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Burnham's Political Economy
William Davies writes about the cost-of-living crisis

2636 wordsB ritain's present  economic bind began in the winter of 2021-22. The success of the vaccine roll-out over the previous months had made it possible to 'reopen' the economy, even in areas such as hospitality whose entire future had once looked uncertain. But bottlenecks in supply chains and labour markets then exerted an upward pressure on prices, including wages. Recognising the revival, and alert to the inflationary forces it had unleashed, in December 2021 the Bank of England made the first in a series of interest-rate hikes, which continued until, by the summer of 2023, the basic rate had reached a level not seen since the collapse of Lehman Brothers. Mortgage rates followed suit.
In February 2022 two further economically significant events took place. At that month's meeting of the Bank of England's Monetary Policy Committee, it was agreed that the bank would embark on a strategy of 'quantitative tightening', selling large numbers of the UK government bonds ('gilts') it had spent much of the previous thirteen years buying, and which had kept the cost of borrowing down. Quantitative tightening would do the reverse: by reducing the demand for gilts, it would make it more expensive for the government to borrow. Later the same month, Russia invaded Ukraine. Energy prices surged, driving inflation up in many countries, Britain included.
For the past four and a half years, two things have become too expensive: satisfying the material needs of the population and the financial demands of the government's creditors. The price of food rose by 25 per cent over 2022 and 2023, and hasn't come back down again. The energy price cap, set by Ofgem to limit unit costs, more than tripled in the year following the invasion of Ukraine; it then fell again, but never returned to 2021 levels. Rents in the private housing sector rose by more than 6 per cent in 2023, then by a similar amount in 2024. Wages have been rising, but are far from making up the substantial ground they lost in 2022 and 2023. Meanwhile, the state, which spent much of the previous decade borrowing at a rate well below 2 per cent, is confronted by rates more than twice that level. The government currently spends over PS110 billion per year to service its debt, which is more than it spends on schools.
These two affordability crises are linked in various ways. Most directly, the government's cost of borrowing rises precisely because investors worry that inflation has become baked into the system: if their expectation is that the Bank of England will respond to inflation with future rate rises, their expectations for gilt yields rise accordingly. But underlying all this is a more material crisis of affordability rooted in the fact that access to natural resources, fuel above all, has been restricted by geopolitical disruption. Sometimes rising prices reflect a real change in the state of the world.
The troubles with affordability are also linked via political channels. The cost-of-living crisis, unabated over nearly five years, has caused deep popular discontent. Animosity towards the professional politicians of the two major parties has grown, and a far wider range of parties, voices and policy ideas has entered the mainstream from both left and right. There has been ample reflection on the fact that Britain is about to appoint its seventh prime minister since the Brexit referendum, but it may also be significant that this will be its fifth prime minister since the start of the war in Ukraine. As Britain becomes less politically predictable, there are murmurs that bond investors are adding a risk premium to the cost of debt, since it is no longer clear who will be in charge of the country from one year to the next, or how disciplined they will be in their fiscal policy.
Politicians' response to this squeeze has been to insist on the need for economic growth. Growth doesn't bring prices or interest rates down, but it does reduce unaffordability by putting more money in people's pockets and the Treasury's coffers. The catch is that growth is much easier to achieve when consumers or governments have spare money to spend or cheap ways to borrow it.
One option is to ignore the bond markets altogether and do whatever you think will kickstart growth. Britain underwent a brief experiment of this sort in September 2022, when Liz Truss and Kwasi Kwarteng sacked the permanent secretary to the Treasury, silenced the Office for Budget Responsibility, announced PS45 billion of tax cuts, and made an astonishing commitment to cover household energy bills that would have cost more than PS120 billion a year. The cost of borrowing shot up further, Tory poll numbers tanked, and the outcome was a return to the stifling orthodoxy of Rishi Sunak and Jeremy Hunt.
Government borrowing costs have remained high ever since, which is interpreted by political pundits as evidence that the bond markets still aren't happy with day-to-day fiscal policy announcements, especially when they involve welfare spending. But as heterodox economists such as Daniela Gabor and Adam Tooze have repeatedly emphasised, there was another protagonist in the Truss disaster: the Bank of England, which made it clear that its policy of offloading government bonds would take precedence over supporting the constitutionally mandated (if not quite elected) government of the day. This made lending to the British state a riskier proposition, not just in the autumn of 2022 but thereafter. At present, the bank's only mandatory task is to bring inflation down. Even the Fed is more 'progressive' (it also has a mandate to pursue high employment).
A second option is to focus on public and private sector investment, of a sort intended to increase national prosperity in the long term, while also meeting a set of 'fiscal rules' designed to convince investors that the government isn't going to flood the market with gilts. This was the plan pursued by Keir Starmer and Rachel Reeves. Supply-side reforms, focused especially on shaking up the planning system, support for new infrastructure projects (reliant on strategic injections of public finance) and a determination to cut 'red tape', were put forward as the means to unleash investment. The Labour Growth Group was established a couple of weeks after Starmer's landslide victory in 2024, when 54 newly elected MPs wrote to the prime minister to insist that he make growth his central mission. Reeves's two fiscal rules - that all day-to-day spending must be paid for out of revenues, and that debt must be falling as a percentage of GDP within a five-year horizon - were a deliberate tying of her own hands when it came to borrowing. Whatever its economic merits, the political shortcoming of this agenda is the time it takes to succeed when faced with an increasingly irate public - too long, it turns out, to save Starmer.
With Andy Burnham now about to enter Downing Street, the question is whether there is a third option. In an interview with the New Statesman last September, Burnham made a throwaway remark he has not been allowed to forget: 'We've got to get beyond this thing of being in hock to the bond markets.' Fund managers lined up to express their dismay, sounding dire warnings about what lay ahead if Burnham were allowed into power. Since then, the press - led by the usually more circumspect Financial Times - has been like a dog with a bone, chasing down bond market analysts for apocalyptic visions of Burnhamism, treating vox pops conducted within the Square Mile as the expression of pure economic reason.
Burnham's allies have tried to calm things down (though the unexplained cancellation of a planned call with hedge fund managers was enough to trouble the FT's front page). Burnham has expressed support for Reeves's fiscal rules, assembled a new coterie of respected economists as advisers (including Andy Haldane, formerly of the Bank of England), and is likely to appoint a safe option as chancellor. But rhetorically he continues to throw caution to the wind. A favourite phrase is that 'Britain has been on the wrong path for forty years,' a reference to the neoliberal model established by Margaret Thatcher. His tendency to make fiscal pledges on the hoof depending on what his audience wants to hear - whether farmers wanting inheritance tax cuts, women pensioners wanting compensation for the raising of their retirement age (a commitment he has already gone back on) or the Times probing him on defence spending - isn't on the level of Boris Johnson, but could still get him into trouble.
While the precise contours of a Burnhamite political economy are hard to predict, there are clues scattered through his speeches and the ideas of his allies. There is a focus on one Thatcherite policy in particular: the privatisation of public utilities and housing. Burnham has pledged to bring utilities back under 'public control' (starting with Thames Water), a term that sidesteps a commitment to full-scale nationalisation but gives a controlling share to publicly accountable independent institutions. As mayor of Greater Manchester, Burnham brought privatised bus networks under public control, allowing the municipal authority, TfGM, to set fares and run operations. During her brief stint as transport secretary at the start of Starmer's term, Louise Haigh, Burnham's campaign manager in the Makerfield by-election, set up Great British Railways to take over the country's rail infrastructure and manage the process of bringing privatised rail franchises back into public ownership.
The gradual reversal (or weakening, at least) of privatisation and other policies such as rent freezes are intended as popular, even populist, ways of making life more bearable for ordinary people. To put the case generously, if Truss planned to reform the supply side in favour of the rich, and Starmer did so for property developers and infrastructure investors, Burnham aims to help people who just want somewhere warm to live and a way of getting to work. This is Manchesterism: public intervention that makes the essentials of life cheaper and more reliable. As another videogenic municipal mayor, Zohran Mamdani, has shown, the pursuit of affordability at every turn can be an effective way to build a liberal-left coalition - at least among metropolitan workers.
Deprivatisation aside, there is little as yet in the Burnham platform that suggests a significant move away from the political economy of Starmer and Reeves. But more radical ideas do circulate in Burnham's networks. Haigh has laid out a sophisticated plan in the pages of Renewal, the journal of the soft left, for a new fiscal framework. This would include extending the time horizon within which public borrowing is judged from five years to ten, so as to capture the true long-term benefits of public investment. It also proposes stripping the Treasury of budget-setting responsibilities, in order to liberate Whitehall from the Treasury's austerity bias, and redesigning the Bank of England's mandate to make it more supportive of growth, much as Gabor and Tooze have been suggesting.
Mathew Lawrence, director of the left-wing Common Wealth think tank, has drawn up an ambitious agenda for extending Manchesterism to tackle the long-term pathologies of British capitalism, led by what he calls the 'Productive State'. He makes the case for intervening wherever investment has dried up, prices are being over-inflated by rent-seeking, or primary human needs are being exploited for profit. What began as a policy for Manchester buses should become the template for housing and care, such that the basic conditions of social life can no longer be treated as an asset class. It is the kind of hopeful manifesto that makes Treasury mandarins shudder.
Given the multiple electorates Burnham has to satisfy - the people of Makerfield, the Parliamentary Labour Party, the Labour Party membership, and eventually the British electorate - it is perhaps no surprise that he hasn't committed to a specific radical ideological direction. At present, he is a retail product: someone who appears relaxed around ordinary people and on camera, and although he has spent plenty of time in Westminster, hasn't (yet) become reassociated with that much loathed place. Whatever rash remarks he may have made about the bond markets or spending commitments, Burnham understands something that Starmer grasped too late: the unaffordability of everyday life has become the central issue in British politics, around which everything else revolves.
In the hundred years or so since Britain introduced universal suffrage, capitalism in the global North has experienced only two periods of stable and reliable economic growth. Both were artefacts of American hegemony, whose vision of the international order provided a platform on which particular versions of capitalism could thrive around the world. The first was the three decades that followed the Second World War, the trente glorieuses, in which full employment, steady productivity growth, progressive taxation and a supportive welfare state generated mass prosperity and social cohesion. The second was the fifteen years that followed the recession of the early 1990s (and, in Britain, Black Wednesday), which came to a shuddering halt with the global financial crisis. This was the period of flexible labour markets, maximum freedom for finance capital and the entry of China into the world economy, which combined to produce the 'great moderation' of non-inflationary growth.
Starmer is the first Labour leader to have won a majority outside those two windows, and this - whatever his personal shortcomings as a leader - is a partial explanation of the weakness of his performance from the start. His insistence that growth be the focus, as it was for Truss before him, is understandable: growth widens political choices and sustains the basic postwar expectation that the future will be materially better than the past. But what if stable, reliable growth isn't coming back? What if those 45 years were the exception rather than the rule? Burnham hasn't been banging on about growth to the same extent as recent political leaders or his ex-rival for the leadership, Wes Streeting. Policies aimed at improving affordability are ameliorative as much as anything, seeking to position the state on the side of working people against rentiers and price-gougers. This is sensible left populism. But the question remains: what does progress look like, if it is not reducible to an increase in aggregate prosperity?
The Swiss critical theorist Rahel Jaeggi, in her recent book Progress and Regression, seeks to distinguish 'progress' from mere technological development or change. Progress entails injustice being overcome through collective action over time, with outcomes that come to appear obviously right. Jaeggi uses the example of corporal punishment in schools, something that was once treated as normal but is now considered beyond the pale thanks to a reflexive process of argument, campaigning and consensus formation. This is evidence of progress, not just policy change or modernisation. Progress also provokes the hallucinatory forces of reaction that swirl around us today, which are based on fantasies of the way life was lived in a poorly remembered past.
At a time when growth cannot simply be 'unleashed' or 'kickstarted', no matter how much political will there is, and when technological modernisation probably means data centres littering the countryside and the automation of human creativity, the left has little choice but to think about progress in social and political terms. Burnham's enthusiasm for radical constitutional reform (he has promised to fight a future general election on a commitment to proportional representation), the devolution of welfare policy and a cap on political donations bears the hallmarks of the soft left. If, as seems likely, Burnhamism turns out not to involve a radical departure from the post-2021 economic bind, the case for Burnham getting his hands dirty doing progressive politics - making difficult trade-offs, building leftist coalitions beyond the Labour Party, confronting vested interests and, above all, combating the forces of fascist regression - will be all the greater. Let's hope he has it in him.
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Desertification
  In his review of Judith Scheele's history of the Sahara, Rahmane Idrissa cites the UN's estimate that the Sahara 'has claimed around an extra million square kilometres over the last century', and  remarks that Scheele 'is cynical about desertification and uses the word with scare quotes' (LRB, 4 June). The notion that the Saharan desert is  advancing has been discredited. It is a clever marketing ploy by governments and the UN in the search for funding of improbable schemes. Countries in the Sahel have had an uplift of 20-30 per cent  in rainfall since the droughts of the 1970s and 1980s. Where farmers have been able to hold up against predatory governments and armed groups, harvests have been good and the landscape has been  transformed through the natural regeneration of trees and simple soil conservation measures.
  The desertification narrative was useful for both colonial and post-independence governments, enabling them to cast farmers and herders as architects of their own misfortune, and to justify  interventions with modern 'expertise' - often with disastrous results, as evidenced by various irrigation schemes. Top-down solutions appeal to them more than the messy business of supporting local  community action, promoting land rights and recognising the need to fuse traditional and modern forms of knowledge.


Camilla Toulmin

				Edinburgh
			


Beans
  'All games need scoring systems,' David Runciman writes, 'to make it possible to know who is winning' (LRB, 4 June). I am reminded of a game played at my  all-boys secondary school, which we called 'Beans'. The boys who wanted to play would stand facing a wall, at varying distances from it, and one boy would throw a tennis ball. If the ball missed  the wall, hit the ground before hitting the wall, or was caught having rebounded off the wall, the boy who threw it would be liable for 'beans'. If a boy tried to catch the ball and failed, he too  would be liable for beans (as he was if he could have caught it but refused). 'Beans' entitled every other boy to punch the recipient once on the upper arm.
  There were other rules. When a boy caught the ball he had to take the next throw. If the ball wasn't caught, the boy who was closest when it came to rest had to throw. If a boy threw the ball and  missed the wall, as well as getting beans, he had to throw again from the same position. If a boy moved with the ball in his hands, he was liable to unlimited beans until he attempted a throw.  Finally, if the ball went beyond the player furthest from the wall, all the boys would run to the wall, and the last one there would have to fetch the ball and throw. Inevitably, this would be the  slowest boy in the group: finding himself too far from the wall to hit it with a throw, he would begin the unenviable trudge back into range while his classmates either punched him on the arm  repeatedly or positioned themselves by the wall ready to catch the ball when he finally threw it.
  There was no scoring system, and it was impossible to win. The only objective was not to lose. My own tactic was to stand in the middle of the group so that I would seldom be expected to catch the  ball, and any catches that did come my way would be easier than if I stood closer. If I had to throw, I would be close enough to be accurate and reasonably forceful; and if we had to run to the  wall, I knew I wouldn't be last. All very sensible. But a more reliable way of not losing would have been to not play. I don't know why any of us did. Perhaps it was just an excuse for bullying,  but it seems an elaborate way to accomplish something that seldom needed excusing.
  One day, one of the faster boys surprised us. The ball ran beyond the last player, and as we all ran to the wall, he ran in the opposite direction. He reached the ball while we were still at the  wall and ran towards us. By the time we reached him, he was almost in range and moving so quickly that we couldn't hit him with any force. He effectively got a free throw as we were all too busy  chasing him to catch the ball. At the time I felt slightly thwarted, but you had to admire his ingenuity.


Jason Jawando

				Wolverhampton, West Midlands
			


Bonfire of the Universities
  The online version of Stefan Collini's piece on the collapse of British higher education was set alongside a photo of a protest I helped organise, as co-chair of Essex University and College Union,  against the closing of the university's Southend campus (LRB, 4 June). Essex fits the profile Collini describes: years of flatlining student recruitment  leading to the abandonment of a satellite campus serving a deprived coastal town; departments merged or shut down; our once abundant language provision reduced to Spanish and French; institutional  memory wiped clean with the 'rationalisation' of professional services; consultation with trade unions reduced to ritual formality. Our branch took extensive strike action, but the only time senior  management appeared to care was when staff protested outside Lloyds, the university's principal lender. Even this did not lead to leverage at the negotiating table.
  The remedy, as Collini suggests, can only be national. That is why some of us in UCU are now trying to move towards a national dispute with the secretary of state over the funding of higher  education itself. It isn't easy, as a branch chair, to admit the limits of local pressure - we have no choice but to keep fighting where we are. But the limits are real. At one all-staff  presentation, the vice-chancellor omitted trade unions from a slide listing the university's 'stakeholders'. At a later meeting, this was described as a 'slip'. I resisted the urge to mention that  I had been hired to lecture on Freud.


Jordan Osserman

				University of Essex, Colchester
			


Tactile Singers
  Ardis Butterfield describes one of the singing monks in an illuminated initial from the Windmill Psalter as being 'pushed from behind' by another, who is 'grasping his fellow monk's waist'  (LRB, 4 June). Close physical proximity between singers is common in depictions of scholae gregorianae, and may not simply have been down to  formal constraints, with the figures 'jostling for space' on the page. There are, for example, drawings of singers throughout the late Middle Ages and Renaissance which depict them touching one  another's shoulders. It's been suggested that this may have been how the singers kept time.
  I'm not so sure. I have sung my fair share of plainchant and it's a real phenomenon that a group of singers on the move or at some distance from one another can stay well in time without a  conductor, even when the pulse of the chant is flexible (though it's hard to know much about what the rhythmic style of chant will have been when the Windmill Psalter was made in the late 13th  century). That said, it's worth remembering the medieval theorists' term for the beat: tactus, a cognate with the sense of touch.


Stuart O'Hara

				London SE8
			

Ardis Butterfield refers to Pope Leo 'preparing to hold Mass'. The correct terminology is 'to celebrate Mass' or 'to say Mass'. Still, her choice of verb is happier than that of the Guardian journalist who recently wrote that Pope Leo XIV 'performed Mass'.


Catherine McLoughlin

				London W14
			


Glitter and Dazzle
Daisy Hay refers to the costume worn to a masquerade in May 1749 by Lady Chudleigh (as 'Iphigenia') as having 'from the waist up only a see-through gauze covering' (LRB, 25 June). A contemporary engraving of the costume, as illustrated in Notable Historical Trials (1999), selected and edited by Justin Lovill, suggests that the costume was even more exiguous, consisting of a narrow belt of what look like fig leaves below her waist and a very fine gauze 'skirt' from her ribcage downwards. Otherwise she is quite naked. Of course, then as now, this may just be an example of the press's disregard of accuracy for the sake of sensation.
The king was present at the masquerade. According to Historical Trials:
The 65-year-old George II approached 'Iphigenia' and asked if he might touch her breast. She took his hand in hers and said, within the hearing of those nearby, 'Sir, I shall put it in a far softer place,' proceeding to guide the king's crabbed claw to his own head. He was so delighted that he bought her a watch costing 35 guineas with his own money, which was considered a remarkable thing.



Tony Stuart

				Sevenoaks, Kent
			


We Were Warned
  Dinah Birch, writing about Sally Carson's novel Crooked Cross, first published in 1934 and now reissued, lists a series of novels written in the 1930s that registered the growth and impact  of fascism (LRB, 2 April). She doesn't mention Naomi Mitchison's We Have Been Warned (1935). The characters at the centre of the story, which  takes place in Scotland, the industrial North of England, Oxford and the Soviet Union, attempt to find socialist solutions to the slide towards fascism. It contains convincing, vivid depictions of  political activists in meetings, on the doorstep, at their kitchen tables and in their bedrooms. The novel's publication was obstructed and delayed by Mitchison's publisher friends Jonathan Cape,  Allen Lane and Victor Gollancz, who worried about her frank exploration of free love and women's experience (including an episode in an abortion clinic in Leningrad) in the aftermath of the  censorship of D.H. Lawrence and Radclyffe Hall.


John Charlton

				Newcastle upon Tyne
			


More than a Village
  Youssef Ben Ismail describes Rayy as 'a village outside of Tehran' (LRB, 21 May). Rayy is among the oldest extant cities in the world, with  archaeological records showing occupation as early as 5500 bce. It was mentioned in Zoroastrian religious  literature and biblical apocrypha and was the seat of several Iranian empires. Alexander the Great knew it as 'Rhagai' and raced through the city in pursuit of Darius III. Rayy became one of the  great medieval Islamic cities and was home to the polymath scholars Abu Bakr al-Razi (known in the West as Rhazes) and Fakhr al-Din al-Razi. It is Tehran that was little more than a village outside  Rayy before it became Iran's capital in 1786.


Alexander Jabbari

				University of Minnesota, Minneapolis
			


Supersensual Ear
  Patricia Lockwood, in her piece on Willa Cather, notes that the model for Thea in The Song of the Lark was Olive Fremstad, adding that 'she was Swedish and had marvellously substantial  arms' (LRB, 2 April). There is more to say. Fremstad was indeed born in Stockholm, in 1871, and was like so many of Cather's subjects an immigrant to the  US. Arriving at the age of twelve, she was adopted by a couple in the small town of St Peter, Minnesota, and began her musical career playing the organ in the local Lutheran church. She took  singing lessons in New York then, like Thea, moved to Germany. Her triumphant debut at the Met, in 1903, was as Wagner's Sieglinde, the same role in which Thea makes her breakthrough. Though twice  briefly married, Fremstad lived for seven years in the 1910s with the music critic Mary Watkins Cushing - a parallel to Cather's relationship with Edith Lewis.


David Shengold

				New York
			


Shivers
  Nicholas Spice's description of the way the finale of Schubert's B flat piano sonata unfolds gives the lie once more to the claim, made by Martin Mull or Elvis Costello or Frank Zappa or whoever it  was, that 'writing about music is like dancing about architecture' (LRB, 19 March). This challenge was also gleefully accepted by the daughter of a  friend the other week. She nailed the Shard.


