly serious - and tortured him with conversation until he admitted that he didn't think French people could be saints. 'Not even Joan of Arc?' I asked, as happy as I was when I learned I was going to meet my miscarriages in Heaven. Emphatic no. I asked if he had ever seen Carl Theodor Dreyer's The Passion, but he demurred; he didn't much like movies. Disappointing. You used to be able to count on these men for an aesthetic sense, at least. I asked him what his favourite was: Air Force One.
Would it be possible for an outsider to imagine this scene? Probably not. Whenever I whacked him on the arm and called him a bitch, he piped up in a playful voice: 'Careful!' 'It's your bedtime,' I observed, noting that we had been in that basement for seven hours. No, he still had to make the rounds. 'Kissing hands and shaking babies', he called it, with some indulgence. 'But you don't care about babies,' I said, surprised. He sensed danger and moved his head in a gesture of neutral assent. 'If a baby were screaming, you wouldn't be the one to go pick it up.' That would be me, like the nacho cheese thing. He backed away slightly, recognising that I had sprung into the alarming rhetorical mode that he considered his domain. I pointed my scary woman finger. 'You're trying to ritualise life on the altar, but life is in the pews.'
What I was saying: I have imagined your life; I have had to imagine it. What he was saying: it would be dangerous for me to imagine yours. Now, with the acuity of an eagle carrying a flask of Smirnoff in its beak, I thought back to the friend he had made fond mention of earlier in the conversation, and suddenly I understood. You have, I think, a particular friend, who is French? So it would seem. Yes.
At long last music had begun to play. On the dance floor, a dozen anonymous infants lurched to and fro. 'Ew,' a groomsman was overheard saying, as one of my nieces stripped down to her nappy - the one who eats avocados through the bag and asked for pasta for Christmas. If you have enough nieces and nephews, you understand that people are just themselves; they come out that way. 'Are we the same?' I asked one of the God's Gang people in attendance, as the babies on the dance floor beat everyone at limbo. Funny that we call it that - though now, of course, it's been abolished. Easier. Just bend back, duck your head under the bar and you're through.
I was dancing with a tattooed goth called Jazzy, who, it transpired, was the mother of one of the children. 'Jazzy, your baby's got rhythm!' I called out, clapping. 'Girl,' she said, 'you already know.' Moments later, I fell flat on my back to Flo Rida's 'Low' but leaped up again so quickly I never dropped the beat; down for the count on 'Apple Bottom jeans', up again in time for 'boots with the fur'. Flo Rida and I, both card-carrying members of the group that looks ahead.
Jason  is usually the one who keeps a level head in these situations, but he finally breaks. It's just too Catholic. The last thing I see him doing before we exit the church basement is take a shot of Kirkland Irish whiskey, aged three years, purchased by my mother at Costco. It's past midnight and we're in a dead-nowhere part of town. I realise as soon as the chill air hits us that Jason is tipsier than I've ever seen him. 'Why are you drunk?' I hiss - more of a philosophical question, and one he might plausibly have put to me more than a thousand times. We are alone, really alone, outside the Oratory; emptiness pealing in its bell and the stillness swaying. I stand shivering at the intersection, propping up my husband, finally grateful for those thick-ass tights that must have so pleased Jesus.
One thing about men: they will maintain a slight air of superiority even when you catch them sleepwalking at 2 a.m., very carefully peeing into their Pride trainers.
I rise blearily from bed when his shape passes, only to realise that he's removed his shorts and is sitting down in the bottom of the closet with a look of near religious peace on his face. That expression, I've seen it before - when my older sister used to try to climb into the washing machine and my mother had to haul her out by her elbows. 'ARE YOU FUCKING PEEING?' I yell, forgetting that you're not supposed to wake a sleepwalker or they might die.
He rolls his eyes and scoffs as a puddle of human champagne begins to make its way across the floor. 'Go to the bathroom, Tricia. Go to the bathroom.'
'YOU'RE FUCKING PEEING!' I yell again, as he turns his urinary attention to his second pair of shoes. Luckily the man is clinically overhydrated; luckily the shoes are made for all weathers. I hose them down in the shower and place them side by side at a jaunty angle, as if they might start dancing on their own. Mountain-top philosopher remains the same as the day he was born; I must assume I do as well. Awake at dawn, 22 years into our own child marriage, we reconstruct the events of the evening. Later that morning my mother wordlessly hands me Jazzy's phone number written on a THANK YOU FOR COMING! card that asks for our ADVICE and BEST WISHES for the Mr and Mrs.
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