Roderick Chadwick

				Durham
			






This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.lrb.co.uk/the-paper/v48/n12/letters



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Poem
Auguries
A.E. Stallings

323 wordsThe wilted season: peacocks drop their tails,
The vines drop leaves
And wear a bunch of raisins on their sleeves.
The scoured sky pales.
Cicadas grate and grate the air
Like pencil sharpeners. Hope
Shrinks like a bar of soap.
The sea's ten-thousand-league long stare
Goes on, unblinking. Things are bad
Elsewhere, I know. It's hard to write
Knowing it is no way to fight.
It's easier to be sad.
What do the cicadas sharpen for?
I think of those new pencils, fresh erasers.
How the year began in autumn, pleasures
Of the clean slate. No more.
Not far away some people starve. (Are starved.)
And far away, at home,
Whatever home is, the old fall of Rome
Plays out, as new fasces are being carved.
Nothing will get better from here on out,
That's what I often think.
Cheer me up. Tell me there's room for doubt
The way the sunset goes all in for pink
Then indigo, the way there are still stars
Beyond the light pollution
And satellites. Bad men may go to Mars
And leave us, evil suffer a diminution.
For better or worse, we vowed.
But what gets better?
The zithering cicadas think out loud
That August is getting hotter. (Not cooler and wetter.)
The swallows, having raised this summer's brood,
Set out for Africa, and their young
Will boomerang to us again. That's good?
And that we live among
That generation that knew things as they were.
The autumn rains will come again
At least this year,
And autumn cyclamen.
Ignorant beauty still takes pains
Although the world is cruel, and getting crueller.
And if the moon gets fuller
Like a tick with blood, it also wanes.
The doomed go on, cheerfully, undaunted:
The peacock does not know his tail will grow (he's brave),
The vines, they will be pruned. All that I wanted,
I have. There's nothing we can save.
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Realm of Coyness
Colin Kidd

2412 wordsThe  defining characteristics of our political system - a parliamentary monarchy in a union-state - emerged in the course of two fraught decades at the turn of the 18th century, between the so-called Glorious Revolution of 1688 and the Treaty of Union between England and Scotland in 1707. The revolution of 1688 was glorious largely because - unlike the earlier revolution in the 1640s - it was bloodless (in England at least) and did not require the execution of the sitting monarch. But it was still a messy business. It not only provoked civil wars in Scotland and Ireland, but also depended on two far from compelling fictions: that the sitting monarch, James II and VII, a Catholic, had abdicated and that his baby son, who should have succeeded him, was a pretender, smuggled into the apartments of James's second wife, Mary of Modena, in a warming pan. Instead, the crown devolved to Mary, the Protestant daughter of James's first wife, and her Dutch husband, William of Orange, who ruled jointly.
Matters were less muddied in Scotland, whose revolutionary settlement deemed James to have 'forefaulted' the crown. In both countries the revolution gave rise to parties that advanced differing interpretations of the events of 1688-89. Whigs celebrated the overthrow of James; Jacobite opponents of the new order bemoaned a sinful departure from divinely ordained rule; and Tories - who were just as involved in the revolution as the Whigs but subscribed to similar notions of divine right as the Jacobites - equivocated on the vexed question of resistance. The succession question exacerbated these divisions. Mary's Protestant sister, Anne, was the heir to the childless William and Mary, but when the last of Anne's offspring died in 1700, the English Parliament entailed the crown on the genealogically distant - but reliably Protestant - Electress Sophia of Hanover and her heirs. This provision did not apply in Scotland, an independent kingdom that happened to share the same monarch as England, but was free to make its own choice of a successor. As a means of resolving the succession crisis, commissioners from England and Scotland negotiated the incorporation of England and Scotland in a new Kingdom of Great Britain, which adhered to the Hanoverian succession. While the difficult ratification process in the Parliament of Scotland of 1706-7 was sweetened with English largesse, Scottish public opinion was largely - and passionately - hostile. These divisions compounded existing party differences between Whigs and Jacobites. The claim of the exiled Stuarts - founded initially on divine right and primogeniture - became a patriotic cause, which sustained a series of Jacobite risings in Scotland in 1708, 1715, 1719 and 1745-46, as well as plots in 1717 and 1753.
In retrospect this was an era of intense party conflict north and south of the border. The early 18th-century 'rage of party' provoked unrestrained polemic, obloquy and satire between Whigs and Tories. This grand quarrel also included multiple skirmishes involving the parties' allies and proxies: vicious pamphlet wars took place between Low Churchmen and High Churchmen in England, between Presbyterians and Episcopalians in Scotland, between upholders of the principles of the revolution and outright Jacobites across these islands. A further set of constitutional disagreements both exacerbated and complicated division, because the debate in Scotland, between proponents of an incorporating union and champions of a looser confederal arrangement that preserved separate parliaments for Scotland and England, saw some Scots Episcopalians in the former camp and some Whig-Presbyterians in the latter. However, as both Marc Mierowsky and Allan MacInnes warn, we should avoid the all too plausible assumption that in this atmosphere of intense inter-party rivalry individuals were consistent in their professed loyalties. Rather, political uncertainty and the problem of communicating at a distance, especially between Jacobites in Britain and the exiled Stuart court on the Continent, supplied opportunities for amphibious behaviours of many sorts: double-crossing, spying for both sides and agile switches of allegiance.
Simon Fraser of Beaufort, the rainmaker behind the Scotch Plot of 1703, was a double agent: he was the Jacobite court-in-exile's prime conspirator north of the border, but was also willing to share intelligence with the Duke of Queensberry, who headed Queen Anne's administration in Scotland. Lord Seafield, the lord chancellor of Scotland and one of the commissioners who negotiated the Treaty of Union, played a prominent role in its ratification; however, in 1713 he introduced a measure in the British House of Lords calling for the Union's repeal. More dramatically, the Earl of Mar, another commissioner, who played a significant role as secretary of state in seeing the Articles of Union through the Scottish Parliament, initially welcomed the Hanoverian succession in 1714, but, when his offers of service were spurned, masterminded the Jacobite Rising of 1715. John Ker of Kersland - a slippery figure and a self-serving confabulist - seems to have plotted during 1707-8 to bring together the opposite extremes of Scottish life, the radical Presbyterian Covenanters of the south-west and Jacobites from north of the Tay, in an anti-Union alliance; he was also reporting back to Queensberry.
That shadowy place between parties, a zone where spies and agents of influence operated, provides the main scene of action in Mierowsky's account of the Union. It is difficult terrain for any historian: a realm of coyness and dissimulation, of ciphers and aliases, and of decidedly unreliable memoirs. Mierowsky tells a fluent and exciting story where one might expect unknowability, hesitation and narrative dead ends. His central character, Daniel Defoe, is not at this stage the pioneer novelist - of Robinson Crusoe (1719) and Moll Flanders (1722) - he became. We encounter Defoe at a troubled period, when his moonlighting as a pamphleteer had caused so much offence that he had gone into hiding, leaving his beleaguered wife, Mary - with four daughters and two sons to look after - in sole charge of what was notionally his main enterprise, their brickworks. What had brought about the threat of prosecution for sedition was Defoe's mischievous tract The Shortest Way with the Dissenters (1702), a satire whose threat to public order resided in its all too convincing impersonation of intolerant High Church rhetoric; those angry Tory gammons it had aroused became even more incensed when they realised they had been gulled. Defoe was eventually apprehended and sentenced to an undefined spell in Newgate Prison, a substantial fine and three sessions in the public pillory, but Robert Harley, a member of the administration that had prosecuted him, recognised that such a gifted journalist might prove useful in government service. The administration arranged for his fine to be paid via an intermediary out of secret service funds. Defoe would serve the English government as a spy-cum-propagandist.
Meanwhile, Anglo-Scottish relations deteriorated. Ironically, the years immediately preceding 1707 were - leaving aside periods of actual cross-border warfare - some of the stormiest in the history of Scotland's relations with England. The Union was not the product of an emergent sense of Britishness; that came later. In retaliation against the way England's government and mercantile interests had frustrated Scotland's short-lived colony on the isthmus of Darien in Panama in 1698-1700, the crew of the Worcester, an English ship that had docked at Leith, were arrested as pirates in the summer of 1704. That same year the Scottish Parliament passed the Act of Security, which stated that without rectification of Scotland's grievances on trade, it would in the event of Queen Anne's death confer its crown on a different successor from the one chosen by England. The English Parliament then passed retaliatory legislation, the Alien Act of February 1705, which excluded Scottish coal, cattle and linen from English markets unless the Scots recognised the Hanoverian succession. A month later, the Scottish authorities, caving to the Edinburgh mob, hanged Captain Green of the Worcester and two of his crew. But economic pressure forced the Scots to negotiate. In the summer of 1706 commissioners from Scotland and England agreed Articles of Union, the most important of which was the Second Article, concerning the Hanoverian succession; the amalgamation of the two parliaments was relegated to the Third Article. But the treaty still needed ratification by the Scottish Parliament, whose members had to brave the taunts and jostling of the mob in the streets outside.
Defoe, a Dissenter, was sent north in September 1706 to live among his fellow Presbyterians. His role involved reporting back to the government in England on Scottish affairs as well as shaping public opinion in Scotland as a pro-Union pamphleteer. Defoe - or Alexander Goldsmith, his cover name - was part of a network of agents, which included William Paterson, another propagandist, and David Fearne, a more conventional spy, whose dispatches to London were channelled through John Bell, the postmaster at Newcastle. Defoe's pamphlets - bespoke efforts by a man on the spot - helped to ease the passage of the treaty through the Scottish Parliament. Mierowsky brings a new dimension to the historiography of the Union, emphasising back channels and espionage without endorsing the legend of outright bribery and corruption.
Outside Parliament, despite Defoe's efforts, Scottish public opinion was overwhelmingly against incorporation with England. MacInnes argues that just because hostility to the Union transformed Jacobitism into a national movement doesn't mean it was narrowly parochial or inward-looking. Rather, he examines Jacobitism through the lens of 18th-century globalisation. Most obviously, the movement in Scotland needed to communicate with the Stuart court in exile. Its plans were in turn co-ordinated with various states across Europe, whose interests differed from those of Britain and the Hanoverian dynasty, given that the Jacobite risings in Scotland forced the Hanoverian regime to divert military resources away from battlefields on the continent. Nor should we forget the diaspora of Jacobite exiles across Europe. However, MacInnes also explores networks of Jacobite soldiers and merchants across the world, in the American colonies, India and Africa. In the aftermath of the Battle of Culloden in April 1746, 22 defeated clansmen from the MacDonnells of Glengarry and Stewarts of Atholl were hustled aboard a ship in Cromarty Bay. Later, they were transferred to a ship bound for the American colonies. But their ship was captured by Turkish pirates, who killed the captain and crew but spared the ethnically distinctive, tartan-clad Gaels. Eventually, in 1748, the ship brought the Highlanders to an island off the coast of Abyssinia, where they were surprised to be greeted in Gaelic by the island's governor, a fellow Stewart from Atholl, who had as a youth survived the failure of the Darien expedition and decided not to return to Scotland.
MacI nnes is the pre-eminent historian of the early modern Scottish Highlands, and nobody has done more to revise the mythology that surrounds Jacobitism. The commercial transformation of the Scottish Highlands began before - not, as often assumed, after - the defeat of the Jacobites at Culloden. The upheavals of the civil wars in the 1640s were just as unsettling, producing a legacy of indebtedness among clan elites that forced them to adopt a more commercial approach to their land. The reality of clanship involved both a kin-based idea of trusteeship over the lands of the clan, embodied in the concept of duthchas, and the heritable title of chiefs-as-landlords - oighreachd in Gaelic. Nor were the clans wholehearted and consistent in their allegiance during the era of active Jacobitism between 1689 and 1746. A small minority of clans were loyally Hanoverian, while others switched their backing from one uprising to another or adopted a position of neutrality. Several clans were at times internally divided on the question of taking up arms for the Pretender. More generally, MacInnes warns us not to exaggerate the differences between Highlands and Lowlands. Both regions experienced developing land markets and processes of agrarian consolidation. But hardly anybody talks about the Lowland Clearances. This is because the tempo of commercialisation in the Lowlands was more gradual and did not give rise, as it eventually would in parts of the Highlands, to a collective trauma of dispossession.
Despite its various armed uprisings, Scotland in the first half of the 18th century has reassuring lessons for those concerned about current trends towards political polarisation. It shows that less obtrusive countervailing forces have the potential to quell the intensity of party rancour. Good neighbourliness and the corporate identity of Scotland's landed elites - as Daniel Szechi's work has also demonstrated - helped to soften animosities and patch up partisan divisions. Whig gentlemen lobbied the state to spare the lives and estates of their rebel neighbours. During his stint at the Paris embassy between 1714 and 1720, the Earl of Stair perceived that obtaining pardons for Jacobites in exile might, as MacInnes notes, turn them into 'passive Jacobites once home'. Scotland's leading Whig aristocrats, the Duke of Argyll and his brother the Earl of Islay, found posts in government and the military for members of families implicated in Jacobite plotting. As a result, Jacobites came to collaborate with the Hanoverian regime; to find themselves caught in webs of obligation to their Whig neighbours; to become ever more diffident about their Jacobite allegiance. For many formerly active Jacobites, militant commitment dwindled into wishful inertia. However, enough of them would take up arms in the Forty-five for the British state to adopt a much firmer line than it had before with the rebels and their estates. Forfeiture, annexation and what MacInnes calls 'systematic state terrorism' that 'verged on ethnic cleansing' would replace the measured sarabande of intercession and indulgence that had followed the Fifteen.
Unsurprisingly, the Duke of Cumberland's brutality in the aftermath of Culloden remains a live issue in Scotland; so too are the grubby political jobbery of 1707 and the Highland Clearances of the first half of the 19th century. The Scottish independence referendum of 2014 rekindled anti-Union passions. Robert Burns's poem of 1791, 'Sic a Parcel o'Rogues in a Nation', with its famous lines describing how Scotland's sovereignty was 'bought and sold for English gold', is part of the currency of Scottish popular culture. According to Mierowsky, it 'has been repeated so often that in certain quarters it is accepted as fact.' Nearly three centuries after its demise, Jacobitism too remains unexpectedly resonant. In the aftermath of the referendum - which produced a 55-45 split against independence - some nationalists proudly described themselves as 'the 45'. In the UK as a whole, the travails of the House of Windsor have left the monarchy as precarious as at any time since 1688. Should public opinion demand regime change but shrink from the grey prospect of a republic with a superannuated politician at its head, the Bavarian royal family, which inherited the Jacobite claim, might offer an impeccably legitimist alternative.
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Honourable Chains
Alice Hunt

4559 wordsIn her  early 15th-century conduct book for women, Christine de Pizan advised a princess, not yet married, to 'love her husband and live in peace with him, or otherwise she will have already discovered the torments of hell'. Tough advice for the 23-year-old Portuguese Infanta, Catherine of Braganza. Soon after her arrival at the Restoration court in 1662, as the wife of Charles II, she was confronted with Charles's mistress of the moment: the dazzling Barbara Palmer, countess of Castlemaine. Castlemaine had recently given birth to Charles's baby. Charles demanded that Catherine accept Castlemaine as one of her ladies of the bedchamber. Catherine was horrified.
The few biographies we have of Catherine, queen of Great Britain from 1662 until Charles's death in 1685, have tended to pity her as the long-suffering wife. How could she have put up with such a philandering husband? Castlemaine went on to give birth to four more of Charles's children, and Charles had perhaps thirteen illegitimate children in all, with various mistresses. Catherine, meanwhile, may have suffered four miscarriages and never had a child of her own. Lillias Campbell Davidson in her 1908 biography - still brilliant - writes that the queen would become known as 'Catherine the humiliated, the wronged, the disdained'. But she gives the last word to virtue: 'She was one of the best and purest women who ever shared the throne of England.' To this, Sophie Shorland replies 'How boring!' Shorland would rather talk about Catherine's 'love of parties, fun and gambling'. Queen Catherine's Court presents her as a 'trouser-wearing tastemaker' who 'defied social conventions to change Britain for ever'. This is misleading. Catherine deserves to be reappraised, but, as other recent works suggest, it is precisely her conventional goodness that is interesting: it was an image deliberately managed by Catherine, and it ensured her survival at Charles's oversexed and factious court.
I suspect that many people know more about Charles's mistresses than about his wife. Some may know that Queens in New York was probably named after Catherine, in 1683. A giant bronze statue of her was planned in the borough in the 1990s, but then scrapped because of the Stuarts' connections to the slave trade: Charles II founded the Royal African Company in 1660. History has, until recently, neglected British queens consort - apart from Henry VIII's wives or the 'agent of corruption', Henrietta Maria, consort of Charles I. Meanwhile, histories of the Restoration are still dominated by Charles the 'merry monarch': mistresses in tow, keen on jokes and blessed with the common touch. He doffed his cap at inferiors and rolled up his sleeves to pass buckets of water when London was burning. Not all accounts are as forgiving. In his excellent 1989 biography, Ronald Hutton presents a monarch who brought monarchy into disrepute and whose 'good-humoured composure' was a mask, behind which was 'a cold void'. Catherine does not really feature, although Hutton is clear that Charles was mean to her.
The burgeoning field of queenship studies has rescued lost queens consort. Medieval and early modern scholars in particular have argued for the political agency of queens and their cultural impact. By comparing royal women from the ancient world to the present day, and from Europe to China, queenship historians emphasise the surprising consistency of the virtues associated with the wives of royal men. They should be pretty and pious. They should be good wives and good mothers. They could be patrons - employing writers, artists, architects - and arbiters of taste and fashion. They could mediate between king and subjects, offer redemption, bring peace. Later Stuart Queens includes new research on several queens regnant and queens consort - their influences, reputations, legacies. The essays try to tease out the queens' 'construction of their own identity', and argue that the Stuart queens' 'engagement with contemporary culture was a potent expression of their political influence'. Eilish Gregory and Fleur Goldthorpe both contribute pieces about Catherine of Braganza. Shorland's Queen Catherine's Court is the most accessible biography for decades, and Catherine is far from passive (although Shorland does seem to find her a bit silly: she smiles and swoons too much, and was frequently ill). Her narrative does not, however, benefit from the new research - the range of sources, the small but rich details - carried out by Gregory and others. This feels like a missed opportunity: much of this work has yet to be recast for a general reader.
Catherine was born in Portugal on 25 November 1638, St Catherine's Day. Her home was the vast Vila Vicosa, set among olive groves in Alentejo, outside Lisbon. She was the fourth child of Joao, duke of Braganza, and Luisa de Guzman, from the house of Medina Sidonia, one of Spain's most prominent families. Joao was bookish, liked music (he possibly composed the tune to 'O come all ye faithful', according to Shorland) and not particularly ambitious. Luisa liked to paint and was, unlike her husband, very ambitious. The Braganzas were very religious and they were also very rich, owning over a third of Portugal. Catherine's childhood, however, seems to have been cloistered. An English consul reported that she 'hath hardly been ten times out of the palace'. She had no formal education but her mother taught her Spanish, and gave her Castilian books to read. She could also understand French and Italian.
Portugal had been ruled by Spain since 1580, and yanked into the Habsburg empire, which imposed heavy taxes to fund its wars. The Braganzas had a claim to the throne and, in 1640, Joao was urged to accept the crown. He was persuaded, so the story goes, by his wife. On Catherine's second birthday, Luisa asked her husband: 'How can you find it in your heart to refuse to confer on this child the rank of a king's daughter?' When rebels stormed Lisbon's Ribeira Palace, the viceroy, Margaret of Savoy (Philip IV's cousin), fled and bonfires were lit to welcome Portugal's rightful king. Joao became John IV, known as 'the Restorer'. Catherine was elevated to Infanta.
Portugal's newfound independence was vulnerable and the Braganzas needed allies. England recognised John IV and the toddler Catherine was suggested as a bride for the young Prince Charles. But England was on the brink of its own wars, and soon Charles I would be tried and executed. During the period of England's republic, Portugal tried to remain neutral, keen to keep trading with England and keep a fellow enemy of Spain on side. At the end of the 1650s, Luisa wrote to Cromwell as Lord Protector, sending money in anticipation of what she believed would be his imminent coronation as King Oliver I. With the fall of the republic and the restoration of Charles II, Luisa again suggested Catherine as a wife. Charles had rejected Protestant German candidates on the grounds of their looks and he did not want to marry a French or Dutch princess. He had found living in exile, bounced between France and the Netherlands, humiliating. Catherine was Catholic, of course, but Portugal's ambassador, Francisco de Melo, reassured Charles that she was 'totally without that meddling and activity' of Henrietta Maria, and would not threaten the English Church. Catherine's faith meant that she was devout - which was a good thing - and any children she bore would be safely Protestant. And, of course, her money trumped religion.
Catherine brought an enormous dowry: two million gold crowns, or cruzados; the strategic trading posts of Tangier and Bombay; free trade in Brazil and the East Indies. In exchange, England would support and protect Portugal's independence, both at home and in Portuguese territories abroad. This was useful to Charles, as it meant dissident soldiers previously loyal to England's republic could be sent away to fight for Portugal. Catherine knew - for this was the lot of the queen consort - that she was a political pawn. She later recalled that there were 'reasons for my coming to this kingdom, solely for the advantage of Portugal, and for this cause and for the interests of our House I was sacrificed'. Soon after the treaty was signed, Charles II wrote to Richard Fanshawe, soon to be his ambassador in Lisbon: 'One of the principal advantages we propose to ourself by this entire conjunction with Portugal is the advancement of the trade of this nation and the enlargement of our own territories and dominions.' Chinese silks and Indian printed calicoes flowed in. New dyes from across the Atlantic saw an explosion of colour at court. Portuguese rush mats furnished chilly palace floors.
On 14 May 1662, a diminutive, dark-haired and rather frail Catherine stepped off the Royal Charles in Portsmouth. She had never been away from Portugal and she had been seasick on the journey. Her foreignness was noted: her olive complexion, 'monstrous' farthingales and distinctive hairstyle. John Evelyn, who otherwise admired Catherine, commented unfavourably on her teeth, which apparently protruded too far, and on 'her foretop long and turned aside very strangely'. This is the young woman caught by Dirk Stoop's portrait, which was painted before Catherine left Portugal and which circulated widely in print. When Charles met Catherine he was pleased. She was not 'so exact as to be called a beauty', he told the Earl of Clarendon, but he could see that she was 'as good a woman as ever was born'. Royal memorabilia had recently become popular. To mark the wedding, loyal subjects could decorate their homes with wallpaper block-printed with half-length portraits of Charles and Catherine, surrounded by cherubs.
How could Catherine negotiate a strange court that was just out of exile and described as a 'cross between a brothel and a bear garden'? She was not able (or she refused) to match the style and behaviour exhibited by many of the 'painted ladies' at Whitehall. In his memoirs, the courtier Anthony Hamilton recalled that Catherine was 'far from appearing with splendour in the charming court where she came to reign'. The display of sex and power at this charming court was unusual. Charles paraded his mistresses, canoodling with them in public. They, and the king, were lampooned in shocking and exaggerated satire. Charles's 'sceptre and his prick are of a length', John Wilmot, earl of Rochester, wrote. And, of Castlemaine: 'Her Grace of Cleveland,/Has swallowed more pricks than the ocean has sand.' Evelyn, a frequent visitor to Whitehall, lamented the court's 'inexpressible luxury and profaneness, gaming, and all dissoluteness'. The Restoration court, as Kevin Sharpe has described, was an ambivalent place. Traditional ideals were in conflict with changing values. Monarchy looked to the past for legitimacy and stability, but it also needed to be reinvented. There may have been a kind of ease in palace apartments, but the political and religious divisions that had ended in a king being executed by his Parliament, and which the republican regimes had tried variously to heal, were still there. Underneath the rustling silks and behind the sexual confidence was the unavoidable truth that monarchy was no longer assured. Commonwealths and republics were still being dreamed up in London's coffee houses.
In this world, Catherine chose to endorse the traditional role of a queen consort. She capitulated to Charles's demand that Castlemaine become one of her ladies of the bedchamber, and she tolerated his other mistresses, from Nell Gwyn to Louise de Kerouaille. She was kind to Charles's first illegitimate son, James Crofts, duke of Monmouth - just 13 in 1662 - and would later plead (unsuccessfully) for his life after he tried to topple his Catholic uncle, James II, in 1685. Catherine found allies in women like herself: the young Frances Stuart, who resisted Charles's advances; Mary Villiers, the devout duchess of Buckingham; and, after 1673, Mary of Modena, James's 15-year-old Italian wife. Like her mother-in-law, Henrietta Maria, Catherine began to host her own popular circles, welcoming courtiers, administrators and ambassadors to her Whitehall withdrawing room. More than a hundred visitors would mingle there daily to talk and be seen. Samuel Pepys attended, keen to keep up with news and gossip. Catherine also learned how to dance and hosted masques and balls. She liked to play cards and gamble. She frequently went to the theatre and enjoyed archery. She drank tea for pleasure, rather than medicinally as the English were used to, thus setting a new and lasting trend. She soon dropped the monstrous farthingales in favour of more relaxed, if revealing, English dress. She would sometimes, like other noble women, wear a man's riding clothes. She commissioned portraits of herself. But instead of patronising Sir Peter Lely, the artist favoured by Charles's mistresses, Catherine patronised the Flemish (and Catholic) baroque painter Jacob Huysmans. In 1664, Huysmans portrayed her as her namesake, St Catherine of Alexandria. It is a work of serious, and sensuous, modesty. Catherine's exposed flesh looks chaste rather than sexy. Other women copied it, including Protestants. Pepys, for example, was 'infinitely pleased' with how his wife, Elizabeth, looked as St Catherine. St Catherine, though, was a devout princess who had converted to Christianity, and who was famous for converting others. A portrait of Catherine as Catherine of Alexandria anticipates that she, too, might convert others.
Maria Hayward has argued that Catherine 'played the part of a "good wife" to assert - quietly but firmly - her position and thereby came to represent normative, virtuous women at court and in the country at large'. In this way, Catherine could oppose the promiscuity of Charles's mistresses and other 'court beauties'. Underpinning this image, and her resilience, was Catherine's faith. She knew, as did others hailing the alliance between England and Portugal, that, as queen in a Protestant country, she could protect and nurture English, and Irish, Catholics and even advance Catholicism. Her marriage treaty had allowed her to continue to worship as a Catholic. She brought her own Portuguese priests and was given the chapel at St James's Palace, and then, after Henrietta Maria's death, at Somerset House, where she welcomed English Catholics, even when to do so was prohibited. She spent a great deal of money on silver plate, clerical dress, white linen cloths. She employed the Italian artist Benedetto Gennari to decorate the interior and, in 1668, appointed Giovanni Sebenico, from St Mark's in Venice, to be her master of Italian music. The new sound was heard and loved by Henry Purcell; Pepys considered it 'beyond anything of ours'. As well as establishing beautiful places of worship that would attract London's Catholics, Catherine's patronage of Italians countered and rivalled the pro-French influences at the court that Charles encouraged and which, from the early 1670s, were associated with Louise de Kerouaille (later duchess of Portsmouth), Catherine's French maid of honour and then Charles's maitresse en titre.
While Shorland refers to 'Catherine's real Catholic agenda' and her 'desire to spread the good news about the religion', she does not really show whether or how Catherine did this. Catherine the Catholic cultural patron has been drawn out by, among other historians, Chelsea Reutcke, Edward Corp, Eilish Gregory and Peter Leech. The Licensing Act of 1662 had prohibited the publication of popish books, but Catholic writers could look to Catherine for protection. Her chaplain Thomas Godden, for example, dedicated his controversial defence of the Catholic faith - Catholicks no Idolaters - to Catherine, and the work circulated freely. When the unlicensed printer, John Winter, was prosecuted for printing a popish, and potentially seditious, book that Catherine herself had commissioned, she stepped in. Winter's printing shop was left alone. Catholic printers and booksellers set themselves up around Somerset House, including Catherine's own bookseller, the recusant Anthony Lawrence. According to Reutcke, Somerset House itself became a place where seditious texts could hide from the law.
To read cover to cover a volume of a royal household's expenses might seem daunting, but Maria Hayward's meticulous and beautiful edition of Catherine's privy purse accounts is testament to the potential of lists of everyday stuff to be a rich and revealing biographical source. (Hayward is at work on a biography of Catherine.) The privy purse was the pot of money that Catherine could spend on household items and some luxury goods, as well as on wages, tips, rewards and travel. It was separate from expenditure on furniture and clothes. In these accounts, monies spent on sweet water, gloves and buttons, linen for sheets and a silver chain for a pet monkey sit alongside payments to settle gambling debts incurred during card games, alms given to the poor and tips given to servants who brought gifts for the queen: fresh salmon or lampreys, fruit, seasonal flowers. Some gifts came from Charles's mistresses, such as orange blossom from de Kerouaille. Other payments are poignant in a different way: a funeral for a footman who died from the plague; PS1 given to two soldiers who saved a 'Cristall Candellsticke' from Somerset House during the Great Fire.
Laced through the lists of objects and the columns of money are the names of the men and women, many Catholic, and many Portuguese, who made up Catherine's household - the women who kept her apartments clean; Portuguese cooks; the dean of her chapel, Father Howard; Dom Patricio, her almoner - as well as prominent ministers such as the Duke of Buckingham. While account books, as Hayward notes, are not always able to tell us exactly what value or meaning objects or goods had for the owner, they give clues to Catherine's individual style and habits: her preferred milliner, for example, was Mary Cherrett, in Covent Garden; there are multiple payments for muffs, ribbons and lace to trim her clothes; she displays a fondness for plants and animals. The way she practised her faith is shown through payments made to servants who helped her mark religious days: a gift of a leek from a footman on St David's Day; a cross on St Patrick's Day. Others brought fish to be eaten on fish days.
The accounts, written in a neat italic hand, were compiled by Barbara Howard, Countess of Suffolk, who was keeper of Catherine's privy purse as well as first lady of the bedchamber and groom of the stool. Suffolk was also the Countess of Castlemaine's aunt, and she and her husband, James Howard, were, in Hayward's description, a 'Restoration political and social "power couple"'. It was Suffolk who helped Catherine adapt to English court life, and prepared and dressed her body.
The queen's body, as the potential bearer of a Protestant child, was scrutinised. The Italian diplomat and writer Lorenzo Magalotti noted 'the extraordinary frequency and abundance of her menses'. In June 1663, Pepys wrote in his diary that 'the Queen hath much changed her humour, and is become very pleasant and sociable as any; and they say is with child.' Catherine's summer trips to Tunbridge Wells and Bath, where it was hoped the therapeutic waters would help her to conceive, were gossiped about, as were rumoured miscarriages. One report claimed she had miscarried after Charles's pet fox had jumped on her bed. In not producing an heir, Catherine was perceived to have failed in a queen consort's primary duty. As it became clear that she was unable to conceive - Shorland plausibly suggests endometriosis - Charles came under pressure to divorce Catherine and marry again. An anti-Catholic Whig faction, led by Antony Ashley Cooper, Lord Shaftesbury, agitated to divert the succession away from James, duke of York. James had begun to worship openly as a Catholic and his marriage to Mary of Modena in 1673 meant that he might have a Catholic son, who would push aside Mary, James's safely Protestant daughter with his first wife. Popular verse began to laugh at Catherine. 'The Lord Chancellor's [Shaftesbury's] Speech to the Parliament' asked: 'Would you once bless the English nation,/By changing of Queen Kate's vocation,/And find one fit for procreation?' To which Parliament answered: 'I should be glad to see Kate going.'
Anti-Catholic hatred was never far below the surface in post-Reformation England. Between 1678 and 1681, the country succumbed to a wave of hysteria in response to the 'Popish Plot'. It was alleged that Catholics were conspiring to kill Charles II and assume power, and that the pope was behind it. But the plots were only stories, fabricated by Titus Oates and Israel Tonge. Oates was an Anglican preacher who had converted to Catholicism and then turned against Catholics. His testimonies were flimsy, inconsistent and clearly unreliable, but it did not take much to stoke anti-Catholic paranoia. Oates was dangerous because he was believed - men were imprisoned and executed on the basis of his 'evidence' - and because he could be used by Shaftesbury and his faction to advance their agenda for the succession. In 1679, Shaftesbury introduced the first of three exclusion bills that sought to prevent James from inheriting the throne unless he renounced his Catholicism. Charles's illegitimate son, James, duke of Monmouth was proposed as a possible heir. Charles dissolved Parliament before any of the bills could pass, and sent James abroad for a while - an act Catherine believed to be 'so contrary to the affection he bears towards this brother to whom he owes so much'.
Catherine and some of her household found themselves implicated. Oates named her Catholic doctor, George Wakeman, as a would-be assassin; he was imprisoned in the Tower and tried for treason (he was found not guilty). Meanwhile a man called William Bedloe, an associate of Oates, had claimed that a high-profile Protestant magistrate, Sir Edmund Berry Godfrey, whose body had been found at Primrose Hill in strange circumstances, had been murdered in Somerset House. Oates circulated rumours that Catherine herself was planning to poison Charles. Charles questioned Oates personally but was not convinced. He could not believe Catherine 'capable of a wicked thing'. While the Commons pressed for Catherine's banishment, the House of Lords expressed belief in her goodness. Catherine, for her part, put her faith in God: 'My trust is that the Almighty will establish the truth,' she said. She did not take up her brother Pedro's suggestion that she return to Portugal to wait for the hysteria to die down. And Charles did not bow to the pressure to divorce her, or abandon her, declaring that to do so would be 'horrid'.
Charles's loyalty to Catherine, when he was anything but faithful, may be surprising. There was precedent, after all, for an English king to divorce in pursuit of an heir. He may have been motivated by genuine attachment, as well as principle. His attitude may also have been bound up with the loyalty he maintained to James, as his brother and as the legitimate heir. Charles's entire kingship depended on the continued principle of hereditary right. Perhaps his own religious beliefs played a part. When he died in 1685, he died a Catholic. His last rites were read to him by Father Huddleston, the priest who had sheltered him from Cromwell's soldiers after the Battle of Worcester in 1651. Catherine mourned in the traditional way, and for a long time. She was appropriately consoled by poets who praised her, as Joshua Barnes did, as 'the sole good queen' and 'the best that ere/did th'honourable chains of wedlock wear'.
After Charles II's death 
, Catherine lived in Somerset House and presided over her own household and privy council. She still had her own money, as part of her jointure. Once king, James II pushed for the toleration of Catholicism throughout England, Scotland and Ireland - much to the horror of many in Parliament and the Church. This brief climate of religious toleration gave Catherine new opportunities to support and patronise Catholics, as shown by Gregory in her chapter in Later Stuart Queens. But it was short-lived. On 10 June 1688, Mary of Modena had a longed-for child, a boy, named James. To block this Catholic succession, the Whig faction in Parliament began to negotiate with James II's first daughter, Mary, and her husband, William of Orange, stadtholder of the Dutch republic. In the so-called Glorious Revolution of 1688, William and Mary were crowned, and James, Mary and their son - who would become the Pretender - were sent into exile.
Catherine was allowed to remain at Somerset House but she was now alone as a Catholic royal. Her relationship with William and Mary was cordial, but strained. She did not attend their coronation and William withheld money due to her. Unsurprisingly, as Gregory shows, Catherine's home became a meeting place for Jacobites, those who remained loyal to the deposed James II and his son. Most were Catholic, but not all; the principle of hereditary succession was held dear. Catherine, however, wanted to return to Portugal. As she wrote to her brother Pedro, who was now king, her duty to Charles as his wife, which was also her duty to God, was done.
Catherine left England in 1692, taking with her 103 loyal members of her household, including English ladies-in-waiting, her English clothes and some English customs. Back in Portugal, she did not retreat from public life but rather built her own baroque palace, Paco da Bemposta, in Lisbon. She twice acted as regent for Pedro II: in 1704, when he was on military campaign against Spain, and again in 1705, after he had suffered a stroke. As regent in a country where female rule was legitimate but often resisted, Catherine successfully oversaw military victories against Spain that preserved the crown. She maintained a British identity until her death, styling herself 'Queen of Great Britain, Infanta of Portugal'. As Goldthorpe shows in her essay in Later Stuart Queens, Catherine played a part in reviving the Anglo-Portuguese alliance once Queen Anne was on the throne. While the poet Edmund Waller associated this 'best of queens' with the 'best of herbs' - tea - Goldthorpe credits Catherine with some influence over the British love of port. A treaty in 1705 reduced the import duty payable on Portuguese wines in exchange for freer trade in English woollens and cloths. As a result, port and madeira dominated the wine trade for 'over a century'. On 31 December 1705, Catherine died, still as regent. The Braganza family continued to rule Portugal until 1910.
On Charles II's death, Aphra Behn dedicated a consolatory poem to Catherine, addressing her as 'the great pattern of piety and virtue'. Despite not securing the succession, despite being Catholic, Catherine managed to be perceived as an ideal consort. Royal wives were - and are - loved or loathed according to values that remain spectacularly unchanged: pretty (not too sexy), devout, dutiful. This May, Catherine, princess of Wales, returned from a trip to Italy during which she had pursued her interest in early years education. It was a solo trip, to confirm Catherine's renewed health but also to emphasise her own, appropriate sphere of influence. A press opportunity allowed Prince William to praise Catherine, which he did in entirely conventional terms: a great wife, a great mother, thoroughly devoted to her causes. Meanwhile, the photographers captured Catherine's radiant smile, Botticelli curls, sharp suit in Marian blue. An image that balances the expected, successful virtues of a consort is carefully curated. It has a long history.
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Short Cuts
Stealing from the SNP
Dani Garavelli

2041 wordsIn early  2021, when the SNP's chief executive Peter Murrell was being questioned via Zoom by a Holyrood inquiry into the Scottish government's handling of harassment allegations against Alex Salmond, others on the call noticed that he kept looking off to the left. When asked why, he claimed he was being distracted by magpies. It was an odd and brazen thing to say, because he knew then what we all now know: that Murrell is a thief who covets shiny trinkets. Even as he spoke, scattered round the properties he had access to were Mont Blanc pens, Bremont watches, Le Creuset pans and a Smythson tea set paid for with money stolen from the party he helped to lead. But then everything about this story is odd and brazen, from the quiz show hodgepodge of goods Murrell bought - from an PS81,000 Jaguar to a two-piece silicone egg poacher for PS24 - to the announcement two days before Murrell's sentencing that his estranged wife, Nicola Sturgeon, had accepted a role on a reality TV show. On Sky's Wargame, the woman who led Scotland through Covid will play second fiddle to Michael Gove as the fictional prime minister of a UK government fighting Russia.
Murrell, who was jailed for five years and three months, was said to feel 'guilt and remorse' over his embezzlement of PS400,000 over twelve years. But no explanation was offered as to why a man who earned a substantial wage defrauded his own party to buy things he didn't need and often didn't use. The Bremont watches are still wrapped in cellophane and the PS124,000 Niesmann & Bischoff Smove 7.4e motor home has only four miles on the clock - his drive from the dealer to his mother's home - despite the three travel books for round-Britain camper-vanning Murrell had picked up in anticipation.
While Nigel Farage is being investigated over PS5 million he received from a crypto billionaire, Murrell squandered the SNP's reputation on PS42,660 worth of Amazon packages and a necklace from a Shetland jeweller that Sturgeon thought was a sweet gift. Outside the court, reporters argued over which of his purchases was the most humiliating: some thought the Ali Baba laundry basket, others the slouch pouch onesie.
In mitigation, Murrell's lawyer, John Scullion KC, said his client had become the object of public ridicule. But he has made a laughing stock of the SNP, too, revealing the inadequacy of its financial governance and its reluctance to scrutinise those at the top. The court was told that the methods Murrell used to carry out his embezzlement weren't very sophisticated. They didn't need to be. As chief executive, he had full control of the SNP's accounts and was able to sign off his own expenses. Having made his purchases, he falsely labelled or misdescribed them in the party's accounting software system, to which he had direct access; on a few occasions he raised false invoices. When he bought the motor home he bypassed a transfer limit of PS30,000 by making multiple transactions. It also emerged that Murrell was able to make false claims without providing receipts because, he said, he couldn't get into the online expenses portal.
Perhaps the gravest flaw was the concentration of power in the couple at the helm of the party, and the conflict of interest that posed. Alex Salmond was among those who told Sturgeon her husband should not remain as chief executive after she became leader. But she ignored his advice and no one within the party or the media forced the issue. This meant that when people finally began to question the SNP's governance, Sturgeon felt she could shut them down. A leaked clip from 2021, in which she tells the National Executive Committee that the party has never been on a stronger financial footing, is a master class in entitlement. It was filmed the day after three members of its finance and audit committee had resigned because they didn't have access to the accounts. Brought in by the party's then treasurer, Douglas Chapman, to find out what was going on, they only lasted six weeks. Chapman himself resigned two months later. 'Just be very careful, all of us, about suggestions that there are problems with the party's finances because we depend on donors to donate,' Sturgeon says in a tone that can only be described as hectoring. This was peak 'wheesht for indy': a phrase used to describe the papering over of problems to ensure they did not damage the independence movement.
To understand how the party got to the point where its funds could be embezzled, it's necessary to go back to the period before Sturgeon became party leader and first minister in the wake of the 2014 Independence referendum. Before 2014, the SNP consisted mostly of old-timers, bonded by their outsider status and shared history. After the referendum, there was a surge of new party members, and the following year, the SNP won a landslide in Scotland in the UK general election. The party had grown hugely and moved from the fringes to the mainstream, but its structures, its governance, its cliquiness and its defensiveness remained. This failure to adapt wasn't so damaging while the SNP was riding high in the polls and there wasn't too much stress along its internal faultlines. But by the time Murrell appeared before that Holyrood inquiry in 2021, the party and movement had fractured.
Some of those who believed that the accusations against Salmond were the result of a conspiracy on the part of his successor, Sturgeon, and her administration, and who also opposed the SNP's Gender Recognition Reform Bill, were openly gunning for Sturgeon. Legitimate criticism of her managerialism and lack of transparency was mixed, in some quarters, with a deep-seated misogyny, and it became difficult to separate the two. Independence discourse on X, which had previously split along Yes/No lines, turned on itself, with some former advocates angrier at the parliamentary SNP than with their unionist rivals. There were defections to Alba, the party Salmond set up in 2021 following his acquittal in 2020, and defections back again; leaking became commonplace.
After the Brexit vote in 2016, which the SNP believed constituted a 'material change in circumstances' justifying a second independence referendum, the party set up two crowdfunders which raised some PS600,000 from donors who thought their money was being ring-fenced for a new referendum campaign. When the 2019 accounts showed the party only had PS97,000 in its bank account, the pro-indy blogger Stuart Campbell, better known as 'Wings over Scotland', began asking where the money had gone (the suspicion then was that it had been used to cover general party expenses).
Rumours began to circulate. Because some of those raising concerns belonged to the movement's wilder fringes, no one in the upper echelons of the SNP paid them much heed. The widespread leaking fostered (or was used to justify) more secrecy, on the grounds that anything circulated internally would probably end up in the public domain. But Sturgeon and Murrell were no longer unassailable. Sean Clerkin, a left-wing independence activist (and one-time member of a group called Scottish Resistance), lodged a complaint with Police Scotland, and the force launched Operation Branchform, which stumbled across Murrell's embezzlement. No charges have yet been brought in relation to the alleged repurposing of the crowdfunders.
Murrell is now in a prison cell in Dumfries. His lawyer told the court he intended to return all the money he stole. Sturgeon, who was also arrested, but not charged, is no longer first minister, no longer even an MSP. Her insistence that she knew nothing about her husband's crimes - in particular the claim she never noticed the 24-foot camper van parked outside her mother-in-law's house - continues to generate mockery and memes. Many of those who were quick to deride Sturgeon were the same people claiming that Salmond's acquittal exonerated him of behaving inappropriately.
Still, Sturgeon has done little to endear herself to those who once supported her and hoped she would acknowledge her part in creating the conditions that made Murrell's behaviour possible. Instead, she has dismissed all criticism of her actions as sexist while continuing to punt her autobiography, Frankly, attend book events and take on that reality TV role. We've been there, most of us, making out that we're having a good time when our lives are falling apart. Sturgeon has lost her marriage, her status and her home - she has 'fled' to London, where she is apparently renting. But since she was the leader of Scotland and of her party for eight years, it isn't unreasonable to expect a degree of soul-searching and accountability.
As for John Swinney, the current SNP first minister, he and Murrell go back a long way: both born in 1964, both raised in the Edinburgh suburb of Corstorphine, both members of the same company of the Boys' Brigade. Several sources have claimed that Salmond told them Murrell was forced to repay money stolen from party funds while he was membership convenor of the SNP's Peterhead branch in 1989. If this is true, why didn't Salmond tell anyone when Swinney appointed Murrell chief executive in 2001 during his first period as party leader? And why, when concerns started to emerge two decades later, didn't anyone mention Peterhead?
This is not the first time the SNP has been stung by one of its own senior figures. In 2022, Natalie McGarry, the former MP for Glasgow East, was jailed for embezzling PS25,000 from the Glasgow Regional Association of the SNP and Women for Independence. She was the treasurer of both organisations. At WFI, she transferred crowdfunder money into her personal account, while claiming to be reimbursing herself for legitimate expenses.
Swinney has spent the weeks since Murrell's guilty plea talking down the impact of the scandal. He may be right that a parliamentary inquiry is not the appropriate forum for an investigation of the governance of an individual political party; an alternative would be to appoint a KC to lead an independent investigation. Swinney would prefer the public to take it on trust that the changes he has stipulated are sufficient. These include a requirement that every payment be seen by three people - the head of finance, the chief executive and the national treasurer - before it can be authorised. But unless these measures are independently scrutinised and the party's cosily informal culture is addressed, how effective will they be? It is also difficult to take Swinney's assurances of a commitment to transparency seriously when he has refused to criticise the recent decision by Holyrood officials to put lobby journalists in a restricted area, limiting their access to politicians after First Minister's Questions.
Whether the scandal will have a long-term impact on the party's electoral success is hard to determine. Some have suggested that if Murrell's guilty plea had come before the Holyrood election on 7 May - in which the SNP held on to power, but won six fewer seats than in 2021 - the outcome would have been very different; but recent developments suggest it's not so straightforward. The two Westminster by-elections held on 18 June along with the one in Makerfield were both in Scotland. The SNP's loss of Aberdeen South to the Tories had more to do with fears for the oil and gas industry than with Murrell's actions. The same night, the SNP held Arbroath and Broughty Ferry, increasing the party's majority from 859 over Labour to 5278 over the Tories. According to Swinney, there was an increase in donations to the SNP in the wake of Murrell's guilty plea: a nationalist middle finger in the face of unionist Schadenfreude.
The SNP has been winning by default for years now. Everyone knows the party is exhausted and out of ideas, but people keep voting for it for want of anything better. And, like Labour when it ruled Scotland, it never tries anything new. Why bother? The day before Murrell's sentencing, the party's eight remaining Westminster MPs backed a presentation bill aimed at devolving independence referendum powers to Holyrood. These bills are highly unlikely to be passed. A futile gesture. Business as usual.
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Adored Image
Marina Warner

4530 words 
[image: ]'Ghost of a Girl with an Egg' (2022) 
(c) Celia Paul. Courtesy the artist, Gladstone and Victoria Miro.




Celia Paul's  My Mother and God, from 1990, shows Paul's mother, the obsessive subject of her art, against a louring cloud of thickly layered black and brown paint; at the top of the canvas, a glow of gold gives a promise of sunrise. The head seems to float in the lower half of the painting, an apparition in a welter of night; the eyes are lowered and the face turned to the side, almost as if she were listening to the hum of the darkness that bears down on her and threatens to engulf her. This is a god who does not offer easy consolation.
The painting is one of an immense sequence of images made over thirty years, from 1977 until 2007, for which Pamela Paul devotedly sat for her daughter. Early on, Paul had drawn 'the backs of her knees, with the tender little line at the crease; her feet, with the beautiful toes already showing signs of their later crookedness; her legs, with their familiar large thighs'. In her memoir, Self-Portrait (2019), she recalls telling her mother to take off her clothes and lie down: 'I peremptorily instructed my mother about what position she should assume ... When she faltered and didn't get the position just as I had wanted, I shouted at her. I was very cruel. She cried and said that I was treating her like an object.' Later on in their long collaboration, her mother is no longer manipulated like a doll, but seated in contemplation. She used the time to pray, and reached a state of ecstasy, Paul tells us, if she had 'sat well'. The paintings exude a rare intimacy, as in Rembrandt's of his mother reading the Bible, an intimacy more usually found in pictures by a lover, a spouse or a parent.
Mack press has published a massive volume of her work: nearly three hundred drawings and paintings, made since the 1970s, selected to emphasise her evocation of silence and solitariness. It includes essays by Hilton Als, Karl Ove Knausgaard and others, worth reading but difficult to read because of the book's bulk. Clare Carlisle offers Proust's feverish yearning for his mother as a parallel to Paul's intense closeness to hers. Yet in her writing Paul tells us very little about Pamela: that she studied English at King's College London, that her happy childhood in North Crawley was riven by tragedy when her little cousin was run over. This reticence is a central quality of Paul's artistry as both writer and painter. In the course of a rare public conversation, held at the London Library in 2023 and transcribed for the Miro volume, Edmund de Waal suggests that 'the real research is thinking and living into someone else's visions,' to which Paul replies: 'And knowing what to leave out, as well.' Her paintings and her writings seem unflinchingly to scrutinise their subjects (often herself). But they leave out a lot, as well.
Geoffrey Paul, her father, was a missionary in Thiruvananthapuram, Kerala, where Paul was born in 1959. She was the fourth daughter, and for a while the youngest. Then another sister, Kate, came along. Paul found this very hard to bear, as she describes with raw honesty, trusting her readers' sympathy. 'I refused to eat. I became really ill and was diagnosed with leukaemia.' The family returned to England to get treatment, and Paul was cured. 'My parents said it was a miracle, brought about by so much prayer. I thought otherwise. I knew I had brought the illness on myself to get my mother's attention. I succeeded. My mother gave me her devotion for the rest of her life.'
In England, Geoffrey took up the post of warden of Lee Abbey, a Christian evangelical community on Exmoor; later the family moved to Hull, where he became a bishop, and then to Bradford. This upbringing was sheltered, unworldly and spartan: the exactions of a pastor's family life, borne uncomplainingly, can be seen in Pamela's worn features, her resigned, drooping and exhausted body, her gnarled and broken feet. After Bishop Paul died suddenly in 1983, the family circumstances became yet more straitened; having always lived in church property, they had no home of their own. Pamela would survive him by another thirty years. After she could no longer sit for her portrait, Kate was enlisted. The family resemblance is striking: the long eyes, the round arcs of the eyebrows, the tapering neck, the sloping 'champagne' shoulders (as my own mother called them). Painting Kate again and again and others she felt close to was, Paul suggests, a way of securing them as co-disciples in her vocation and another form of self-exploration.
[image: ]'My Mother with a Rose' (2006)
(c) Celia Paul. Courtesy the artist, Gladstone and Victoria Miro.




Paul does not really paint portraits, if penetrating insight into character is what's expected, and she hasn't accepted commissions. Not that she can't catch a likeness as well as any journeyman: Lucian Freud's vampiric stare - blue-grey, strabismic - dazzles in Colony of Ghosts (2023), painted after a photograph John Deakin took sixty years ago of the 'School of London' and Colony Room members Freud, Francis Bacon, Michael Andrews and Frank Auerbach together at Wheeler's restaurant in Soho. Paul wanted to conjure the power of that boys' gang and express her own uneasy position vis-a-vis this now auratic company. 'I belong among them,' she asserts, 'even if they can't let me in.'
Freud admired and learned from her, Paul makes clear. He embarked on Large Interior, W11 (after Watteau) in 1981 after she had shown him her 'first real painting', called Family Group, in which her father, mother and sister Kate are sitting together but somehow each isolated and apart. She painted it in 1980 and Freud, who specialised in single portraits, was struck by her attempt to express relationships that were both loving and tense. Paul is there in his response, partly hidden by the fall of her hair and enveloped in a long, flower-sprinkled dress; she is sitting squashed up beside Freud's daughter Bella, who is the same age as Paul, his former lover Suzy Boyt and her son, Kai. 'We look lost and isolated,' Paul writes, 'like sheep huddled together in a storm.'
Paul's writings give every impression of translucency and quivering confession; she is an artist of self-exposure, of hurt and sorrow, both on canvas and on the page. Her confidences inspire love and a desire to protect her and have given rise to something of a cult. But, as I have said, much is concealed as well as revealed. The bishop father remains in the shadows, except for one scene, in Self-Portrait, where he teases his daughters by declaring that Lucy is 'the creative person in the family' and Kate is 'the genius'. Paul bridles with jealousy, feeling utterly rejected. This glimpse of the bishop at the family table, a pastor who remains mostly distant, busy in his study writing his sermons, sounds an alarm.
Unexpectedly, Freud's friends and his many children single out among his characteristics his craving for affection, expressed demonstratively, caressingly. We may hoot, deplore or shrink in revulsion from his promiscuity and baby fathering, but many women, one after another, and often at the same time, responded and, like several of his daughters, remain fiercely loyal. When I wrote a profile of him for the New York Times Magazine in 1988, one of his lovers gave me an interview, off the record. She described the way he noticed when her skin changed colour because the heating wasn't set high enough, or, from the look of her tummy muscles, when she hadn't been swimming that morning. It was intoxicating, she said, to have someone pay such full attention to you.
Self-Portrait chronicles the all-consuming love Paul felt for Freud, who became her lover when she was 18 and he was 55. The last but one in a family of six women, dependants of a patriarchal institution, she hungered for such attention. Scarcity in her social and religious background seems to provide the foundation of her life choices. The thick, dark paint of My Mother and God evokes her mother's faith in the material existence of a deity but also conveys, perhaps unconsciously, the oppressive impenetrability that her mother's faith - and her sisters' too, perhaps - presented to Paul. One of her sisters, Mandy, is a priest; another, Jane, became a theologian in the Anglican ministry and is married to Rowan Williams. It is startling that the family connection led to the Archbishop of Canterbury's officiating at the funeral of Lucian Freud - as if the pope had presided at Don Giovanni's obsequies. Asked to deliver the eulogy, the prelate must have produced a masterpiece of evasion.
Paul committed herself to a modern, secular version of the life of an anchoress walled up in a cell, with only the rare visitor climbing the long flights of stairs to her studio-home in Bloomsbury, which Freud bought for her. She recounts in Self-Portrait how she gave up her son, Frank, in order to dedicate herself to art - and to return to his father. Or rather, to resume waiting for him to telephone her or to summon her or to call on her: Freud had always been unpredictable and was already closely involved with other women, causing agonies of jealousy. She doesn't name them in her books but evoked them calmly and even coolly in a piece for this paper.*
Her mother agreed to look after the baby, happy to have another child at home, she said, and a boy, too, after her five girls had fledged. Paul writes of her anguish at the separation from her baby, but painting her mother and son together, she reassures herself: 'My mother's love for her grandson was as strong as a mountain. The years had chiselled and focused her need to give love. Her body was a fortress. No harm would come near him.' Why did Pamela want to do this for her daughter? Did she feel she had failed to protect her? Or did she too see this as enabling a higher calling? The parable of the talents in the New Testament denounces the man who buries his in the ground. At my convent school, the nuns would instruct us in moral priorities and explain that, in future, our duty as wives and mothers would be to serve God and our husband, who was his stand-in. For example, if our husband was posted to India, we should leave the children behind and go with him. Is it possible that in a God-fearing family these values held, and that cultivating the gift of artistic ability, bestowed by God, took precedence? That loyalty to the father of your child was paramount? In other words, that Pamela took up Martha's role so that Paul, the child needing love, could be Mary Magdalene and cultivate the better part?
[image: ]'Kate in a Starry Landscape' (2025)
(c) Celia Paul. Courtesy the artist, Gladstone and Victoria Miro.




Paul's account of her choice makes for painful reading, especially when Freud, finding milk leaking from her breasts onto her dress, asks what it is and then appears to be repelled. Rachel Cusk's profile of Paul for the New York Times in 2019 is filled with a kind of pity for and rage against Paul's subjugation, and places it in the larger context of the impossible combination, for a woman, of motherhood and a creative life (as in Cyril Connolly's famous jibe at the pram in the hall). But many women artists have had children, some of them even a whole gaggle of them. Julie Phillips's book The Baby on the Fire Escape gives a broader historical picture of the many stratagems women artists have devised. Less attention has been given to the way artists - and writers for that matter - have themselves been mothered. Paul is unusual in the intensity of her bond, and she feels none of the anger and reproach current in memoirs and autofiction. Besides, she did not exactly abandon Frank - every week she would go to Cambridge to be with him and, it seems, every weekend too. She handed over the childcare but perceives the arrangement through the prism of Christian love, oblation and self-sacrifice.
Several writers on Paul - Knausgaard as well as Cusk - express awe at the self-inflicted deprivation of her life in the small, austere walk-up flat, the nearest thing to a freezing garret imaginable, and marvel at the eremitical squalor, the rime of paint crusts and detritus on the floor, the stiffly bedaubed artist's smock which Paul wears to work, the self-mortification. In her youth, at the Slade, she describes, insouciantly, trying heroin, drinking too much, having sex here and there and forgetting to eat, to wash. Self-care wasn't a word then, but she lacks it and to some degree, like an ecstatic saint, has made a philosophy of self-neglect as transcendence.
In 'Painting Myself', her own essay for the Miro catalogue, Paul writes that she could not paint a self-portrait in the years when her mother was her principal subject: 'Somehow, her adored image blotted out my own. It took her death for me to be able to start to see myself. And then I found a way in.' That way in involved choosing other compass points from which to take her bearings. In Letters to Gwen John (2022), her second book, she writes beautiful, confiding letters, which are intensely seductive to the reader. Unlike a child's imaginary friend, John doesn't make up for what Paul lacks but reinforces it. John's spells of self-abasement to another Great (Male) Artist, Auguste Rodin, comfort Paul and help vindicate her own lacerating passion for Freud, while her chosen double's privations, poverty and seclusion, her fierce privacy and composure and stillness, beckon to Paul as if John were her soul sister, or she her reincarnation.
Her closeness to this avatar offers a clue to looking at Paul's paintings of people: they aren't portraits as such but a form of self-portraiture by mediumship. John offers her a mirror in which she can find her own character, in the same way her mother, and then her sister Kate, offered her paths to discover who she was. The quest was frustrated, unresolved, hence the patient, taxing iterations of her mother, Kate and herself.
Unlike Jenny Saville, eleven years younger than Paul, or Paula Rego or Barbara Walker, Paul's subjects are not powerful or carnal. Indeed they are disincarnate, a riposte to Freud's fleshly displays (my sister, the art critic Laura Gascoigne, saw Freud's nudes in Ballardian terms, 'posed like casualties of a car crash in a nudist camp'). In Ghost of a Girl with an Egg (2022), Paul reproduces the portrait that Freud made of her in 1980, in which she appears naked, her eyes averted, and prone (the view from above much favoured by Freud). She writes in Self-Portrait that Freud was surprised by the voluptuousness of her 'curves' and that towards the end of the sittings, he suddenly decided to add in the foreground two halves of a hard-boiled egg. Naked Girl with Egg is a 'cruel objectification': 'I am shown lying on a black bedsheet; one hand cups my full breast, the other is raised to my excruciated face. A halved boiled egg sits in a white dish on a marble-topped table. The brown swirling veins of the marble echo my pubic hair, and the egg resembles my breasts.'
Sarah Lucas later skewered this kind of male facetiousness and swagger with her Self-Portrait with Fried Eggs (1996), but she has a far tougher humour than Paul. Freud's addition of the egg was a cruel joke, a silly, crude, schoolboy snigger. It is no wonder her lover's image of her imprinted Paul's sensibility, or that she returns to it. In a very recent painting, La Chevelure, she summons a ghostly memory of the first time she visited Freud's studio. He grasped her long hair, plunged his face into it and breathed in its scent, and asked her if she knew Baudelaire's poem 'La Chevelure'. In the painting, she and Freud appear together, gauzy and insubstantial, a moment of erotic crystallisation.
Freud declared himself impatient of all symbolism. For the double portrait Large Interior, W9 (1973), he arranged his mother, Lucie, seated and clothed in the foreground with Jacquetta Eliot lying naked in the bed behind, half covered by an old brown blanket. By Lucie's chair, prominent in the foreground, stands a pestle and mortar - needed to grind charcoal into the pigments, Freud claimed, to achieve the right 'Londony' grime in his palette. No further meaning intended, nothing about time or youth or beauty or the relationship of a mother with her son (and vice versa) or a man with his lover. Paul at first consented to this austere positivism: the thing itself mattered on its own terms. The face, the body, the couch, the chair, were enough; striving to capture things as they are an arduous and fulfilling endeavour.
Over decades distancing herself from Freud, Paul has become a quietly metaphysical artist, finding in her subjects a depth and mystery that invites the viewer to look beyond appearances. She leaves out more and more - time, circumstance, setting, objects. The ascetic habitus of her works connects, in my eyes, to her clerical background and the shock of her encounter with the antinomian devilry of Freud. He singled her out for visibility in some memorable, if anguished, paintings he made of her, notably the last one, which shows Angus Cook, a mutual friend, sprawled on a bed, his genitals exposed, while Paul stands with paintbrush in hand, squishing a paint tube under her naked foot. It has been interpreted as a moment of triumphant self-realisation, of Paul the artist not the muse, the painter not the model. She has revisited this painting too in a ghostly variation, and filled the right hand of the canvas, where Cook had lain, with sweeps of grey-brown paint. There are memories she cannot forget, even as she tries to obliterate them.
This coming into being has not continued as a theme in her work. The sequences of self-portraits she made between 2012 and 2015, during her mother's final illness and after her death, do not appear to me to be making a statement about women as artists but rather to be existential, repeated self-questioning in the tradition that connects Rembrandt, Van Gogh, Paula Modersohn-Becker and Egon Schiele. Her style and method have more affinity with Giacometti than with Freud or Auerbach. James Lord's marvellous account, published in 1965, of his long sessions sitting for Giacometti foreshadows the patient vigils that Paul exacts from her subjects. Lord relates entertainingly the way Giacometti was always dissatisfied with the day's work and at the end of the sitting would scrape down what he had done, time after time, until Lord recognised the arc of his mood swings and learned to get up and stop the session before the next annihilating depression set in.
Paul avoids all descriptors or social indices. There hangs in her studio a set of smocks which her sisters were asked to put on, for example, for Sisters by the Sea (2023), a votive gathering to mourn their mother. Made of bedsheets, these shroud-like gowns conceal the sisters' bodies and enhance the head and face, the only parts of them that are fully rendered. Like eschatological garments, they erase human flesh, the fact of embodiment, and cast the sisters as nuns, or penitents in a Holy Week procession, or Vestal Virgins, unmoored to time or place. They turn away, each in her own world, disassociated from worldly attachments, even to one another.
The question of narcissism bedevils self-portraiture as intensive as Paul's. She inverts Ovid's story: 'When I look in the mirror,' she writes, 'I can't see myself.' She looks at her own image and does not recognise herself but paints, again and again, her silent grief and ageing features, in perplexity and wonder at the presence of this stranger. She multiplies her selves, through Kate and Gwen John, but still carries on restlessly searching for a mirror that will reflect a person she can recognise as herself. I was reminded of those disturbing occasions when a limb goes to sleep at night, and you feel it as some alien object in the bed beside you and then realise with a jolt that it is your own arm.
It comes as a relief, in Letters to Gwen John, when Paul meets Steven Kupfer and, most surprisingly, marries him. His entry into her life lifts the gloom. He figures as a quiet, reflective and biddable companion. She first sees him, a regular in a local cafe, writing in his notebook; his family, it turns out, was originally from Ostrava and German was his first language (Freud retained his German accent in English, Paul tells us). In the portraits she made of Kupfer, he seems to be the same type as Freud but gentler, with a more open and kindly gaze, which she returns in some of her most loving works.
She did not however relax her discipline; she did not give him a key to her studio-home, and he understood the ferocity of her need for solitude and inspired her to make paintings in which she is freed from self-mortifying solipsism. After Kupfer's death in 2021, she painted truly visionary scenes of him on a lake in Austria, the Altaussee, surrounded by mountains. This was a place he loved. Prayer for Steven Kupfer (2021) shows him, a speck in a glowing gold-streaked immensity of water, mountain and sky. This tiny, intense painting and several others on the same theme were made from memory, back in the studio. Like other recent landscapes and portraits - of trees and streams, waves and shores - its stripped-down passion reflects the twinship Paul now feels with John, Munch and even Mark Rothko.
Since the death of her mother and husband, Paul's palette has lightened and her pigments thinned to layered veils of colour, now and then stippled to give texture to foam or foliage. She sometimes seems to be using oils like watercolour, and she vaporises features and forms to suggest the insubstantial workings of memory. She has also begun painting other people in their propria persona, not as her alter egos. On a residency in Venice, she made two unexpectedly warm, colourful and living portraits of two young women who helped her find her way around. She also began summoning kindly familiar spirits from the other side of life - Proust, for example, as well as Gwen John. A stay at the Bronte Parsonage in Haworth kindled further identification and inspired reworkings of Branwell's famous triple portrait of Charlotte, Emily and Anne (with himself excised). Writing about this work, Paul feels for him, as a lone male in a family of sisters: 'Branwell never resolved the gender insecurity he experienced.'
[image: ]'The Bronte Parsonage (with Charlotte's Pine and Emily's Path to the Moors)' (2017)
(c) Celia Paul. Courtesy the artist, Gladstone and Victoria Miro.




Her subjects have become more abstract, and their simplicity and reticence radiate a mystical quietude. Paul doesn't tell us how and why she stopped believing or being a Christian, if indeed she has. Her paintings can be prayers, as the title of her memorial to Kupfer announces. She refers to herself as a visionary artist of the everyday, and that is a clearer way of approaching her work, especially her more recent paintings, which are no longer peopled but meditate with intensity on the sea, a tree, a spring or a landscape. Her powerful renderings of phenomena - in The Mouth of the Cave, for example, a Turneresque view of light and mist pouring from the opening; or in Force, of a stream, also in Wales, gushing down a gully after a downpour; or in The Sea, The Sea, in which a luminous pathway of early light falls on long lines of pulsing waves (all three paintings from 2024) - strike similar resonances: she is alive to the symbolism of natural forces and not afraid of reaching towards peace and beauty.
Paul seems to have arrived at this new subject matter from painting the outlook from her high flat; in front, the facade of the British Museum, to the side, the BT Tower, at the back, the stepped pyramid on the summit of Hawksmoor's St George's Church, Bloomsbury. Her vista is level with the top branches of the tall plane trees in Great Russell Street and their shadows play on her walls. She has watched the light fall on this scene in every season, she has seen the darkness gather and the streetlamps come on. The BT Tower becomes a radiant spire, a vast paschal candle, a glowing vehicle into intergalactic emptiness. On spells away from London with Kate, in Devon and in Wales, she takes in the scenery, and then, when she returns to the studio, reproduces the sights, instilling as much transcendence as she can with her rapt handling of paint, now truly enfleshed and quickened with different colours.
In an essay in the Miro volume, Rowan Williams concentrates on the range of her palette, singling out, in the paintings made in Venice, 'a distinctive green/turquoise element' and 'the luminosity of the yellow pigment'. On first reading, I thought he was trying to forget all about Freud, but on reflection, I think he's making an important point, that all those admirers of Paul, who are enthralled by her sufferings, have allowed her story to obscure her art. She is of course partly responsible, because she writes so poignantly about herself. But in 'Painting Myself' she disputes - courteously, generously - Cusk's picture of her as a victim. She asserts her selfhood, in spite of everything. Freud inflicted deep pain on her, especially as his infidelities relegated her from the position of favourite, but she holds to the value of what she chose and the way she has continued to live. Her painting should not be seen through the lens of the School of London and her love of Freud. This context has trapped her and hidden her, somewhat like the dark cloud of God in that painting of her mother. She can now be seen as the inheritor of another English tradition. The narrow range of subjects, the private, local, meditative repetition, the encounters with the endless mutability of the familiar - water, shingle, leaves, skies, sunlight, moonlight - bring her closer to English pastoral, to Turner, to Constable and the mystical landscapes of Samuel Palmer, to Stanley Spencer of the apple tree in blossom, and also to the Impressionists' quest to represent shifting light and colour, to Monet and Pissarro, and even Bonnard.
In 2020 Paul stopped working on a painting she had begun in 1994 while her mother was still alive and sitting for her. She pronounced it finished and exhibited it. My Mother and the Mountain positions the 'adored image' of her mother against the mountain in Austria where her husband had felt at home: two loves at peace in a landscape. The colours are no longer heavily laden or impastoed. The mountain, vast and solid, soars above in the place where before God was hidden.
 




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.lrb.co.uk/the-paper/v48/n12/marina-warner/adored-image
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The poet slams his door
Seamus Perry

5241 wordsMichael Longley  died a year and a half ago, at which point, as Auden put it in his elegy for Yeats, 'he became his admirers.' As happens with any great poet, what those admirers had long appreciated as a succession of fine individual poems and volumes unobtrusively reorganised itself into the completed order of a life's work. Perhaps some foreshadowing of this process was already discernible when he was alive, but Longley was self-deprecating about such things: 'I suppose that as you grow older some sense of an accumulating "oeuvre" is unavoidable,' he told Peter McDonald in an interview, 'but the very word sounds so pompous - you know, those people who talk about "my work".' Still, for all Longley's likeable unpretentiousness, an oeuvre, with the sustained imaginative integrity that implies, is certainly what we have, and it is well sketched in the judicious self-selection, Ash Keys, which appeared a couple of months after his death.
Longley's achievement was not the product of anything like self-assurance. 'Almost every day, like needing Vitamin C,' Edna Longley wrote of her late husband, 'Michael would ask: "Am I a good poet?" And I would reassure him, perhaps adding: "and a great poet".' That Longley repeatedly sought confirmation suggests something fruitfully unassured in his conception of himself and of his art, as though a perpetual risk of failure were somehow an integral part of it. Several of his best readers have picked up on this quality of his imagination: McDonald has written (admiringly) of the 'apparent fragility' of the poems, and the critic John Lyon argued that 'precariousness is a precondition of Longley's art.' Longley, who was all too familiar with protracted writer's block, often spoke of precariousness in the sense that a poem might come but then again it might not. 'I live from poem to poem, from hand to mouth,' he said. But, he maintained, 'surviving the silence - I should say the silences' is what 'separates the men from the boys': properly understood, 'silence is part of the impulse,' and the failure of poetry is at once a peril and part of the vocation.
Longley was always drawn to the possibility of peril: he possessed what Eavan Boland called 'a vision of risk'. The work she had in mind, his first major poem, 'Epithalamion', depicts newlyweds ensconced in the refuge of their dark bedroom but conscious that the morning is coming with all its inevitable dangers and losses: 'The flowers everywhere/Are withering, the stars dissolved.' Longley had the poem open his first major collection, No Continuing City (1969); it occupied the same slot in his Selected Poems (1998) and does so again in Ash Keys, so it feels like a poem intended to strike a keynote, rather as Seamus Heaney's 'Digging' did as the opener to Death of a Naturalist (1966) and then to the several selected volumes that Heaney went on to publish. 'Where else could it be placed?' Heaney asked Dennis O'Driscoll, his Boswell. The contrast between the two signature poems is striking. Heaney finds in the spectacle of his father digging a model for his own poetic enterprise: he is obliged to use his pen where 'the old man' used a spade, but in some sense he is continuing in the same task, 'going down and down', opening 'a door into the dark', an instinct that would culminate in the powerful and disturbing excavatory bog poems of North (1975). We know that Edna Longley gave her husband a copy of P.V. Glob's celebrated study of Iron Age burials, The Bog People (1965), 'a gentle challenge', as Longley recalled; but evidently the book didn't spark anything: 'Nothing happened inside my head. Heaney read the book as well and produced his remarkable sequence of bog poems. I didn't mind.'
Longley's keynote poem is engaged in quite different business: it is, for one thing, a love poem. He was always insistent that love poetry was at the centre of things: 'It seems to me the hub of what I do and, if I may pursue the wheel image, out from the hub branch the spokes of other concerns, but they're related to the love poetry.' As it happens, he said almost exactly the same thing about Louis MacNeice, identifying one of his most important literary kinships: 'The hub of his work is his love poetry, and from it branch out like spokes his poems on people, Ireland, friendship and childhood.' MacNeice's love poems, like Longley's, are set in a particular key, once identified by Longley as 'a typical contrast between the delights of a moment and the knowledge that they cannot last' - exactly the moment of 'Epithalamion', a poem occupying a precious but fraught space between two contrary worlds of experience. 'The smug philosophers lie who say the world is one,' MacNeice protested. 'World is other and other, world is here and there.' Elsewhere he remarked that his poetry was founded on a 'basic conception of life as dialectical', and Longley was also keenly attuned to this.
The early poem 'Persephone', for instance, which Longley considered one of his best, has the goddess of Spring watching benignly over the hibernating life of nature at the winter equinox, but the poem's final sighting is the crafty progress of weasels, stoats and foxes: 'I can tell how softly their footsteps go -/Their footsteps borrow silence from the snow.' A world full of the possibility of returning life is at one and the same time a world of wily predators. In a quite different idiom, his no less marvellous poem 'Alibis' does something similar, wittily imagining one mode of existence for the speaker as a keen botaniser and musician, settled in poetic seclusion in the country, only to be suddenly struck by the possibility of another life: 'This idea of myself/Clambering aboard an express train full of/Honeymoon couples and football supporters.' There is no question of making a choice between these alternatives: it is, rather, a matter of finding an 'accommodation of different weathers', which is to say 'a simple question/Of being in two places at the one time'. There is a heavy irony in 'simple'.
As with MacNeice, a sense of leading multiple lives is wrapped up with the whole business of Irishness. MacNeice's parents were from Connemara, but he grew up in Carrickfergus on the north shore of Belfast Lough (where his father was a minister in the Church of Ireland) before he was sent away to schools in England and then to Oxford. MacNeice took a slightly mischievous pleasure in the complications that arose in his sense of national identity; he once began a review with the winning self-description: 'Speaking as an Irishman of Southern blood and Northern upbringing, whose father was a Protestant Bishop and also a fervent Home Ruler ...' Longley was born and lived most of his life in Belfast, but his parents were from Clapham Common - 'old-fashioned Tories' who never lost their accents. He was, in that sense, a paradoxical creature. 'Edna and I would have liked to have selected Irish names for the children,' he reflected, 'but they sounded so phony against my very Anglo-Saxon surname.' As such a remark suggests, Longley did a good line in rueful self-commentary, and his humour extended to questions of tribal affiliation, as when he recalled his younger self contemplating his future: 'I wondered if I might be the first Englishman to write Irish poetry.'
Longley once remarked that 'the result of being brought up by English parents in Ireland is that I feel slightly ill at ease on both islands. I'm neither English nor Irish completely, and I like to think that is a healthy condition.' But it was evidently sometimes a more difficult condition than 'healthy' makes it sound: 'I was brought up in a house with English voices and I had to go out and find my way.' 'I would hate to be considered anything other than an Irish poet, but at the same time I remain true to my Britannic side,' he said on another occasion, which might imply the more testing, perhaps lonely, predicament that finding your own way might prove. When Heaney edited Soundings '72: An Annual Anthology of New Irish Poetry, he commented in his introduction on the difficulties of definition: an Irish poet might 'root uneasily in his origins', or - he continued with Longley in view - he might 'crave the privilege of "Alibis", trying to inhabit two places at one time'. The reference is 'slightly barbed', as the critic Michael Allen, a friend of both Longley and Heaney, tactfully put it. Still, as Allen goes on to say, Longley could hardly have been unaware that inhabiting two places at once is exactly what he did in the epistolary poem he addressed to Heaney, depicting both the reality of 'the sick counties we call home' and the alternative reality of 'That small subconscious cottage where/The Irish poet slams his door', and claiming a common cause that his friendly rival did not recognise: 'Both would have it both ways.' At other moments, his difference from Heaney felt more obvious: 'Not everyone can boast an "invisible untoppled omphalos",' he said drily, quoting Heaney's 'The Toome Road'.
In his early work Longley's sense of hyphenated identity sometimes expressed itself in a striking if obviously figurative clinical idiom. 'I see that I have been schizophrenic on the levels of nationality, class and culture,' he wrote in his contribution to a 1969 symposium on 'Strife and the Ulster Poet'. This language of schizophrenia feels dubious now, but it was common currency in the era of R.D. Laing. (In The Divided Self from 1960, Laing mentions in passing the possibility that a writer might put 'the initial schizoid organisation' to good use in 'authentic versions of freedom, power and creativity'.) If what Auden called 'mad Ireland' at once politicised and pathologised the condition, Longley was never in any doubt that the organisation of his mind was established long before what he called 'the sticky intimate violence of our tawdry little civil war'. 'From an early age, I think I was quite schizoid,' he reflected in his memoir, Tuppenny Stung (1994). By the age of six or seven he had learned to lead 'a double life' and, like Hardy's Tess, spoke 'two languages', one when out and about and another at home, anglicising the 'rather severe' Belfast accent he used in the streets when in his parents' company. He seems to have planned a sequence of poems as 'an attempt to define schizophrenia' (of which 'Persephone' was a part) and published some fragments in a pamphlet called Secret Marriages (1968). 'If all this seems very gloomy,' he wrote in his preface, 'there is, I hope, an accompanying very tentative reaching out towards the misbegotten and the dispossessed.' He went on to write superbly about instances of minds undone in poems about John Clare and Ivor Gurney and in the wonderful 'Mayo Monologues' of The Echo Gate (1979), as well as the seriously creepy portrait of 'The Adulterer' ('I have laid my adulteries/Beneath the floorboards, then resettled/The linoleum so that/The pattern aligns exactly') and the no less unnerving monologue of the 'Love Poet' ('I lock pubic hair from victims/In an airtight tin').
Such acts of impersonation are Browningesque in their fascination with extreme states of mind, and they are entirely successful, but Longley doesn't typically inhabit such territory: the schizoid energies are usually a much more inward and imaginative affair, a matter of what Longley identified as 'a lively tension between the Irish and the English traditions'. When he appeared in The Field Day Anthology of Irish Writing in 1991, the headnote (by Declan Kiberd) ventured that 'Longley may have more in common with the semi-detached suburban muse of Philip Larkin and postwar England than with Heaney or Montague.' Longley was wounded by the comment. 'It was very unfair,' he told a journalist years later, who reported that 'he still grimaces at the memory of it.' The observation was not affable, but it pointed to something in Longley that he elsewhere acknowledged to be true. 'Books of the undeniable stature of Larkin's The Whitsun Weddings,' he said, 'encourage a fruitful schizophrenia in someone trying to write poetry in Ireland.' He thought The Less Deceived 'easily the best book of poems to come out of England since the war', though its coming 'out of England' was slightly complicated by the fact that Larkin wrote several of the poems while living in Belfast. Longley continued to regard the book (alongside Ted Hughes's Lupercal and Geoffrey Hill's first collection, For the Unfallen) as a milestone, and he remembered his response: 'A tradition that's still throwing up poets like Larkin, Hill and Hughes must be doing all right.'
There are traces of Larkin all over the place in Longley. It is clearly a Larkinian persona that suggests itself as the alternative life choice in 'Alibis': 'Clambering aboard an express train full of/Honeymoon couples and football supporters' is straight out of The Whitsun Weddings. The early poem 'Graffiti' ('these who decorate her lovely crotch/With pubic shrubbery') is a homage to Larkin's 'Sunny Prestatyn'. The beautiful dedicatory poem to The Echo Gate imagines an island the sanctity of which is precariously sustained only because no one ever visits it: 'Our perpetual absence/Is a way of leaving/All the eggs unbroken.' Here Longley is attending to the cadence at the end of Larkin's 'The Explosion', the last poem in High Windows, in which a company of miners killed in a pit return from the dead to visit their widows, one carrying the lark's nest he found on his final journey to work: 'walking/Somehow from the sun towards them,/ One showing the eggs unbroken'. As such lines make clear, the problem with Kiberd's formulation is not that he sniffs out Larkin so much as his characterisation of the Larkin he sniffs. Larkin's verse may begin in the humdrum precincts of the suburban and the semi-detached but it remains perpetually mindful of what one of his Irish poems calls 'the importance of elsewhere', another life which, as he puts it, 'underwrites my existence'. Within Larkin's idiosyncratic brand of late Romanticism, 'elsewhere' can be a place where girls on posters are left unbrutalised ('She was too good for this life') and fragile eggs escape damage, as though part of the serenely unravished world of Keats's 'Ode on a Grecian Urn'; but it can equally be an unlived parallel life, like that of Mr Bleaney, the previous occupant of the poet's rented room, or the stricken geriatrics in 'The Old Fools' who are 'trying to be there/Yet being here'. This spoke eloquently to a poet like Longley who instinctively occupied, as Allen wrote, a 'binarily obsessional personal universe'.
Longley studied classics at Trinity College Dublin in the 1950s, and remembered the experience of walking in and out of the front gate as a movement between worlds: 'No matter how Protestant, it just cannot avoid being part of Dublin,' he later said, expressing a characteristic gratitude for the 'certain sorts of useful kinds of schizophrenia' with which he graduated. Dublin was a double place in another way too: by his own account, the undergraduate Longley became obsessed with Ulysses, wandering around the city to identify the settings of its various episodes. The organising idea of the novel is that experience is binary or replicative: the events of an ordinary Dublin day in June 1904 are found, on closer inspection, to replay the epic events of the Odyssey, but in a modern key - maintaining, as T.S. Eliot admiringly put it, 'a continuous parallel between contemporaneity and antiquity', and in the process inventing a new way of writing that Eliot christened 'the mythical method'. It was, Eliot went on, 'a method which others must pursue'.
Longley  was among the most distinguished of modern poets to take up the prompt. Some of the poems in his first book, No Continuing City, were 'filtered', he said, 'through the shabby Dublin fanlights' of Joyce's imagination. In 'Odysseus', his hero reflects on the many women who have punctuated his long journey home, including one 'playing ball on the sand,/A suggestion of hair under your arms'. (That caught the 'seedy' side of Mr Bloom, Longley noted.) But the true fruition of his version of the mythical method came later, starting with the sequence of retold Homeric episodes in Gorse Fires (1991), a volume that marked a triumphant return to publication after several years of silence. Its crescendo, the final poem in the book, is the chilling 'The Butchers', a great sustained sentence of 28 lines, which describes the bloodbath that occurs when Odysseus finally makes it back home, and then ends with the ghosts of the murdered being ferried away to the afterlife by Hermes,
                                      who led them
Along the clammy sheughs, then past the oceanic streams
And the white rock, the sun's gatepost in that dreamy region,
Until they came to a bog-meadow full of bog-asphodels
Where the residents are ghosts or images of the dead.

You can see why Longley found himself shaking when he first read it to his wife. The terrible, archaic Homeric story is interwoven with contemporary Irish geography in which a ditch is called a 'sheugh' and instead of the asphodels of Greek mythology (it is almost too good to be true) the plants growing are homely bog asphodels (Narthecium ossifragum), Longley's favourite flower. 'I hibernicised it,' he said.
The Hibernicisation is operating in a grimmer way too. Longley wrote the poem after reading a study about the Shankill Butchers, a vicious Loyalist gang, but you don't need to know this to see that Homeric violence is being offered as a kind of twin to contemporary Ulster. Longley was acutely conscious of writing what he disparagingly called 'Norn Ireland and the Troubles Trash': 'If one started to write poetry directly out of the situation as it was happening today, yesterday and tomorrow, one would really be just producing versified journalism.' He did produce some beautiful elegies for the fallen, such as 'The Civil Servant' and 'The Greengrocer', but usually his verse proceeds by indirection, exemplifying what MacNeice once called 'a kind of double-level writing, or, if you prefer, sleight of hand'. Perhaps his most remarked-on public poem, 'Ceasefire', published in the Irish Times shortly after the IRA declared a ceasefire in August 1994, retells an episode from the Iliad, leaving the contemporary reference almost wholly implicit: 'I get down on my knees and do what must be done/And kiss Achilles' hand, the killer of my son.' It is a fine poem, as committed to the necessity of amnesty as it is honest about its awful price. But it also shows how subtle the effects of the parallel method can be: in the Iliad, Priam and Achilles do indeed make a truce, but it is only temporary; the war soon recommences and Achilles is killed. Longley rarely mentioned that detail when he read 'Ceasefire' in public ('I suppose I was trying not to tempt fate,' he said).
If the barbarism of the ancient world forms one shadow to 'the sick counties we call home', the First World War looms quite as large for Longley. His father had served alongside the Ulster Division at the Battle of the Somme, and Longley often wrote about it in poems which he described as 'oblique comments on the Troubles'. The connection is more than a biographical contingency: 'The tragedy of the Somme affects all of Ulster,' Longley told an interviewer, and his father became somehow exemplary of historical experience: 'There is plenty of room in Irish poetry for my English father.'
Longley first recognised the parallel in 'Wounds', in which his father's experience of trench warfare is set alongside that of the wife of a murdered bus conductor,
                     shot through the head
By a shivering boy who wandered in
Before they could turn the television down
Or tidy away the supper dishes.

Captain Longley's 'bewilderment' at the behaviour of the Ulster soldiers at the Somme is mirrored by the bus conductor's widow's and also, in a startling act of empathy, by the assassin's: 'To the children, to a bewildered wife,/I think "Sorry Missus" was what he said.' In a way, all violence becomes one violence: it is an expression of what Longley once called 'the fundamental interconnectedness of all things'.
The maxim, which may appear to have a metaphysical solemnity to it, looks like a quotation, which it is; but it is highly characteristic that it should come from Douglas Adams's comic novel Dirk Gently's Holistic Detective Agency (1987). The phrase was brought to Longley's attention by his wife, and then 'for reasons numerical and poetical I appropriated it.' 'When I read it, people sit and look serious,' he told an interviewer. 'And the joke is, it's terribly funny, it's meant to be very funny.' It appears in a poem called 'According to Pythagoras', which is indeed a comic poem about claiming authoritative knowledge and the mangled beliefs that the ancients entertained about the animal kingdom ('did you know that/Hyenas change sex?'). But it is a joke about something that came to matter more and more to Longley. 'Interconnectedness' has an ecological ring to it; in the great second phase of his career, this became his defining theme. 'I hate the term but I suppose in some ways I'm a "nature poet",' he told Clive Wilmer.
It is an identification triumphantly confirmed in Gorse Fires, but there are nature poems from the start, and one landscape in particular. 'Leaving Inishmore' in No Continuing City, which remembers the end of a holiday on the Aran Islands, is (as Fran Brearton observes) where he first announces his preoccupation with the West of Ireland: 'Rain and sunlight and the boat between them/Shifted whole hillsides through the afternoon.' The preoccupation predated that holiday: 'My English parents introduced me to the western seaboard of Ireland when I was twelve,' Longley recalled. 'That changed my life.' He called it his 'soul-landscape'. But the real epoch was his discovery in 1970 of the remote townland of Carrigskeewaun in County Mayo: 'O my County Mayo home-from-home-land.' He would return there often, always borrowing a cottage from David Cabot, a celebrated ornithologist. His poetry returned there repeatedly too: he calculated that about a third of his poems were set in Carrigskeewaun. 'I wonder what would have happened to me,' he once said, 'if I hadn't had the chance to go to that remote cottage 25 years ago.'
Auden proposed that a good question to ask of any poet was: 'What is his notion of the good life or the good place?' - what he sometimes called (borrowing from Henry James) 'the Great Good Place'. There is no doubt about the answer when it comes to Longley:
With my first step I dislodge the mallards
Whose necks strain over the bog to where
Kittiwakes scrape the waves: then, the circle
Widening, lapwings, curlews, snipe until
I am left with only one swan to nudge
To the far side of its gradual disdain.

Once more he resembles MacNeice, who reported in a memoir of his childhood that the phrase 'the West of Ireland ... still stirs me, if not like a trumpet, like a fiddle half heard through a cattle fair.' Longley found himself similarly drawn to the region: 'finding my way for ever along/The path to this cottage, its windows,/Walls, sun and moon dials, home from home'. It isn't difficult to see how Mayo and Belfast might have organised themselves into a simple opposition, the 'West' and the 'North', the one an escape from the other. In The Field Day Anthology, Kiberd remarked on the number of modern Irish poems 'set on the Aran Islands, or in west Kerry or on the coast of Donegal - all written by artists who act like self-conscious tourists in their own country'. 'This kind of thinking makes me feel excluded,' Longley complained. But then people sometimes referred to MacNeice as though he was a tourist in his own country, or insufficiently Irish to be properly at home. Longley took some reassurance from Derek Mahon's response to that charge: 'But of what sensitive person is the same not true?'
When MacNeice speaks liltingly of the half-sound of a fiddle caught through the lowing of beasts, he is, at least in part, sending himself up and recognising his version of the West as a well-trodden Arcadia - an aspect of what Patrick Kavanagh mordantly referred to as 'the Irish thing'. Being a 'nature poet' in such a locality is indeed, as Kiberd says, a highly self-conscious affair: the whole point is that you're not one of the locals, just as Wordsworth was an offcomer in Grasmere. 'There is a quirky, beautiful pastoral regionalism in Michael Longley's work that I don't see anyone else undertaking today,' Boland said in a review of his first Selected Poems, but 'quirky' undersells the achievement of Longley's pastoral. Like MacNeice, he was fully conscious of the emotional complication that good pastoral writing can accommodate. He was certainly insistent that it wasn't a question of hiding or seeking not to be disturbed. 'I am not writing about a cosy community,' he said from the podium as the Ireland Chair of Poetry in 2010. 'Nor do I dwell among the calls of waterbirds and the psychedelic blaze of summer flowers to escape from Ulster's political violence. I want light from Carrigskeewaun to irradiate the northern confusion.'
Pastoral poetry was made for Longley. In its fullest and most developed form, pastoral inhabits two places at once, the beautiful space before you and the world of danger from which you came and which you can never put out of mind. One of Longley's masterpieces, 'The Ice-Cream Man', shows his adaptation of the pastoral method at its most effective. The list of flavours ('Rum and raisin, vanilla, butterscotch, walnut, peach') sold by the ice-cream man, murdered by terrorists, is juxtaposed with another list, with which the poem comes to a close:
I named for you all the wild flowers of the Burren
I had seen in one day: thyme, valerian, loosestrife,
Meadowsweet, tway blade, crowfoot, ling, angelica,
Herb robert, marjoram, cow parsley, sundew, vetch,
Mountain avens, wood sage, ragged robin, stitchwort,
Yarrow, lady's bedstraw, bindweed, bog pimpernel.

'The murder of the ice-cream man violates all nature,' Longley said in an interview, and his poem is wonderfully mindful of the traditions of pastoral elegy in which nature would care: 'Bid amaranthus all his beauty shed,/And daffadillies fill their cups with tears.' But the poem's mood is quite free of illusion: the plants of the Burren certainly offer consolation of a kind, though they are heedless of the violence being done elsewhere. Longley could reflect on this powerful sense of mutually implicating but uncomprehending co-existence with complete self-acquaintance: 'My home from home is in Mayo. But Belfast is home.' 'It is important for me to see beautiful Carrigskeewaun as part of the same island as Belfast,' he said elsewhere. 'I might be most a Belfast man when I am in Carrigskeewaun.'
'The recurring Irish landscapes are not simply idyllic retreats from "the nightmare ground",' McDonald has written, 'but oblique ways of understanding it ... It is Troubles poetry, in its own way.' He has in mind lines like these, the absorbed botanical exactitude of which does not preclude an awareness that getting stung is always on the cards:
Its green flowers attract only the wind
But a red vein may irrigate the leaf
And blossom into blush or birthmark
Or a remedy for the nettle's sting.

Even after the Troubles, a pervasive sense of peril ran through Longley's poems. There is always the sense, as he put it in 'Altarpiece', that 'We shall all get hurt.' The natural encounters he evokes are characterised by a loveliness and delicacy that has the same sense of fragility that informs his love poems. (As he says of the ghost orchid, 'Just touching the petals bruises them into darkness.')
In time, this sense of danger gathered itself into a new conception, a background sense of environmental crisis. Speaking of the last lines of 'The Ice-Cream Man', Longley said: 'The poem is also, partly, an elegy for the flowers themselves.' The imaginative attention to natural objects becomes something like the expression of a duty of care: 'The leveret breakfasts under the fuchsia/Every morning, and we shall be watching.' The poetry becomes repetitive - there are numerous references to the burial mound in the bay and the 'obstreperous galvanised gate', for instance - but this is all quite knowing. The townland becomes established through recurrence in the reader's mind as something like a habitat, as one might become familiar with a real place. 'I am writing too much about Carrigskeewaun,' he begins one poem which goes on to be about the very same place again.
As  he grew older, Longley's poems became shorter and shorter, sometimes reduced to couplets floating in white space on the page. 'The brevity is a kind of tact,' he said in self-defence, as though working to find more to say would be to distract from the significance of the subject in hand. Some of his late verse seems barely to make it on to the page at all, as though escaping an encompassing silence by the skin of its teeth:
old age
of the wind
landscape
growing old

The loveliness of such things is a part of their precariousness, what Longley disarmingly called 'the slightly Japanese, Chinese, feathery, leafy, butterfly-wingy side of my imagination'. Encounters with nature are evoked with breathless absorption:
The one cuckoo at Carrigskeewaun
Calling from alders across the lake
Leaves behind, after a single day,
Solitariness, silence, mute swans.

Longley recognised that one peril of such writing is that it might become merely exquisite. In a handsome poem addressed to Allen he thanked his friend for a critical vigilance that 'scanned for life-threatening affectation/My latest "wee poem"'. It would be surprising had he avoided such pitfalls all the time, and I'm not sure he did: 'the sea asters/Purple golden-hearted/Scruffy loveliness' might almost be Walter de la Mare. But more typically there is a sense of being grounded, quotidian and prosaic ('I'm thinking of the huge beech tree in our garden'), which mitigates against such a danger. He remained Larkinian enough to be able to begin one poem 'I open a can of peas,' and self-ironising enough to write another which duly lamented the arrival of electricity at Carrigskeewaun, while celebrating the domestic virtues it made possible: 'I mourned the death of gaslight,/But oh, how the electric blanket warmed my soul!' Often he plays with you, and when you think he has lapsed into unreflective rapture about the West of Ireland, he will pull things back into another register, creating a poem that is, idiomatically speaking, in two places at once:
                                                        Oh,
The infinite gradations of sunset here.
Thank you for visiting Carrigskeewaun.
Don't twist your ankle in a rabbit hole.
I'll carry the torch across the duach.
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Leap in the Dark
Patrick Cockburn

4136 wordsNorthern Ireland  is the most unstable part of the UK, where local battles escalate into draining crises for the British state. Although it has a reputation as a political volcano, between eruptions its internal dynamics are usually ignored in Britain and the Irish Republic. People in both countries are resentful that a place accounting for less than 3 per cent of the population of Britain and Ireland combined should play such a pivotal - and generally toxic - role in their affairs.
'It says a great deal for the power which Ireland has, both Nationalist and Orange,' Winston Churchill complained in 1922, that it could 'lay [its] hands upon the vital strings of British life and politics ... year after year, generation after generation.' He gave Britain a free pass when it came to responsibility for this, putting the blame on nationalist Catholics and unionist Protestants obsessed with 'the integrity of their quarrel'. He described 'the dreary steeples of Fermanagh and Tyrone' - two border counties more or less equally divided between Catholics and Protestants - as a symbol of this never-ending territorial dispute, which had re-emerged unchanged after the deluge of the First World War. That quote has been much cited since by patronising commentators to signal the pettiness, self-absorption and venom of Irish feuds over the northern part of Ireland. From the Government of Ireland Act in 1920, which first partitioned Ireland, to the Northern Ireland Protocol in 2019, which kept the North inside the EU single market for goods by means of an open border to the Republic, the question of Irish unity or disunity has never gone away. But although nationalists have always opposed partition, only recently have most seen ending it as a feasible option. The Good Friday Agreement of 1998 mandated that the UK secretary of state for Northern Ireland must call a referendum if he or she believes that a majority might vote to leave the UK and join the Republic, which must also have a poll on the issue. At that time, even had such a vote been called, nobody would have expected it to go against the union.
Over the last ten years the question of Irish unity has moved to the centre of the Irish political stage. This surprisingly rapid change has been driven by demographic and economic trends, to the advantage of Irish nationalists both north and south of the border. The impact of these long-term trends was accelerated by a series of gross miscalculations by the largest unionist party, the DUP. In a spectacular act of political self-harm between 2016 and 2019, it tried to use Brexit to roll back the Good Friday Agreement by re-establishing a 'hard border', enforced by police and customs officials, between the North - which as part of the UK was to exit the EU - and the Irish Republic, which would stay in the EU. In the event, something like the opposite occurred: the UK left the EU but the North stayed in the EU single market, with a new trade border running down the Irish Sea. Instead of strengthening the union with Britain, the DUP had managed to weaken it. Betrayed by Boris Johnson, whom they had naively trusted, the unionists were appalled to discover that their traditional allies, the Conservative Party and the British state, no longer cared very much whether or not Northern Ireland remained part of the UK.
The surprise wasn't only on the unionist side. For all the supposed centrality of Irish unity to Irish nationalists, they had never thought much about what it might look like. According to a survey in 2023, only 29 per cent of people in the Republic had made more than a single day trip to the North since 2017. A higher proportion in the North have travelled south, but most are likely to be from the nationalist community. Knowledge about what happens on the other side of the border is just as limited in Belfast as it is in Dublin. In Northern Ireland itself, the preoccupation is rather with the centuries-old struggle for supremacy between the Protestants/unionists and the Catholics/nationalists, even if not all Protestants are pro-union and not all Catholics are against.
What would happen if these two very different societies were united, when their institutions and attitudes have evolved in such different ways? What are the political, economic and social advantages and disadvantages of unity? How do their health and education systems compare? How different are wages and welfare payments on either side of the border? And how likely is it that unity, or even the prospect of unity, will provoke renewed violence? 'I can live with unity or Union,' the Northern Ireland editor of the Belfast Telegraph, Sam McBride, writes. 'Even if the economic claims turn out to be wrong, I can live with being poorer. But I don't want to live, and I don't want my children to live, with civil war or anything approaching it.'
Together with Fintan O'Toole, a columnist for the Irish Times, McBride is co-author of For and against a United Ireland, a lucid and highly informed study of the issue. Each has written two long essays - one for and one against a united Ireland - in order to present a non-partisan picture of the pros and cons of unification. What gives their essays special value is that as well as their own experience of Irish politics they draw on surveys, opinion polls and specialist studies - produced mainly by Analysing and Researching Ireland North and South, established by the Royal Irish Academy and the University of Notre Dame in Indiana - that rarely find an audience outside academia.
What comes across most clearly in these essays is the different trajectories of North and South since partition, a distinction that has become especially stark over the last twenty years. The once impoverished, agrarian and clerically dominated Republic of Ireland is now a wealthy, highly educated, largely secular society. In contrast, Northern Ireland, once the most developed part of Ireland, has deindustrialised and fallen behind the South according to all development indices. Life expectancy in the Republic exceeds that in the North: the current figures are 81.1 years for males at birth and 84.6 for females in the Republic; 78.8 and 82.6 years in Northern Ireland. Productivity per worker was 40 per cent higher in the Republic than in Northern Ireland in 2020. Only 23 per cent of people in the North have received tertiary education compared to 47 per cent in the South. Unemployment benefit in the Republic is twice as high as in the North. On many indices, the Republic surpasses the UK as a whole, ranking tenth among countries with the lowest rates of child poverty; according to Unicef, the UK stands in 28th place.
Cumulatively these statistics are proof of a failing North and a successful South. The reversal of roles is dramatic: in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, Belfast was home to the biggest linen mill, the biggest rope works and the biggest tobacco factory in the world, as well as the busiest port in the UK after London and Liverpool. The York Street linen mill alone employed four thousand workers. Ships launched from Belfast shipyards were the largest moving objects on the face of the planet. Yet today the economy of Northern Ireland is smaller than that of Lithuania and its GDP is a tenth the size of the Republic's (though foreign multinationals, attracted by low rates of corporation tax, account for about half of the Republic's GDP).
Like many of Britain's devastated industrial regions, the North has become reliant on subsidies from central government. With annual tax revenues of PS19.3 billion and expenditure of PS33.7 billion in 2021, it received about PS14 billion in subsidies. A unionist argument against Irish unity is that the South simply can't afford to take on this burden. In area after area, the North has fallen behind. Once the NHS in the North was one of the few institutions seen as providing a better service than the confused private/state healthcare system in the South. But now, McBride writes, the NHS in Northern Ireland 'has become an elaborate fiction. It promises to treat everyone free at the point of need, but can't ... some people wait a decade for a hip replacement.' Instead there is a two-tier health system, with the better-off buying private health insurance 'while the poor are left to live in agony and die before their time'. The problem isn't just lack of money - Northern Ireland spends more per person on healthcare than any region in the UK aside from Scotland - but that the system is badly run.
In education, too, the disparity between North and South is evident at every level: the rate at which young people leave education early in the North is almost double that in the Republic. University fees are lower in the South and some 17,000 students from the North were in universities in Britain in 2019, of whom only a third returned. 'For all its many faults,' O'Toole writes, 'the Republic's system has been much better than that in the North at providing equality of opportunity - especially the opportunity for working-class kids to move' from secondary to tertiary education. There has long been a deeper acceptance in the South that high educational standards are essential for economic progress.
These comparisons flatter the Republic because in many areas it too has done badly - just not as badly as the North. The Republic too has its deindustrialised factory towns with boarded-up shops in empty high streets. Its health and education systems are an unreformable mix of private and public, religious and non-religious, all reluctant to work together, so any ambition to integrate the Republic's health system with the NHS in the North is wishful thinking. O'Toole concludes that the upside of 'the possibility of a united Ireland is that most of what needs to be done to prepare for it is good for everyone whether unification happens or not.' In some respects, the economic situation is more not less challenging in the South: the lack of affordable housing in Dublin was a dominant issue in the last general election, in 2024, though similar complaints are frequent north of the border too.
Surging prosperity in the Republic doesn't necessarily make an end to partition more attractive to unionists in the North. What used to be called 'the Ulster Question' or 'the Irish Question' has never been driven by economic profit or loss. At one time, Tory governments vainly tried 'to kill Home Rule with kindness' - but Irish nationalists weren't won over then, any more than unionists will be won over now to the idea of a united Ireland through promises of prosperity. Moreover, that prosperity might be torpedoed by a destabilising crisis over unification. 'From a Southern perspective,' McBride writes, 'there is the very real possibility that having to integrate Northern Ireland would drag down a successful society.' This fear is realistic. 'Most people in the Republic want a united Ireland,' O'Toole writes, 'but only if it does not involve them making any real compromises on their own symbolic attachments.' Much is written by liberally minded Irish and British pundits about ebbing sectarian and religious animosities since the end of the Troubles. But McBride warns against being 'blind [to] the depth of anti-British sentiment that remains in Irish society'. In the North, some unionists have moved to the centre politically but a greater number have become even more militant in their refusal of compromise with the nationalists as they seek to defend what they fear is a foundering union with Britain.
Irish  unity is not solely, or even mainly, about the binary relationship between North and South. That's because there aren't two but three groups contesting the direction Ireland will take: beyond the Northern Protestant unionists and the Southern Catholic nationalists there are also the Northern Catholic nationalists, who have a distinct political, cultural and historical identity. Even before partition they had their own political leadership, and they were never just Southern Catholics cut off in the six Protestant-dominated counties of Ulster. Over the last fifty years, the Northern Catholics have been the most energetic and combative force in Irish politics, as they struggled successfully to overthrow and replace the Protestant and unionist supremacy, sometimes called the 'Orange state'. The conflict started with the first civil rights marches in 1968, and since then it has passed through several phases, most notably the Troubles - the deceptively mild name for a savage low-level war lasting thirty years. The Good Friday Agreement ended this violent phase by recognising that the North contained two political nations - Protestant unionists and Catholic nationalists - which would henceforth share power within a single system. The violence ended, but power-sharing produced paralysis rather than co-operation. Friction between the two communities is never-ending: 'We have moved on from killing each other, but we have not moved much further than that,' a high-court judge in Belfast said last year, commenting on a dispute between nationalists and unionists over whether the city's Grand Central station should have Irish as well as English signs.
Concrete barriers blocking roads along the 310-mile-long border may have disappeared, but not the 25-foot-high 'peace walls' separating Protestant from Catholic districts in Belfast and elsewhere. The balance of power had been shifting slowly towards the Catholics until about six years ago, when the process sped up. The 2021 census showed that for the first time people with a Catholic background were in the majority in Northern Ireland, which had been designed as a Protestant state. Out of a population of 1.9 million, 805,000 or 42.3 per cent were Catholic; 711,000 or 37.4 per cent were Protestant. Electoral outcomes reflected this demographic shift, as Sinn Fein became the largest party in the devolved assembly in 2022 and in local councils in 2023. Michelle O'Neill, Sinn Fein's vice president, became first minister in the power-sharing executive at Stormont in 2024. This gives her no more authority than her DUP deputy, but the change symbolically underlined the demise of the old order and the days when unionists often referred to themselves simply as 'the Majority'.
Sectarian geography has also been changing in a place where territorial loyalty is intense. Almost everywhere in Northern Ireland, Catholic nationalists are advancing and Protestant unionists are in retreat. Of the four Belfast MPs, only one is a unionist; only 17 of the 60 members of the city council are unionists. In affluent Malone Park in South Belfast, Catholics now own the mansions where they were once cooks and servants. Census figures show that Protestants are concentrated in the eastern counties of Antrim, Armagh and Down, with a declining proportion of the population west of the Bann in Fermanagh, Tyrone and Derry. Queen's University Belfast is these days seen by unionists as very much a nationalist institution, with many unionist students choosing to study in universities in Scotland.
Unionist power has declined, but the balance between communities remains unstable. Territorial differences are automatically weaponised. Prince Andrew's name is being removed without fuss from streets everywhere in mainland Britain from Birmingham to Broadstairs. But nothing so friction-free is happening in Belfast, where the council has begun a process to rename Prince Andrew Park and Prince Andrew Gardens, which lie in a Protestant part of South Belfast. The DUP has protested loudly against the removal of the discredited royal's name, a controversy that comes on top of a row about putting Irish-language signs beside English ones on the sides of municipal vehicles.
For many unionists, Irish unity means political checkmate at the end of a four-hundred-year conflict that began with the Protestant plantation of Ulster by James I. In a united Ireland, Protestants would be a minority of less than a million, engulfed by Irish with a Catholic background. A proportion might reconcile themselves to the new state of affairs, but by no means all. The political scientist John Whyte pointed out that 'for civil war to break out, it is not necessary for a majority of inhabitants to desire it.' Small groups can carry out sectarian assassinations that provoke reprisals and counter-reprisals. Protestant paramilitary groups currently have the reputation of being criminalised, with heavy involvement in the drug trade, and of being infiltrated by the police and MI5. But though there may be no general insurrection, at least some armed unionist resistance to any decisive move towards unity seems unavoidable.
Politics in Northern Ireland always has a whiff of gunpowder about it. The local comedian Tim McGarry once noted that the highest praise for a public event in the North is to say that 'it passed off peacefully.' Anti-immigrant riots have become increasingly common in Britain, but in Northern Ireland they carry an extra charge of violence, despite the fact that only 3.2 per cent of the population belong to a minority ethnic group, compared to 18.3 per cent in England and Wales. In Ballymena, a town known as 'the buckle in the Protestant Bible Belt', anti-immigrant rioters burned out Roma immigrants from Romania during six nights of street violence in June last year. The Roma took refuge twenty miles away in a leisure centre in Larne, but they were again attacked by masked men and the centre was set ablaze.
Anti-immigrant feeling in Britain has combined lethally with traditional sectarian hatreds in the North. In the Protestant village of Moygashel in County Tyrone, a boat containing a dozen life-size effigies of migrants in orange life jackets was placed on top of a huge bonfire as part of last year's 12 July annual celebration of the Protestant victory at the Battle of the Boyne in 1690. Below the boat were signs reading 'Stop the Boats' and 'Veterans before Refugees'. This year the village, which has a population of about a thousand people, of whom 98 per cent are white, put up a placard by a children's playground declaring Muslims 'not welcome'. Police took it down twice, but each time it was replaced.
On 8 June this year Hadi Alodid, a Sudanese asylum seeker, stabbed Stephen Ogilvie, a disabled man, in North Belfast. By the next day there were well-organised attacks on people believed to be immigrants in Protestant districts. On the Newtownards Road in East Belfast, a bus driven by a man of Indian origin was set ablaze by masked men dressed in black. Police rescued a passenger of Somali origin found hiding between the seats. The rioters went on to McMaster Street and Lendrick Street, where they set fire to cars and some of the neat terraced houses, originally built for workers in the nearby shipyard, believing they housed immigrants. The same happened in the Crumlin Road area of North Belfast, always a jigsaw puzzle of Protestant and Catholic enclaves. Some 26 families, intimidated or burned out of their homes, sought emergency housing from the Housing Executive; others took refuge with friends and relatives. Shops were wrecked and looted, while people of colour said they no longer felt safe walking to and from work. A Nigerian nurse who had lived in Belfast for five years and worked in a care home had a stone thrown at her and said she felt she had no choice but to return to Nigeria.
The rioters were directed to demonstrations by social media and brought sledgehammers to break up pavements to make concrete missiles to hurl at the police. Given the Belfast tradition of street fighting, such preparations do not necessarily prove the involvement of Protestant paramilitaries. But Newtownards Road is a stronghold of the Ulster Volunteer Force (UVF), and it is unlikely that mass rioting could take place against its wishes.
There  was support online for the anti-immigrant demonstrations from far-right activists such as Tommy Robinson and from Restore, which pledged that, once in government, it would 'put murderous third-world savages to death'. But these new allies do not compensate for the loss of the guaranteed support of the British state, which until recently helped unionists to maintain their supremacy. In 1981, Margaret Thatcher told the House of Commons that 'Northern Ireland is part of the United Kingdom, as much as my constituency [of Finchley] is.' No British prime minister could say that now: Finchley doesn't have an open border with another state and a trade barrier between it and the rest of London. Once, the Irish border ensured the subordination of the Northern nationalist community, isolated in a unionist one-party state firmly anchored to Britain. But today Michelle O'Neill is in the strange position of heading the executive of a Northern Irish state which she says ought not to exist. 'Irish unity', McBride writes, used to be seen by nationalists as 'the only way to get rid of the worst excesses of unionist dominance'. But that dominance has disappeared. In the North, deindustrialisation disproportionately hit Protestants, who thanks to sectarian bias were over-represented in the shipyards and engineering plants. A change in the constitutional status of the North away from Britain and towards the Republic would benefit the Northern nationalists less than in the past because the political, economic and social currents are already running powerfully in their favour.
'In the Republic,' McBride writes, 'it is increasingly difficult to argue that partition is seriously damaging.' In fact, the downsides of ending partition are evident. Even if dire things don't occur, the political geography of the Republic will be transformed with unknown consequences. The population of an all-Ireland Republic would grow by 35 per cent, climbing above that of Norway or Denmark. Sinn Fein, as the largest political party in the North and the largest opposition party in the South, would be much strengthened. The two historical governing parties in the Republic, Fianna Fail and Fine Gael, would find their century-old near monopoly on power capsized. They are predictably unenthusiastic about forcing the pace of unification, but they can't prevent the issue becoming the new political reality. Even though the country is less Catholic and more socially liberal than it was, a strong sense of Irish national identity has not notably diminished. In line with economic success, Irish self-confidence and self-belief has soared. A united Ireland might be a leap in the dark, but that doesn't mean it won't happen.
A dangerous wild card in the future of Ireland is the chronic failure of the unionists to adopt a feasible political strategy since losing their old dominance. Their political parties do not know what to do next, and the DUP may be badly damaged by the conviction on 22 June of its former leader Jeffrey Donaldson for sexual offences against children, including rape. The Good Friday Agreement gave unionists the opportunity to foster a state in which they genuinely shared government with nationalists. Successful power-sharing might have rejuvenated the union with Britain and ensured that a united Ireland was a less attractive alternative for nationalists. But refusal to compromise - summed up in the old unionist slogan 'Not an Inch' - is at the heart of unionist political culture. The anti-Catholic Orange Order is no longer the force it was, but with some 28,000 members it hasn't disappeared. Some unionist politicians understand that this knee-jerk intransigence plays into the hands of Irish Republicans, who see a functioning and successful Northern Ireland as an obstacle to ending partition. Yet any unionist leader who tries to sell this to the unionist electorate has invariably suffered marginalisation or defeat.
The DUP, which first opposed and then only grudgingly accepted the Good Friday Agreement, displaced the Ulster Unionist Party as the largest unionist party in 2003. O'Toole writes that the DUP supported Brexit in 2016 in 'the hope of a double exit. Brexit would not simply mean the UK's departure from the EU. It would also be an act of separation from the Republic. It would reverse the slow drift towards integration on the island.' In the event, the DUP's gamble failed disastrously, accelerating the integration processes it was intended to reverse. Undeterred by this debacle and under pressure from an even more hardline party, the Traditional Unionist Voice, the DUP may hope that it will have better luck with a future Reform government in the UK. Ideologically, the DUP's and Reform's brands of British nativism have much in common. Yet, as happened after Brexit, this might prove another dangerous game for the unionists, since Reform could feel that Northern Ireland leaving the UK is a price worth paying for a deeper British separation from the EU.
'A united Ireland would not mean bolting Northern Ireland onto the Republic,' McBride warns. 'It would mean dismantling both states and creating an entirely new country.' Arguing for Irish unity, O'Toole says that the case for reunification is highly problematic only if seen as a single explosive event - inviting an equally explosive opposition - and not as a process, one which is already underway.
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At MOWAA
Nigeria's New Museum
Adewale Maja-Pearce

1422 words[image: ] The new MOWAA building in Benin City.




Given  Nigeria's rich cultural heritage - Nok, Igbo Ukwu, Ife, Benin - it's not surprising that it has 53 national museums, although it's hard to say how many are currently functioning. In 1996 I visited the Owo Museum in Ondo State, attached to one of the oldest palaces in West Africa, only to be told by the security guard - an elderly man with a bow and arrow - that there was nothing to see. Everything had been stolen, including the famous 15th-century terracotta heads. The museum has never made a public statement about this; the state government's website says it 'houses artefacts from the old Owo Kingdom including royal regalia, archaeological finds and historical Yoruba artworks'. Shortly after my visit, officials announced that thirteen other museums had been burgled in the preceding three years, an unusual admission in a country wary of publicising its incompetence. The federal government has said nothing recently, for example, about the bandits and jihadists controlling large swathes of Nigeria, even though Trump authorised US airstrikes against them last December and dispatched a hundred American troops in February to advise the Nigerian army.
The government has, however, added its voice to the clamour for the return of artefacts taken during the colonial period - above all the Benin bronzes, which were looted after the annihilation of the Kingdom of Benin by a British expeditionary force in 1897. Most are now in public and private collections around the world; the British Museum has the largest number. Demands for their return to Nigeria were originally met with scorn, but museums in Germany, the Netherlands and the UK (although not the BM) have since pledged to the oba of Benin, now a non-sovereign monarch, to return their holdings. They are understandably concerned for the objects' future, so there has been widespread support in Europe and the US for the Museum of West African Art.
MOWAA, which calls itself 'an independent non-profit institution dedicated to the preservation of heritage, expansion of knowledge and celebration of West African arts and culture', spans fifteen acres in Benin City, the capital of Edo State in southern Nigeria, and incorporates some of the surviving walls, moats and gates of the vanished kingdom. It was designed by the Ghanaian-British architect David Adjaye. Work began in 2021 with an initial grant of $2.75 million from Godwin Obaseki, then governor of Edo; it is scheduled for completion by 2028. The project has raised $25 million in funding (a quarter of its projected cost), mostly from the Ford, Getty, Mellon and Open Society foundations, as well as the governments of Denmark, France and Germany. By the end of last year only the main building, covering a single acre, was open. It is thoroughly impressive - I paid a visit before the official opening last November - and contains climate-controlled storage facilities, field archaeology units and labs for testing materials, as well as two galleries, a library, shared workspaces and a hundred-seater auditorium. Still under construction are a rainforest gallery, a boutique hotel, a sculpture park and artists' studios. Nigeria has no other museum like it.
According to Shadreck Chirikure, an archaeologist at Oxford and a MOWAA consultant, the museum has the potential to 'put to bed the idea that Africa has no space and capacity to look after its heritage'. MOWAA's Ore Disu argues that African works which have left the continent via colonial plunder or the modern art market should be returned, either through 'restitution efforts' or loans and travelling exhibitions: 'Africans shouldn't have to travel abroad to see a high-quality exhibition with our works sitting alongside those from other cultures.' At the same time, she's wary of the concept of museums. 'Ethnographic museums, in particular, are tied to the history of dehumanisation and "othering" ... MOWAA seeks to focus on precolonial African perspectives, geographical boundaries and religion before Eurocentric values shaped these definitions.' The rainforest gallery, where more than two thousand trees have already been planted, will document oral histories and folklore linked to the area's indigenous tree species.
MOWAA is also keen to celebrate contemporary work. The first exhibition was supposed to be Nigeria Imaginary: Homecoming, featuring eleven Nigerian artists. But the day before a scheduled private view for 250 local and foreign dignitaries, around forty protesters, some armed with wooden clubs, forced their way into the main building. The guests, who had already assembled in Benin City, were hurriedly escorted to 'secure locations' and the opening of the museum was postponed indefinitely. It seems the protesters believed that MOWAA was portraying itself as a 'Benin Royal Museum' (this had, in fact, been one of the project's working titles). They were also under the mistaken impression that it had already received many of the bronzes to which the current oba, Ewuare II, lays claim. One of the protesters told me: 'We consider the opening and the commissioning of MOWAA illegal, an insult on our revered throne.'
Insisting on its 'deep respect' for the Benin throne, the museum denied that it was interested in what is known generically as Benin royal art, which includes works in brass, ivory and wood: 'MOWAA does not hold, nor have we ever claimed title to, any Benin bronzes ... Our focus for the last four years has been firmly on broader West African art, research, education and conservation, with a strong focus on modern and contemporary as well as historical works from Nigeria and beyond.'
Not all of this was true. Obaseki's initial payment was specifically intended for 'the development and construction of [a] Benin Royal Museum', but he backtracked in favour of the renamed MOWAA when the oba insisted that the artefacts should be returned directly to his palace, 'in consonance with the wishes of the people of the Benin kingdom'. The federal government agreed with the oba, even though the palace has no museum, and declared that it would assume stewardship of the pieces in the interim, at which point the deliveries from overseas collections were put on hold. Where or how they might be looked after in Nigeria is still a mystery. On my trip for the aborted opening, I called in at the Benin City National Museum, opened in 1973, which is home to a few badly displayed bronze and terracotta figures and can't begin to compete with MOWAA.
We don't yet know whether the oba will build his own museum for the valuable artefacts - the last Benin bronze head sold for PS10 million in 2016, more than four times the price a decade earlier - but the dispute is demoralising. In Benin City, I went to the palace but was told I couldn't see anybody: the oba was preparing to receive 'important' delegates. I was directed to the dusty, dimly lit library, where I was dismissed by a man who was berating a female member of staff. Imperiousness at all levels is ingrained in the palace culture, especially at the top. A fortnight after I returned to Lagos, Obaseki's brother, an actor called Don Pedro, was attacked by armed men while he was playing football: 'I was ... beaten severely, manhandled ... stripped naked and taken into the palace of the oba of Benin ... where I was made to kneel publicly.' His offence? 'I went to London and in a public statement I said: "May Edo people live long and prosper." I should have said: "May the oba live long and prosper."' Neither the palace nor the police has commented on the assault.
The day after the protest at MOWAA, Monday Okpebholo, the governor of Edo, threatened to revoke the land title granted to the museum 'in the overriding public interest' and declared his allegiance to the oba 'to ensure the monarch plays his role as the custodian of the rich cultural heritage of the Benin people'. As I argued in the LRB of 12 August 2021, the Benin artefacts should remain where they are until Nigeria is ready to look after them. MOWAA's aims are laudable and achievable, but its overseas funding remains a source of suspicion to Nigerians. As Disu points out, even the most liberal organisations 'come with their own agendas'. They also have to negotiate local sensibilities and parochial power struggles.
Disu is right to query the motives of Europeans and US foundations, but Nigeria is a complicated recipient of Western largesse: elites welcome it so long as domestic players, for whom it may not have been intended, get their share. Among those elites are wealthy Nigerians who could rival Western donations to MOWAA if they chose to. They haven't.
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'I would never release him'
Muhammad Shehada on Marwan Barghouti and Palestine's future

3216 words'You made a serious mistake by leaving Gaza,' my friend Ibrahim used to say. 'Come back!' Ibrahim was one of the lucky few. Despite Israel's blockade - which created the 'worst economic depression in modern history', as a World Bank report put it - Ibrahim had found a way to earn a decent living. We studied computer engineering together at Gaza's Islamic University, and afterwards Ibrahim and a few other friends set up a programming team, with customers in the Gulf, Europe and the US.
Ibrahim got a small apartment in Jabalia, bought an old car, married and had a child. His daily routine was simple: work, the mosque, seeing friends in a cafe. There wasn't much to do in tiny, overcrowded Gaza City even if you had money, but he was always upbeat. His main concern was his son, Mohammed, who was showing signs of PTSD. Mohammed didn't talk until he was three; he had nightmares, wet the bed and had tantrums. By the age of four he had lived through a war, in 2021, and two Israeli assaults - Operation Breaking Dawn in 2022 and Operation Shield and Arrow in 2023. In between bombing campaigns, Israeli drones were always buzzing overhead.
On the morning of 7 October 2023 I tried to call Ibrahim, but the electricity was down. I got hold of him a few days later. 'I'm sorry I told you to come back,' he said. 'You were right not to listen. Please remember us.' He had to hang up: he and his family were gathering their things because Israel had ordered 1.1 million people to move to the south of Gaza. That's when Ibrahim realised he had been living precariously all along. In the months that followed, the family were forcibly displaced more than ten times. Each time they followed Israel's 'evacuation orders' and walked under fire to a designated 'safe area', before that too was bombed or overrun with soldiers.
The first programmer I know who was murdered in a targeted strike was Haitham. His two children had already been killed by a bomb in Rafah. He and his wife, who had been injured in that attack, fled to the Bureij refugee camp, only to be killed in a direct strike there. Abdul Rahman, the top student in our class, was next. He was killed as he walked into his apartment with his father to collect food; his family were sheltering nearby. Musab, another member of the programming team, was killed soon after in a strike on a UN school.
After Ibrahim and his family left Jabalia, the Israeli army burned his apartment to the ground and bombed his parents' home; a few months later they flattened the entire city. His life savings evaporated within months as some prices increased more than 6000 per cent. He's been unable to work because there has been no electricity in Gaza, except for emergency generators, since October 2023 and Israel doesn't allow computers to be brought into the Strip. Living in a heavily damaged apartment in a bombed-out building is now a luxury. Ibrahim sleeps in an old tent, waking in the night to protect his son from rats and snakes, whose numbers have grown hugely in the rubble and waste. Israel doesn't allow in the equipment needed to clear and repair the damage, which is not only to buildings and roads but to pipes and sewage systems. These have become breeding grounds for rodents and insects. Around a thousand Gazans have been killed since Trump's 'ceasefire' came into force last autumn. For Ibrahim, it feels as though the world has fallen silent since then.
Ibrahim describes the Hamas-led operation of 7 October as a 'disaster', even though he supports the right to armed resistance. Arab mediators have told me that Hamas's leader in exile, Khaled Meshal, has been using the same word in private. Ahmed Yousef - a former adviser to Ismail Haniyeh, the chair of Hamas's political bureau until his assassination in 2024 - has been using the word in public. He has also said that Hamas 'didn't factor in the consequences' of the operation. Yahya Sinwar, Hamas's leader in Gaza, kept the plan secret from the leadership abroad and made the decision with a small number of militant leaders 'who lack sufficient political maturity'. I have been told that Meshal, too, describes the architects of 7 October as 'politically inexperienced'. Sinwar, for his part, accused Meshal of running Hamas like an NGO, and refusing to take risks. But even he reportedly admitted, before his assassination in 2024, that 'things went out of control' on that day.
Resentment of Hamas among ordinary Gazans is widespread, even if the rage against Israel is much greater. Many people have lost everything since 7 October. Tens of thousands have died. At the same time, many would also say that the situation on 6 October wasn't much better. The operations Israel liked to call 'mowing the lawn' meant that Palestinians were steadily being killed. Two weeks before 7 October, Israeli airstrikes hit Gaza for three days in a row. On 4 October, it was reported that Gazan protesters near the separation fence had come under fire from Israeli snipers. Reflecting on 7 October, some Palestinians in Gaza say: 'Well, we tried everything else and it didn't work.' Non-violence was pursued as a strategy for decades, most prominently during the Great March of Return in 2018-19, when tens of thousands of people, most of them young, would assemble every Friday near the separation fence, making speeches and waving Palestinian flags. Over eighteen months of demonstrations, Israel killed more than two hundred protesters, as well as paramedics, journalists and children, and injured at least 34,000 people. Israeli snipers boasted about how many people they could kneecap in one day - the record was 42. 'Palestinian non-violence relies on global non-silence,' as the Palestinian American political analyst Yousef Munayyar put it. But stories in the international press didn't persuade Israel to change course.
Hamas also tried diplomacy, albeit cautiously. In 1997, Meshal offered Israel a thirty-year truce on the condition that it withdrew from Gaza, the West Bank and East Jerusalem. Israel responded by attempting to assassinate him in Jordan. Ahmed Yassin, Hamas's founder, offered a ten-year truce in 2003 and was assassinated four months later. Zvi Sela, a senior official in the Israeli prison service who interviewed Yassin on multiple occasions, said in 2009 that 'if we had tried for an agreement with him, we would have succeeded.' In 2006, after Hamas won the Palestinian legislative elections and formed a government, Haniyeh, then prime minister, sent a letter to the Bush administration offering peaceful co-existence with Israel based on the two-state solution. In the same year, Yousef put forward a peace proposal premised on establishing a Palestinian state with temporary borders over a third of the West Bank and the Gaza Strip, with the intention that the boundaries of the state would slowly expand through trust-building, negotiation and diplomacy.
From 2008 onwards, Hamas tried to make progress by acting as Israel's security 'subcontractor' in Gaza, as the editor of Haaretz, Aluf Benn, put it. Hamas fighters policed other armed factions and took action against anyone who tried to attack Israel while a ceasefire held. Israel responded by assassinating Hamas's military second-in-command, Ahmad al-Jabari, in 2012. According to the Israeli peace activist Gershon Baskin, al-Jabari was looking over a draft proposal for a permanent ceasefire on the morning he was killed. Despite this, Hamas continued in its subcontractor role and stood by as Israel conducted airstrikes against Palestinian Islamic Jihad in 2019, 2022 and early 2023. In 2021, there was a surreal event in northern Gaza. Israeli tanks and bulldozers destroyed a strawberry farm a few hundred metres from the separation fence, while armed Hamas militants prevented people from coming near.
Diplomacy, ceasefires, security assistance and non-violent protests achieved little for Gaza. In 2019 Israel temporarily expanded the zone in which Gaza's fishing boats were allowed (usually three miles from shore, briefly five), permitted a few thousand labourers to work in the West Bank and Israel, eased restrictions on food imports and allowed Qatar to pay the salaries of Hamas civil servants and to give monthly handouts of $100 to 100,000 poor families. These measures would be revoked, it stipulated, if a single rocket was fired from Gaza or protesters approached the fence.
Whenever Gaza went quiet, it disappeared from international news bulletins and Israel escalated its violence in the West Bank and East Jerusalem. 'They're right,' the veteran Israeli columnist Gideon Levy wrote. 'If Palestinians in Gaza don't shoot, no one listens.' Some Palestinians argue that 7 October - and the genocide - put Gaza back on the map and reminded the world of its cause. I've heard this sentiment from people within and outside Gaza. One of them was Abu Suhaib, a senior Hamas member I interviewed in Doha in August 2024. 'We tried everything else,' he said. But then: 'If I could go back in time and prevent 7 October from happening, I would.' Mousa Abu Marzouk, another senior figure in Hamas, was quoted saying much the same in the Washington Post.
Putting the cause back on the map is not on its own a goal or strategy. Gaza becomes temporarily more prominent with each Israeli onslaught. Israel has suffered reputational damage on multiple occasions, most notably during the 1982 invasion of Lebanon. But its image improves each time a ceasefire is signed. We are seeing this now. Despite the continued bombardment and the blocking of any attempt at rebuilding or recovery, Gaza has disappeared from the headlines. Every Western diplomat I've spoken to this year has told me that Gaza is a subject no one wants to discuss.
What was Sinwar trying to achieve with Operation al-Aqsa Flood? To break the siege on Gaza? To deter Israel's pogroms and rampages in the West Bank? To free Palestinian prisoners? To block Israeli-Saudi normalisation? Or to ignite a multi-front war on Israel? Yezid Sayigh at the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace notes that in the documents Hamas issued after 7 October outlining its 'motivations and contexts', the authors struggled to articulate what they were seeking 'in terms of tangible gains - both material and political'. But it is possible to imagine what motivated or triggered the plan. Sinwar warned in 2021 of an all-out regional war unless the humanitarian situation in Gaza improved substantially. His son's first words, he said, were 'father', 'mother' and 'drone'. In 2022, he said that there would be a major war that would change the face of the Middle East if Israel continued its colonisation of East Jerusalem and restrictions on the use of the al-Aqsa mosque, Palestine's holiest shrine.
Prisoners were one of the most important issues for Sinwar. He campaigned on this in Hamas's 2021 internal elections, which he won in the fourth round. Sinwar himself had spent 22 years in Israeli prisons. Palestinians like him, who have been released in prisoner swaps, often feel survivor's guilt. The issue became more urgent for Sinwar after the far-right politician Itamar Ben-Gvir was appointed Israel's security minister in November 2022. His first act was to pack Palestinian prisoners into tiny cells and enforce starvation measures. In February 2023, he posted a video of himself eating pita bread while bragging that Palestinian prisoners weren't getting any. In March, Israel's former defence minister Moshe Ya'alon warned that Ben-Gvir was among those trying to provoke Palestinians into a 'final war'. Two months later, a Palestinian hunger striker, Khadir Adnan, who was being held without charge, died in his cell after the prison service refused him medical treatment. With Israel's violence in the West Bank, Jerusalem and in prisons at unprecedented levels, people in Gaza began to complain that Hamas had sold out by seeking to appease Israel in order to keep the Qatari aid flowing. Then, in August, Netanyahu and his cabinet began openly discussing plans for an assassination campaign against Hamas leaders. This is the context in which Sinwar approved the attack.
Hamas hit a harsh reality after 7 October. Iran and Hizbullah were angry that Hamas hadn't told them its plans. Israel launched a brutal crackdown, kidnapping thousands of Palestinians and arming hundreds of thousands of Israelis and settlers. Despite Sinwar's hopes of regional support, Arab regimes didn't suspend normalisation agreements with Israel. Some of them criminalised public displays of solidarity with Palestinians. Others saw 7 October and its aftermath as an opportunity: a cautionary tale to keep their own populations quiet.
The political argument for armed resistance against Israel from within Gaza has diminished among the caged and exhausted population. Many Gazans believe Gaza has done its part and it's time for Palestinians elsewhere to take up the mantle. The main thing keeping the idea alive is the presence of the IDF and the fear that Israel might resume full-scale military operations. But Gazans also feel abandoned by Palestinian politicians outside the territory, who have done next to nothing to support their cause. If you mention the Palestinian Authority or the PLO to a foreign diplomat or journalist, their only response will be laughter. PA officials, fearful that Israel will take measures against them or unleash a violent campaign in the West Bank, have largely kept quiet. As a friend once said to me, 'the leadership of your liberation movement is also the leadership of your bantustans.'
In May, Fatah held its Eighth General Congress in Ramallah, a decade after the last such gathering. The conference was supposed to inject new blood into the party, which controls both the PA and the PLO. But attendees were handpicked by the Fatah leadership, and in the elections for Fatah's Central Committee and Revolutionary Council, Ramallah was allotted 1734 votes (out of a total of 2649), Gaza 386, Lebanon 164 and the entire Palestinian diaspora only 365 votes. Many participants were not Fatah members, but members of the security agencies or salaried employees of the PA. There was further manipulation. Any candidate deemed a risk to the senior leadership was prevented from progressing to the next round, no matter how many votes they received. The new Fatah leadership includes the ninety-year-old Palestinian president, Mahmoud Abbas; his unqualified son Yasser; the single most unpopular Palestinian politician, Hussain al-Sheikh; the chief of the intelligence service, Majed Faraj; and several yes-men or cronies of Abbas and al-Sheikh.
There are  ways out of this swamp. One would be Palestinian reconciliation and national unity. Since 2007, Hamas and Fatah have held countless rounds of reconciliation talks - in Egypt, Saudi Arabia, Qatar, Syria, Lebanon, South Africa, Russia, China, Turkey and Yemen. All of them ended in failure. This is unsurprising, not least because the US has always tried to block a rapprochement. A senior PA leader told me last December that if Abbas allowed a single Hamas leader into the PLO, the US would impose sanctions on both the PA and the PLO. In 2020, I met a former senior staffer at the US consulate in East Jerusalem who told me that whenever Fatah and Hamas held talks he would get a call from Washington instructing him to sabotage them. Israel has also tried to thwart Palestinian unity. When the PA signed a reconciliation agreement with Hamas in 2014, Israeli negotiators immediately withdrew from the talks. 'Prime Minister Netanyahu and his government were using Palestinian division as an excuse not to make peace,' the PLO's chief negotiator, Saeb Erekat, said at the time. 'Now they want to use Palestinian reconciliation as an excuse for the same purpose. This is utterly absurd.'
Things could change if Palestinian elections were held: they would function as a referendum on Hamas and Fatah strategy and might provide a way to produce a legitimate unified leadership. Electoral accountability would also help to mitigate corruption and autocracy. Proportional representation was introduced into the Palestinian electoral system in 2020: if elections were allowed to take place, it's unlikely either Hamas or Fatah would win a majority, and a coalition would result. Israel will do everything it can to block this. In the run-up to the parliamentary elections due to be held in May 2021, it detained some of the candidates. The head of Shin Bet, Israel's internal security agency, visited Abbas to demand he cancel the elections. Israel also banned electoral activities in East Jerusalem, where more than 300,000 Palestinians live. Abbas duly postponed the elections indefinitely. The EU has repeatedly emphasised the need for 'Palestinian democratic renewal', but this is merely rhetoric. In 2021, diplomats in Brussels told me that the EU was worried that Hamas might win and therefore wouldn't genuinely push for elections. The US openly opposes Palestinian elections.
The situation would change, too, if Marwan Barghouti were released. Barghouti enjoys unparallelled popularity and is often described as Palestine's Nelson Mandela. Like Mandela, he's far from perfect, but his activism, his writings and his long imprisonment have made him a legend. His power and influence are unique. If I say to fellow Palestinians that killing Israeli civilians is wrong, some would reply that 'Israel has killed thousands more of our civilians' or 'every Israeli is part of the army.' But when I show them a video of Barghouti condemning the killing of civilians, they will agree with me. Releasing Barghouti would be a step towards unifying the Palestinian leadership and energising the masses. Even Ron Lauder, president of the World Jewish Congress, has recently lobbied for his release, recognising Barghouti as a figure who could stabilise the occupied territories. But that is precisely why Israel will not release him. A source close to the discussions told me that when the then US secretary of state John Kerry asked Netanyahu to release Barghouti in 2014, Netanyahu replied: 'Barghouti would unify the Palestinians. I would never release him.'
If elections were held, Barghouti could be elected president even if he was still in prison. He is now 67, and has been repeatedly assaulted in recent months by his Israeli jailers, leading to serious concerns over his safety. If he dies in prison, or if Abbas dies in office, it could trigger an uprising across the occupied territories. Israel has a plan in place in the event of Abbas's death, Operation Sunset, in which the army will be deployed to Palestinian cities and along main roads to paralyse any potential rebellion.
There is another possibility. Palestinians could anoint Barghouti 2.0, a deputy who could represent him, as Desmond Tutu did Mandela. If Barghouti wins the presidency from prison, his deputy could lead the national movement. And the movement would have a figurehead in the event of Barghouti's death. Or there's a further option: Palestinians could draft a Freedom Charter like that of South Africa, in order to have a strategy shaped by the public. The Freedom Charter didn't just articulate Black South Africans' vision for their future but sent a clear message to their oppressors about what society would look like after the collapse of the apartheid regime. This is a crucial means of creating allies on the other side and makes it more difficult for your rivals to delegitimise your struggle. As Sun Tzu wrote, 'strategy without tactics is the slowest route to victory. Tactics without strategy is the noise before defeat.' A successful strategy should be designed to unite the many against the few.
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Does he still jog?
Jeremy Harding

5771 wordsLast September  Nicolas Sarkozy was found guilty of criminal conspiracy. He went through the gates of La Sante prison in Paris a few weeks later. The judge found that in 2005 he had approved an agreement between his political aides and the Gaddafi regime for massive cash transfers from Libya into his campaign coffers for his crack at the presidency in 2007. Seven other people were sentenced for their part in the same conspiracy, but Sarkozy's removal to La Sante was an extraordinary moment in France's postwar history, even though he was inside for less than three weeks.
In 2011, Sarkozy led the call for a Nato assault on Libya, having prepared the ground by recognising the rebel National Transitional Council. Libyan state media responded by threatening to reveal a 'serious' secret about the financing of Sarkozy's presidential campaign. Gaddafi also told Le Figaro that he had helped Sarkozy come to power: 'He asked us for a sum, we gave him the sum.' (This remark, unpublished at the time, was revealed much later.) In March 2011, the TV network Euronews interviewed Gaddafi's son Saif al-Islam. 'The first thing we ask of this clown Sarkozy,' he said, 'is that he repay this money to the Libyan people. We helped him become president so that he would help the Libyan people but he has disappointed us.' Three days later the first Tomahawk cruise missiles struck strategic assets across Libya. By the end of October, Gaddafi had been dragged from hiding and put to an ignominious death. His departure was followed by a violent struggle between rival Libyan factions, a surge of Libyan light weapons into the Sahel, and an increase in the herding of African migrants into detention centres in Libya, from which they were released at extortionate cost to their families, to try their luck in the Mediterranean.
Had Sarkozy championed Nato intervention to reduce his exposure to new revelations from Tripoli? There were rumours in Libya that Gaddafi's murder had been set up by a French secret service agent. Not everyone in France dismissed these as conspiracy theories, but the larger worry was foreign interference in an election: the Libyan financing affair remains the defining intrigue among several that plunged Sarkozy into a nightmare of investigations, as his conduct in and out of office came under scrutiny. Nearly fifteen years after leaving the Elysee, he is stuck on a ghost train as one spectre after another looms up from his past. Gaunt but implacable, he continues to haunt the media with protestations of his innocence.
Over the years the French prosecutors have not let up, though the appeal courts have bought him time. Incarcerated last October, Sarkozy was freed in November pending an appeal, and photographed jogging on a Caribbean beach in December. But he's not off the hook: if the appeal fails, he will still have four years and eleven months to serve. In his prison diary, his latest attempt at self-exculpation, he tells us he was overcome with relief when the courts agreed to hear his appeal, which he took as proof of his blamelessness. But that's not obvious to his readers: Sarkozy is still entangled in a skein of allegations and his efforts to cut himself free have inflicted collateral damage on the French political class.
The charges against him relate to periods before and after his presidential term. For years politicians had taken it for granted that they could profit from the grey economy of French politics. Sarkozy's mistake was to take it too far. He was unable to spot the difference between generating wealth and prestige for France as a 'dynamic' statesman and stashing cash for his own projects, as he'd done at the start of his political career in the 1980s. Sarkozy continues to claim as a mark in his favour that 'nobody understands' the Libyan financing affair.
He's right that many of the facts, let alone the legal technicalities, are arcane. But the background is deeper and less convoluted than it suits him to acknowledge: the Libyan funding investigation has reopened an old wound - the explosion of a bomb on a French passenger jet flying over Niger in 1989. All 170 people on UTA Flight 772 were killed; 54 of them were French. The previous year, another device had brought down Pan Am 103 over Lockerbie. Both attacks were carried out with the connivance of Libyan intelligence. At the time Sarkozy was the energetic mayor of Neuilly-sur-Seine, a wealthy suburb of Paris: he bounced out the centre-right candidate for whom he had been campaigning and stood in his place. Sarkozy was a partner in a successful law firm; he had recently been elected as a member of the Assemblee Nationale. He was an unabashed ultra-market liberal; ruthless, good in debate, full of himself - someone to watch.
In 1994, France signed a contract for the sale of three submarines to Pakistan. The deal was all but finalised during Mitterrand's last days as president. The prime minister at the time was Edouard Balladur, a centre-right politician in a divided political estate: a socialist was hanging on to the presidency but parliament had been lost to his opponents. (This uneasy compromise between an executive of one persuasion and a parliamentary majority of another is known in France as 'cohabitation'.) During his tenure, Balladur groomed a number of political yearlings, among them Sarkozy, whom he rewarded with the post of budget minister.
Balladur had chaperoned the Pakistan contract through its early stages. It was greased by French sovereign loans to Islamabad and generous commissions to negotiators, lobby groups, defence companies and politicians in both countries. The kickbacks, including Balladur's, were brokered by Ziad Takieddine, a wealthy Franco-Lebanese businessman who had good connections in Libya and Saudi Arabia; he was familiar with senior French politicians of the centre right. He was a dab hand at breaking down large transfers of money into inconspicuous flows and ferrying them across jurisdictions, managing this not only for the Pakistan deal but for two defence contracts with Saudi Arabia, one for the sale of French frigates, another for border surveillance technology.
The contract for the frigates moved forward, but the border surveillance deal stalled. There was also trouble ahead for the Pakistan deal when Balladur decided to run against Jacques Chirac, the obvious centre-right candidate for the presidency, in 1995. Balladur, who had picked Sarkozy as his campaign spokesperson, failed to make it to the second round, but his betrayal was noted. It later transpired that 10.25 million francs in cash (about EU1.6 million in 2002, when France abandoned the franc) had turned up in his campaign chest three days after he was eliminated. Was that a payment by Takieddine? Had it failed to arrive in time, or wouldn't it have made a difference anyway? According to Liberation, Takieddine had been in Geneva two days earlier to withdraw the same sum from one of his many accounts.
Chirac won the presidency and within months the government made a one-off disbursement of roughly half the monies outstanding to profiteers from the submarine contract. Takieddine's programme had been derailed and Balladur was out of pocket, as Chirac had intended. In May 2002, as Chirac was re-elected to a second term, a bomb killed eleven French engineers on a bus near a naval dockyard in Karachi, where they were working with their Pakistani counterparts. The attack was carried out by a jihadist franchise, probably al-Qaida, but a report by a former intelligence staffer at the French Ministry of the Interior concluded that the killers were sponsored by senior Pakistani stakeholders in the submarine contract who felt shortchanged and decided the time had come to teach Chirac a lesson.
Through all this, Sarkozy kept his eyes on the presidency, distancing himself from Balladur's fratricidal gambit and recasting himself as a Chirac supporter. Chirac appointed him minister of the interior. As a former Balladur protege, Sarkozy already had the hang of promiscuous campaign funding and once in office set about reviving the border security deal with the Saudis. It wasn't long before Chirac suspected that Sarkozy was working from the Balladur playbook and meant to fund a bid for the presidency with defence kickbacks. He responded by bringing the Saudi dossier inside the Elysee, where it languished.
In 2004 Chirac's foreign minister, Dominique de Villepin, announced that the Gaddafi Foundation - the supreme leader's charity - would compensate families of the victims of the UTA bombing to the tune of $170 million. (Gaddafi also compensated families whose relatives died in the Pan Am bombing.) That same year, Gaddafi welcomed UN inspectors to Libya to begin dismantling his stockpiles of mustard gas and precursor chemicals, and Chirac visited Tripoli to clear the way for future commercial ties - infrastructure, tourism, aviation.
The prospect of contracts in Libya seems to have intrigued Sarkozy. In October 2005 he made a visit of his own to Tripoli, in his capacity as minister of the interior; like Chirac, he met with Gaddafi. Ahead of him he sent Claude Gueant, a senior civil servant at the Ministry of the Interior. In December Sarkozy's old friend from Neuilly, Brice Hortefeux, who held a junior cabinet post, also visited Libya. It wasn't clear at this stage what was under discussion. In 2006 Sarkozy asked Gueant to run his presidential campaign.
On the night of Sarkozy's victory in May 2007, he waved to delirious crowds in the Salle Gaveau, where Johnny Hallyday anointed him as 'a man of honour' who loved his family and would never betray his country. The party rocked on from one venue to another. Sarkozy was more amusing, more cocksure than he'd been as a cabinet minister. Unlike many of his predecessors, he wasn't a top-drawer technocrat. He behaved that night like a feisty contestant who had won a TV game show.
In his first year  in office Sarkozy was frenetic. He paid a second visit to Libya to applaud the release of five Bulgarian nurses and a Palestinian doctor, imprisoned by Gaddafi on the grounds that they'd infected children in a Libyan paediatric hospital with HIV. The European Commission and the Bulgarian government had been edging towards a deal on their release for eight years. But Sarkozy had already opened separate negotiations, perhaps during his visit in 2005. His second wife, Cecilia, went ahead to do the honours and leave with the nurses on a French charter flight (was she the 'new Lady Di?', Le Figaro wondered; she and Sarkozy split up soon afterwards). Gueant and Sarkozy followed her to Tripoli, tying up loose ends and exploring their rapprochement with Gaddafi. In return for the hostage release, money flowed to Libya, from the Bulgarian government and the EC, and surely from France too, but this is opaque (at least to me). In December 2007 Sarkozy welcomed Gaddafi and his retinue of four hundred to Paris. They pitched their vast tent in the garden of the Hotel de Marigny by the Elysee Palace, where it remained for five days.
The first suspicions that Sarkozy might have overstepped the mark on campaign funding emerged in 2010 - three years into his term - when the press reported that Liliane Bettencourt, the elderly heiress to the L'Oreal fortune, had been persuaded to give a large sum to Sarkozy's party treasurer. The judiciary opened an investigation into the affair. There was no suggestion at the time of Sarkozy taking Libyan funding. But then, in 2011, Takieddine was detained at an airport near Paris with EU1.5 million in cash. It was a rare moment of misfortune for an intermediary who was good at covering his tracks. Since the arms deals with Pakistan and Saudi Arabia, he had become a reliable, astonishingly wealthy point man with a portfolio of international properties, including a PS17 million house in West London. It was days after Takieddine's arrest, with the Nato intervention in Libya all but inevitable, that Gaddafi and his son went public about their conversations with Sarkozy's emissaries in Tripoli.
In the spring of 2012, the online journal Mediapart published a leaked memo, dated 2006, from a Libyan intelligence officer to Gaddafi's chief of staff. It confirmed that EU50 million had been earmarked by the Libyan treasury for Sarkozy's presidential campaign. According to the memo, the agreement had been made in the presence of Takieddine and Hortefeux. The story sent French editors and news anchors back to Sarkozy's visits to Libya and Gaddafi's ostentatious stay in Paris. Attention then turned to the fixers: Gueant had spent decades in the shadows, tweaking postcolonial policy in Africa to France's advantage; Hortefeux was a mediocre politician who covered his incompetence by taking a hard line on immigration - and Gaddafi had explained more than once that he held the key to migrant departures from north-east Africa. The deal that Sarkozy had in mind during his 2005 visit to Tripoli, which was bookended by visits from Gueant and Hortefeux, appeared in retrospect to be roughly as follows. Were Sarkozy to win the presidency in 2007 he would double down on Chirac's efforts and consolidate Gaddafi's return to the international fold after years as a pariah. Contracts that had been blocked since the plane bombings - in defence and nuclear energy above all - would be reviewed; migrant flows across the Mediterranean would be addressed. In return Gaddafi would throw money - a lot of money - at Sarkozy's campaign.
Sarkozy sued Mediapart on the basis that the memo was a forgery. A separate, unanswered question, when Mediapart went public, was whether or not Gueant and Hortefeux had met with Gaddafi's brother-in-law, Abdullah al-Senussi, a senior Libyan intelligence officer who masterminded the downing of UTA 772. These meetings led to an abiding suspicion that Sarkozy had sold out the victims of the bombing, and this in turn revived anxieties about the deaths of the French engineers in Karachi in 2002. Senussi had been stuck in Libya since 1999, when France condemned him in absentia to life imprisonment. By 2005 he was ill and needed treatment abroad but a French arrest warrant made this impossible. Did Gaddafi press Gueant and Hortefeux to ask Sarkozy to lift the warrant or grant a presidential pardon? Quite possibly, but at this stage it was impossible to prove. Mediapart's memo remained as evidence, but after several forensic examinations, Sarkozy's lawyers are alone in denying its authenticity. Fake or not, the document is no longer relevant: the prosecution case against Sarkozy's criminal conspiracy is based on a wealth of separate evidence and the fact that his bagmen in Libya met with Senussi has been established by the courts.
By the end of 2012, with Gaddafi dead, the Libyan intervention done and dusted and Sarkozy no longer in office, public interest in his Libyan connection was briefly in abeyance. But the investigation into the Bettencourt affair had been edging forward and before the year was out Sarkozy appeared as a person of interest at preliminary hearings. Within weeks, Libya was centre stage again when the judiciary confirmed that statements taken from Takieddine after his arrest would lead to a new inquiry into Sarkozy's foreign campaign funding. It opened in April 2013. Sarkozy was not named at this early stage, but there were now two potentially damaging cases that his lawyers had to manage. Worse was to come when the judge in the Bettencourt case ruled that Sarkozy was no longer a person of interest but a suspect. The charge was 'exploitation' of a vulnerable person. Sarkozy's lawyers sweated it out and in October 2013 he was cleared - the axe fell instead on her manipulative retainers. Meanwhile investigations continued into the Libyan affair.
And a new storm was gathering around financial improprieties during Sarkozy's 2012 presidential campaign as the incumbent, which he lost to Francois Hollande. At the end of that year, France's commission on campaign funding rejected the accounts that Sarkozy's party managers had submitted. France allows presidential campaigns to reclaim 47.5 per cent of their costs from the state, provided they take more than 5 per cent of the vote. It also sets a ceiling on campaign expenditure for the second round at EU22.5 million. Sarkozy's accountants submitted a figure that came in just under the ceiling, but the commission's breakdown suggested that the total expenditure was beyond the legal limit. The case went to court, where the overspend was eventually revealed to be between EU17 and EU20 million - the exact figure was hard to ascertain.
Sarkozy may have been relieved by the judgment in the Bettencourt case, but he had yet to see what the other investigations would turn up. He and his lawyer Thierry Herzog needed to prime an insider who could supply information about both. This person would, if possible, sort out a further snag: the police had seized Sarkozy's diaries during the Bettencourt investigation and hung onto them. Sarkozy must have worried (or known) that they contained compromising material about Libya. Herzog settled on Gilbert Azibert, a friend of his and a former judge, as a pliable informant: together Herzog and Sarkozy would persuade Azibert to keep them abreast of developments and, if possible, retrieve the diaries. Assuming correctly that there was a wiretap on their calls, Herzog set up two smartphones under a pseudonym, in the belief that this would allow him to talk to Sarkozy out of earshot of the police, and proceeded to sweet-talk Azibert. In return for his services, Azibert was to be given an honorary post in Monaco. Sarkozy went to Monaco intending to set up the arrangement, but got cold feet at the last moment. We know all this because the police were tapping Herzog's other two phones. And so, in 2014, Sarkozy became the focus of yet another criminal investigation, along with Herzog and their biddable magistrate, on grounds of 'influence peddling' and - potentially - corruption of the judiciary.
An interlude followed as the police and the prosecutor's office pored over reams of evidence. It was a moment of respite for the French public: as one revelation followed another, the fantastic web of allegations against Sarkozy was, as he persisted in saying, hard to make sense of. France was reeling in 2015 after two jihadist atrocities - the Charlie Hebdo attack and the Bataclan massacre - and Sarkozy's brief absence from the front pages was no bad thing for the country's political institutions. Media coverage of his chequered past was contributing to a contagious public cynicism about due process and republican governance. But he wasn't gone for long. In the summer of 2016, after years deliberating Mediapart's Libyan memo, the courts threw out Sarkozy's challenge to its authenticity. His lawyers began an appeal. Finally, in 2018, after a painstaking investigation into 'illegal funding of an electoral campaign', he was named as a person of interest to the judiciary in the Libyan affair. A milder blow was delivered the following year when the Cour de Cassation - the highest court of appeal in France - found no objection to the lower appeal court's ruling that Sarkozy's suit against Mediapart was baseless.
The investigation into Takieddine, meanwhile, had been moving forward at a snail's pace. Takieddine was a mercurial witness with a sense of entitlement and powerful connections; he was prone to fits of rage under questioning from journalists and police. He could denounce his former business associates one day and assert their innocence the next, but in a press interview in 2016, he shopped Sarkozy and Gueant by insisting that he'd delivered a total of EU5 million in cash to them in Paris for Sarkozy's first presidential run. In June 2020, the French courts sentenced Takieddine to five years for his role in illegal transfers of money connected to the Pakistan submarine contract: an indication that the net was tightening on Sarkozy. Takieddine skipped the country, but in the autumn he was tracked down in Beirut by Paris-Match and BFMTV for an interview, in which he performed an eloquent about-turn and claimed that Gaddafi had never given a centime to Sarkozy's campaign. The judiciary suspected the interview had been set up in return for a handsome payment to Takieddine, as a last-ditch effort to save Sarkozy from jail.
The trial of Sarkozy, Herzog and Azibert - based on the evidence gleaned from the wiretapped phones - opened in November 2020 after a six-year inquiry. The following March all three were sentenced to three years in prison with two years suspended, for influence-peddling and corruption. Sarkozy's lawyers lodged an appeal, hoping to save their client from a spell behind bars. In May he went on trial again, for the illegal campaign funding he'd covered up during his second presidential campaign. For this he copped one year in jail, which he could serve at home, with a tag. Yet again he appealed. In July state prosecutors began looking into Takieddine's volte-face in Paris-Match: they were concerned that a key witness in the Libyan affair had been suborned to obstruct the course of justice. They called in Sarkozy's third and current wife, Carla Bruni, for questioning.
In 2023, Sarkozy's appeal against the wiretap verdict was denied; his lawyers referred the ruling to the Cour de Cassation. In 2024 a lower appeal court upheld the judgment in the illegal campaign funding case, but halved Sarkozy's sentence to six months with a tag. He kept up his assiduous jogging routine, and could be seen on YouTube pounding along a cobbled street in Paris, wearing a tracksuit: you couldn't spot the tag. In the spring he was released on grounds of age: he was 69. He had got off lightly, but the images of the serene convict, jogging the primrose path to what he hoped was full exoneration, were misleading.
Much was at stake here for the judiciary, whom Sarkozy had long antagonised - first as an abrasive minister of the interior and then as a head of state who pushed through minimum sentences for repeat offenders. The judges believed Sarkozy had always sought to undermine their independence. In his view - especially later, in his memoir - the edifice of the law had been captured by the left and had ceased to be impartial. Sending a former president to jail might have left the judges at the mercy of political enemies who would denounce the separation of powers as a puppet show and the verdict as a settling of old scores. A not guilty verdict would have driven public confidence in the system to new lows. In December 2024, after long deliberation, the Cour de Cassation rejected Sarkozy's appeal in the wiretap case. He announced he would take his case to the European Court of Human Rights, and on he sailed, from one recourse to the next, until the verdict went against him on the Libyan finance affair.
Prison literature  is a rich field of study. Bunyan started writing The Pilgrim's Progress during a twelve-year stint in Bedfordshire County Prison. Other illustrious jailbirds produced extraordinary texts during or after periods in prison, from Boethius to Francois Villon to Wilde. Gramsci embarked on his Prison Notebooks in a Puglia jail at the start of his twenty-year sentence; they stuttered to a halt when he was transferred, in poor health, to a clinic near Rome. Jean Genet drafted two of his novels, Our Lady of the Flowers and Miracle of the Rose, when he was jailed for several years in the 1940s for petty larceny. He was one of Sarkozy's distinguished predecessors in La Sante, who also included Dreyfus, Apollinaire (fingered as an accessory to thefts from the Louvre in 1911) and Ahmed Ben Bella, who went on to become the first president of independent Algeria. And let's not forget Gueant, who had little to say about the two months he served in La Sante in 2021-22 for an offence committed while Sarkozy's chief of staff at the Ministry of the Interior: using a cash fund for the police to hand out bonuses to members of staff at the ministry and to cover his own personal expenses.
It's tempting to compare Sarkozy's diary to the three-volume memoir Jeffrey Archer wrote during the two years he served for perjury. But unlike Archer, Sarkozy doesn't suffer from hypergraphia. Le Journal d'un prisonnier appeared three weeks after his release: surely the shortest turnaround in the history of prison memoirs. It was commissioned by Fayard, a publishing house that now belongs to the French media magnate Vincent Bollore - net worth $10 billion and rising, a sponsor of Marine Le Pen's party - who is sweeping away the vestiges of Republican press freedom while replacing editors and staff who kick up a fuss. Bollore is a powerful advocate for Sarkozy outside the courtroom.
Sarkozy's descriptions of a tiny cell with a window onto a wall are sobering: he was held in solitary confinement, in case an inmate seized an opportunity to settle old scores. The thousands of letters he received from loyal fans, he tells us, revived his spirits. He uses the book to attack his detractors - Mediapart in particular - praise his supporters and apologise to those he'd forgotten to acknowledge. They include Jared Kushner's father, Charles, now Trump's ambassador to France. In one hasty passage, Sarkozy remembers to doff his cap to Kushner Sr after politely declining his offer of a visit in prison, which Sarkozy's lawyers believed might compromise his appeal. They had a point: Kushner is an indicted crook who plea-bargained his way out of jail in the US in 2005 for multiple offences and hired a sex worker to compromise his own brother-in-law.
Sarkozy received support from Chirac's wife and words of succour on the phone from Marine Le Pen and Javier Milei's man in Argentina's Paris embassy. That Macron delegated the decision to strip Sarkozy of his Legion d'honneur to a minor dignitary in the order is a source of bitterness for Sarkozy, even though he describes himself as the mildest of men. 'Bitterness has never been a mark of my character and never will be.' Or: 'I'm not someone who likes to complain ... and never will be.' But there is a grim reckoning of enemies and friends. Among the latter is Le Pen's Rassemblement national, part of the right's political family, he tells his readers. He urges followers of his erstwhile centre-right party to build the largest alliance possible, 'without exclusion or anathema', for next year's presidential elections: a resounding call, in other words, to rally around Jordan Bardella - or Le Pen, if her appeal against her conviction for embezzling European Parliament funds is upheld and she's allowed to run.
Sarkozy's memoir is strewn with passages of self-extenuation, but there is also the defiant tone of the fighter. Now, he writes, he is prepared to 'go to the limit' to establish his 'complete innocence'. His long offensive against the judiciary, which he persists in waging as a criminal suspect who imagines himself as a latter-day Dreyfus, has put judges at risk. They are accustomed to online abuse and real-time encounters with sworn enemies: diehard members of the gilets jaunes, for instance, or more often, crime cartels. Yet death threats against the judge who sent Sarkozy to La Sante last year led to new levels of alarm for her safety and a stern warning from Macron that the rule of law is the cornerstone of French democracy. Sarkozy, on the contrary, seems to believe his ordeal in the courts has proved that the rule of law is a sham. It's a dangerous opinion, and one of many mafioso touches in the book, along with the schmaltzy memories of old friends, ingratiating praise for the Rassemblement national in the hope of being offered a pardon if its candidate wins in 2027, outright rejection of the charges against him, and cloying eulogies to his family, who bore their suffering heroically during his time in La Sante. We also learn that discussions with the prison chaplain have brought him closer to God. He drew solace from a passage from the Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 5:8): 'Blessed are they which are persecuted for righteousness' sake: for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.'
Sarkozy looks older now  and less sturdy. At the Paris appeal court last month he listened in silence to civil parties' lawyers as they urged compensation for families of the UTA bombing victims. Does he still jog, I wondered, as he limped across during a recess to speak to a barrister for the plaintiffs. She turned her back before he could finish. He withdrew to confer with his defence team. His habit when president of shrugging during TV interviews has stayed with him. It once seemed like the gesture of a confident newcomer to the Elysee: take me as you find me, throw me out of office when you're ready. In court the Sarkozy shrug has become a kind of optical telegraphy from a desperate man who feels he's foundering in a bog of injustice.
The bereaved families have read the passages in his prison memoir where he argues that his diplomatic overture to Libya was a statesmanlike move. But as far as they're concerned Sarkozy's bagmen sat down in Tripoli twenty years ago to discuss a pardon for Gaddafi's brother-in-law, an indicted murderer of their relatives. Dozens of family members were in court when I attended. So were a handful of their supporters from Air France, wearing distinctive Hermes scarves (UTA merged with Air France in the 1990s): some were old enough to remember members of flight crew who came down in Niger. It was their intention, I'm sure, that the gravity of the civil case would weigh on the appeal court's decision in the matter of his criminal charges.
The killer blow against Sarkozy was delivered in April by Gueant, who had lost patience with Sarkozy's testimony. Too sick to appear at the appeal hearings, he submitted a written statement about an exchange he says took place on 25 July 2007, when he and Sarkozy were in Tripoli. During a state banquet Gaddafi had again urged Sarkozy - just as his people had urged Chirac in 2004, and Gueant and Hortefeux in 2005 - to secure a pardon for Senussi. Gueant's testimony states that Sarkozy relayed the gist of his conversation with Gaddafi, and asked: 'Claude, look into that?' The civil plaintiffs are happy to have it on record that Sarkozy once toyed with the idea of washing the blood from Senussi's hands to fulfil his side of the bargain in return for a multi-million-euro bung. Senussi, who is 76, is being held in indefinite detention by the Libyan Government of National Unity for his role in a massacre in a Libyan jail in the 1990s and abuses committed against the insurgents during the Nato intervention.
For years Sarkozy's lawyers have said, correctly, that no money from Libya has ever been traced to his 2007 campaign accounts. This is a tribute to Takieddine's ingenuity with the transfers and Gueant's as the end-receiver: he kept wads of euros in an enormous safe he claimed he'd rented to house Sarkozy's priceless archive of letters, memos, policy drafts and speeches. (A few years later the absurdity of this claim became clear when the courts asked Sarkozy to resubmit the diaries that Azibert had returned to him after the Bettencourt inquiry and were told that he'd mislaid them.)
There is solid evidence that around EU6 million left the Libyan treasury for Takieddine's accounts in 2006 and that the first instalment arrived soon after Hortefeux's visit to Tripoli in 2005. From there the trail goes cold. Nonetheless, the charge against Sarkozy is not that he received Libyan funds but that he conspired to do so. To which his lawyers respond that if they can't be traced to his campaign accounts, the indictment for conspiracy doesn't stand up. This argument failed to convince the criminal court last year and may not fare better with the appeal judges, who retired in May to deliberate the many submissions for and against the eight appellants, who include Gueant (sentenced to six years) and Hortefeux (two). A ruling is due in November, which leaves Sarkozy hanging by a thread. He could go back to prison, or if he's lucky wear another tag - a lenient sentencing option which he scorned as minister of the interior. If the lawyers for the civil plaintiffs and the prosecution team have swayed the judges, his sentence may well be increased.
The Paris-Match interview with Takieddine in Beirut in 2020 is the subject of yet another judicial inquiry, after police accessed emails between Bruni and a team of influential friends who had set up the encounter, part of what they referred to as their 'Save Sarko' initiative. The public prosecutor's office is now exploring what it suspects is a conspiracy to pervert the course of justice. A new court case, if it happens, would be a blow for the Sarkozy family and their friends. Destiny makes fools of us all, Bruni sang in 'Quelqu'un m'a dit', 'it gives us nothing and promises everything.' Even so, destiny dealt the Save Sarko suspects one propitious card: if Takieddine had lived to testify in a new trial, he might have made another of his famous about-turns and revealed that they paid him handsomely for his interview. But he died in Beirut in 2025, at the age of 75, days before the criminal court sentenced Sarkozy and his fellow conspirators.
Sarkozy's misdemeanours have played their part in the rightward shift in France's political landscape. Old cockerels of the exhausted centre right still crow in his favour, but his more vigorous defenders on the extreme right are the ones voters are listening to. For them, Sarkozy can be invoked, when necessary, as a martyr of a broken justice system. During his presidency, the far right had nothing good to say for him, or he for it. Today he has thrown what remains of his weight behind the Rassemblement national and hopes to take his followers with him. How many is hard to say. In his book, he recalls stricken crowds lining his Via Dolorosa to La Sante and waving jubilantly when he was released. His prison memoir is reported to have sold more than 200,000 copies, as Bollore's media empire goes from strength to strength.
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At Dungeness
Susannah Clapp
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Here is  an antidote to current traps and poisons. People who rescue rather than attack, who move in a physical, not a virtual, world, who don't morally triage others. Who put themselves in danger without aiming to get famous or on television. Who risk their lives without being paid.
Dominic Gregory has worked as an adviser to literary estates, including Roald Dahl's, and run a literary festival. His impressive first book, Lifeboat at the End of the World (HarperCollins, PS18.99), is an account of volunteering on the Dungeness lifeboat. It's freighted with quotations from Ford Madox Ford, who thought Dungeness was the end of the world, and Joseph Conrad, for whom it was the first sight of England. Still, Gregory is not floating a cultural boat: his is a record of commitment, physical activity and admiration for colleagues. Lifeboats and their crews get less publicity than astronauts. Gregory explains their arrangements.
Volunteers, once alerted by rocket flares, are now summoned by scuffed and cracked pagers. New recruits are supplied with rope to do knots homework, and practise rescues with dummy bodies made of sacking; they undertake sense-dismantling exercises in blind navigation with tarpaulin-covered windows. Everyone pretends not to feel seasick; peeing is hazardous. Boats carry a French phrasebook, oxygen bottles with masks small enough to fit a baby's face, body bags. There is emergency chocolate. To sharpen optical focus the wheelhouse is painted black, 'like the interior of an eyeball'.
About most of the rescues Gregory is brisk but particular. An elderly couple in a broken-down yacht press biscuits on the crew; a woman makes eyes at the coxswain ('the problem was an open seacock, swamping their bilge'); in failing light a small boy - 'my mum said I should stay with the boat' - is scooped from a flimsy inflatable dinghy just in time.
The appeals from crammed small boats crossing the Channel burst in with terrible force. Habitual horrors are plainly stated: women and children, placed in the centre for protection, sit in a gutter of vomit. There are indelible moments: a bundle of rags turns out to be a baby; a teenage boy is heaved aboard by the stumps of his arms. Then there is 'the one': a catastrophe. The lifeboat arrives in the night at a place strewn with backpacks and shoes. 'Between the rubbish we see human bodies with faces down.' There is screaming. A man clings onto what appears to be a bag but is in fact a corpse. The dinghy folds in two 'like a mouth closing'. Eleven people die. On shore the crew are heckled as 'traitors' and advised not to go outside wearing RNLI clothing.
Dungeness lends itself to metaphor. Its gardens are unfenced so the land seems as borderless as the sea. Laurel and Hardy opened the extension to the steam railway in 1947; the woman who now runs the station shop was once a psychiatric nurse at Belmarsh. Gregory's book is flavoured by the desert landscape - the pale loom of the power station, the hag stones among the shingle - and by Derek Jarman, whose Prospect Cottage is a pebble's throw from the lifeboat station. Jarman comes in for some bemused shrugs. One neighbour says he was 'all right' but 'a bit of a nuisance': he had to ask him to return his anchor. Another thinks the garden - in which Jarman aimed at both English gnomescape and Japanese serenity - is not 'all it is cracked up to be'. Today, while the back is ragged and unbridled, the trim front space, winding its way through dinky dolmens, looks a bit Lord of the Rings.
More striking, more sea-drenched, is the neighbouring tumble of washed-up pink Crocs, wellingtons and grey flip-flops installed by a litter picker in front of his home, which is made up of two third-class railway carriages and a horse box. The mound is as vivid a response to the ocean as the six-foot bronze statue recently erected on the front at nearby Deal. Modelled on the mid-20th-century pre-radar structures intended to serve as early-warning systems, Michael Bennett's Sound Mirror sullenly refuses to amplify noise: I've kicked and yelled at it. But it holds on its back a transfixing map of wrecks, as densely packed as a map of restaurants in the West End. Here are the names of seven hundred of the two thousand vessels that have foundered on Goodwin Sands - Moon (1625), Susannah Carmichael (1770), Der Wanderer (1867). The 'ship swallower', which changes shape like a fairy-tale villain, sets in motion the plot of the Merchant of Venice by grounding Antonio's ship. In the 1890s it was the subject of reports from the Rev. Thomas Stanley Treanor, a chaplain who went aboard lightships, 'shaking my dripping sou'wester', harmonium in hand, making sure that sailors were equipped with a Bible but no 'mere works of fiction'.
I hope he played 'Eternal Father Strong to Save', echoing the swell of the sea, catching at secular as well as holy hearts. Current volunteers deserve this best of hymns, though they don't need it to give them a sense of purpose. 'There's no better feeling than thirty knots with blue lights on,' says one of the volunteers at Walmer, up the coast from Deal. He wants, paradoxically, to be a fireman, but will always go out on the boats. The crew has included a woman who works in digital marketing, a man who has worked on cruise ships, a television presenter - and someone who was rescued from the sea at the age of four. The country's last women lifeboat launchers were at Dungeness, where, until the 1970s, they dragged timbers of up to 200 lbs across the shingle to enable the boat to take to the waves.
The day I was hovering by the Walmer lifeboat station there was a 'shout'. A cluster of cars suddenly arrived. A small boat was slid down the shingle into the sea. Shortly afterwards a larger vessel streamed off towards the pier: someone was missing on the beach; there was a report of a person far out at sea. After half an hour or so everyone came back, relaxed, smiling. What about the person bobbing in the waves? It was a seal. Does that often happen? Yes, it's the one that goes past most days. The locals call him Neil. Or Neal.
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Platinum Noses
Raymond N. MacKenzie

3513 wordsBy the last decades  of the 19th century, Jules Verne was less a writer than a brand - one carefully cultivated by his publisher, Pierre-Jules Hetzel - promising a specific mixture of scientific plausibility, adventure and moral instruction. 'Jules Verne' told readers roughly what they would get: a journey, maps, technological marvels, diagrams, rational wonder. A Verne book was, arguably, less the expression of a single imagination and more a tissue of scientific discourse and popular pedagogy, garnished with vivid illustrations. From the mid-1860s, Hetzel did not simply publish Verne; he curated him. Les Voyages extraordinaires appeared in a uniform format - distinctive bindings, illustrations, series numbering, prefatory material - that acted as a guarantee. Few writers could match Verne in sales or in spin-offs, including the hugely successful theatre productions. After its publication in 1873, Around the World in Eighty Days became one of the most frequently staged adventure spectacles of the late 19th century, selling out in Paris, London and New York.
Popular success did not, however, translate to literary prestige. Verne was largely ignored by Zola and the Naturalists, or treated with disdain when they did bother to notice him. For them, science meant determinism, heredity, pathology; not techno-optimist speculation. Verne's science involves heroic inventors, awe-inspiring machines and encyclopedic exposition; this kind of material didn't register at all as 'literary' science. Zola called Verne a 'vulgariser', adding that if his books sold well, so did 'dictionaries and parish prayer books', and they had 'no importance whatsoever'.
Verne had a long-standing wish to be elected to the Academie Francaise, but despite the efforts of his friend Alexandre Dumas fils, the honour never came. Verne was categorised as a children's writer or an adventure writer - not a serious novelist. One would think his sales figures would have been a solace, but he never cared much, leaving all that to his publisher; the literary establishment's disdain stung, however. In a fine irony, he is now little read by young people - to whom he must seem hopelessly old-fashioned - but academics take him quite seriously, producing a regular stream of articles and monographs.
In another irony, those of us who grew up reading him or seeing film versions of his tales often remember him as the great storyteller of sheer motion, his characters always going somewhere: voyaging across oceans, descending into the Earth, taking balloon flights over Africa, projecting themselves towards the moon. Yet Verne travelled comparatively little, especially during the period when his most ambitious journeys were imagined and written about. Apart from a few cruises and modest European trips, his life unfolded largely between Nantes, Paris and Amiens, anchored to the routines of writing, family and publishing deadlines. He and his brother visited the US in 1867, but stayed only six days. The immensity of his fictional voyaging emerged from an intense imaginative compression of space - maps studied at a desk, scientific reports mined for narrative energy, a globe contained and rendered in print. Verne's novels suggest that modern travel, far from requiring perpetual motion, could be generated out of stillness.
Verne attended law school to please his father, secretly hoping to become a writer, preferably for the theatre. In the late 1840s and the decade following, he took administrative or other jobs, often unpaid, at Paris theatres. Around 1849, he met Alexandre Dumas senior at the salon of a well-known palm reader, the Chevalier d'Arpentigny. Verne soon formed a friendship with the younger Dumas, closer to him in age and himself seeking to establish a literary career, independent of his father's reputation. Sometimes in collaboration with Dumas, sometimes alone, Verne wrote a number of plays - comedies, musicals, tragedies - and while some were performed, and even had modest success, Verne struggled to find a niche in a fiercely competitive scene.
During these years, when his future was uncertain, his anxiety expressed itself in agoraphobia, violent stomach troubles and numerous bouts of facial paralysis (for which he received electric shock treatment). His efforts finally began to bear fruit: in 1851 he published a few stories in the illustrated magazine Musee des familles; as the name suggests, it was meant to be gently educative and entertaining reading for the family. Some stories were written to order, occasionally to match an existing illustration. The magazine gave Verne a platform to experiment with narrative forms before he published his first hugely successful novel, Five Weeks in a Balloon, in 1863.
Sometime in 1861 or 1862, Verne met Hetzel, who had published a wide range of authors, including Stendhal and Balzac. A lifelong republican, Hetzel had participated in the 1848 revolution and served as Lamartine's chief of staff during the period of the provisional government; following Louis-Napoleon's coup in 1851, he fled to Belgium, publishing from there Hugo's fierce denunciation of the new emperor, Les Chatiments. Later in the decade, as the political climate in France calmed, he returned to Paris and resumed publishing, branching out into family-oriented subjects and opening a bookshop specialising in children's books. He saw great potential in Verne's balloon novel: it was the kind of high-quality, educational fiction he wanted for a new magazine he was planning. He suggested revisions and soon offered Verne a contract under which he would commit to deliver multiple volumes a year (most accounts say three, one roughly every four months). Hetzel would buy these volumes outright for a flat fee, rather than offering royalties based on sales.
It's hard to imagine other writers - the likes of Flaubert, Gautier or even Balzac - agreeing to such terms. One thinks of the white-hot letter Baudelaire sent to Gervais Charpentier when the latter altered some of his phrasing: 'I told you: delete the whole piece if you don't like a comma in it, but don't delete the comma itself; it's there for a reason ... I've spent my entire life learning how to construct sentences, and I say - without fear of being laughed at - that what I deliver to a printer is perfectly finished.' Verne, however, seemed to welcome Hetzel's revisions. As their relationship developed, Hetzel's interventions became so great that the books often changed dramatically - characters were altered or expunged, dark events were softened and endings became uplifting. Narrative structures were simplified. Sexual references were deleted, as were any political jibes.
Then there was the issue of payment. By one estimate, Verne took home just an eighth of the profits from his books. But our modern system of advances, royalties and copyright was not yet widely accepted, so the Hetzel-Verne arrangement was not quite the highway robbery it seems now. Verne seemed content with it (though later in life he asked for better terms and got them). The fixed-fee model gave him financial stability: by the late 1850s, he had moved on from his theatre jobs and was working as a stockbroker with his in-laws; by 1863, his contract with Hetzel allowed him to devote himself full-time to writing. Verne addressed Hetzel as 'my good, dear director' and replied to his heavy-handed interventions on his drafts in remarkably upbeat terms: 'You are perfectly right in everything you say' or 'it's especially by your notes, by your pencilled-in fits of anger, that I truly understand what doesn't work.' Hetzel was keenly aware of literature as property. He lobbied for a law to establish that a work entered the public domain on the death of its author, albeit with a fixed percentage of posthumous profits going to the family. Though one is tempted to fault him for undercompensating a naive Verne, it's also true that Verne might not have found another publisher willing to take on the kinds of books he was writing.
One of Verne's books, however, was suppressed at Hetzel's insistence and remained unpublished until its rediscovery in 1989; in 1996, it was translated by Richard Howard as Paris in the 20th Century. The novel was probably written sometime between 1860 and 1863. It's set in 1960 on prize day at the Academic Credit Union, a massive university with 180,000 students. The prizes are mostly for scientific and technical achievements, since the number of humanities students has dwindled almost to nothing. When Michel Dufrenoy receives a prize for his Latin verse compositions, the audience breaks into derisive laughter. There is near universal literacy in the 20th century, but nobody reads anything apart from technical manuals. Michel goes in search of a volume of Hugo or Balzac or Lamartine and finds they are all forgotten: the only books available are on science and technology. In disgrace with his family, he drifts unsuccessfully from one job to another, loses the only girl he loves and ends up in the cemetery of Pere Lachaise (recalling the last scene of Balzac's Pere Goriot) in a heavy snowstorm, falling unconscious, muttering the girl's name and exclaiming 'O Paris!' The ending is bleak, and though Verne depicts the city as teeming with remarkable inventions and technologies, this future world is joyless, soulless and loveless, dedicated to conformity and hostile to difference.
There had been futurist novels before Verne's, the most notable being Louis-Sebastien Mercier's L'An 2440. Published in 1771, it is an exemplary Enlightenment fantasy. The narrator falls asleep in Paris and wakes in a future city that has been morally and socially reformed, with reason, justice and civic virtue triumphant. The imagined city's architecture is a marvel of neoclassical aesthetics, all harmony and just proportion. Verne's dystopian alternative seems a direct refutation of Mercier's, or at least of utopian thinking in general. Verne's Michel is a late Romantic, a ghost adrift in a landscape of cultural extinction.
Verne submitted Paris in the 20th Century to Hetzel shortly after the latter had accepted Five Weeks in a Balloon. Reading this second novel, Hetzel was appalled. 'I'd consider publication of this book a disaster for your name,' he told Verne. 'It's a washout, a fiasco.' The notion that science might increase social misery rather than alleviate it wasn't one that Hetzel could safely domesticate for schools and families. The Verne brand required ideological consistency. And so Verne put the book away, and seems never to have thought about it again.
The suppressed book leads us to speculate on what Verne might have become without Hetzel. Paris in the 20th Century is not a very good novel - it's repetitious, the prose often bland, and the characters thin. But conceptually it's an important work. Might Verne have continued on this darker path and become a critic of modernity like Flaubert or Dickens, Carlyle or Baudelaire? Given the books he eventually produced, it seems unlikely; he appears to have been innately optimistic, expansive, interested in new developments of all kinds. But perhaps that's the Verne that Hetzel shaped, devoid of doubt, irony, bitterness and cultural anxiety. Verne seems never to have doubted Hetzel's judgment. Five Weeks in a Balloon sold very well and was followed by the hugely successful Journey to the Centre of the Earth (1864) with its vividly imagined underground world hidden inside our own.
Sometime between 1863 and 1864, Verne began thinking about a novel involving a trip to the moon. He had always been interested in astronomy and ballistics and the two subjects come together spectacularly in De la Terre a la Lune (1865) and its sequel, Autour de la Lune (1869). Although the volumes were published separately, Verne conceived of them as a single unit. This new translation by David Coward and William Butcher, with an introduction and extensive notes by Butcher, brings both novels together under the title Journey to the Moon. Like many in Europe, Verne was fascinated by the progress of the American Civil War, and especially by the new kinds of weaponry being developed and deployed. Verne, who was pro-Union and abolitionist, was strongly attracted to the US as a site of innovation, exploration and bold national experiments; some thirty of his works feature American settings or characters. Hetzel worked closely with Verne on De la Terre a la Lune. He encouraged him to rely more on humour while setting things up, to present the moon project as a collective enterprise and to keep the science daring but disciplined, adventurous but plausible. The novel was different from the books Verne had published previously; it involved little physical travel and instead put a great deal of emphasis on process: calculation, public opinion, media chatter.
The novel opens just after the American Civil War, introducing the fictional Baltimore Gun Club, populated by ex-military men, all Americans and all gun-obsessed. Each member has paid dearly for his obsession: 'Crutches, wooden legs, articulated arms, hooks for hands, rubber jaws, silver skulls, platinum noses, all were represented.' One character relaxes by charring his wooden legs before a good fire. (The comedy in De la Terre a la Lune is one of its most endearing traits.) But the Baltimore Gun Club functions in the Hetzel-approved way: science is embodied by institutions rather than individuals. The solitary genius is replaced by committees of engineers and accountants. Conflict takes the form of ritualised debates between obsessive scientists, and things always stay safely, if paradoxically, within the norm. This was Roland Barthes's view of Verne, that even his most fantastic spaces and settings were essentially extensions of the bourgeois home, and that the fantastical adventures served to affirm the social order.
A fine example of Verne turning a potentially dangerous conflict into a comforting resolution is the clash between two scientists in De la Terre a la Lune. We meet the first of these early on. Impey Barbicane is the president of the Baltimore Gun Club and the one who does most to develop the idea of creating an enormous cannon to fire a capsule towards the moon. Barbicane possesses many of the traits that distinguish Verne's heroes: 'calm, cool and austere, eminently serious and reserved; punctual as a stopwatch, of imperturbable character ... applying practical ideas even to the riskiest enterprises'. His nemesis is Captain Nicholl. During the Civil War Barbicane 'was a great founder of cannonballs and Nicholl was a great forger of armour plating', so the two have a symbiotic rivalrous relationship. They quarrel and decide to settle matters with a duel - but this never takes place. When the appointed time comes, one man has become absorbed by a mathematical problem and the other has found a bird trapped in a net - both have forgotten all about the engagement.
The novel spends quite a lot of time on the public response to the proposed moonshot. When it is announced that it will go ahead, 'the entire United States of America, ten times the size of France, gave a single cheer ... 25 million hearts, swollen with pride, beat as one.' Hetzel's influence is everywhere, with his belief that scientific advancement is not only a matter of discovery, but something that needs to be financed, explained and popularised. Episodes involving the international press, swelling subscription lists and the letters that arrive from around the world function almost as an image of a Hetzel-style publishing success. A reader might expect the narrative of a voyage to the moon to convey some sense of wonder. But instead, everything about the trip and the moon itself is measured, catalogued, named and mapped. Data appears as a kind of moral good and science as a means of making the unfamiliar intelligible and therefore 'human' - though the human in question is always a rational, calm and practical creature.
De la Terre a la Lune concludes with the moonshot taking place, but the trip itself is deferred to the sequel, Autour de la Lune. The second book shifts the tone considerably. There are three characters aboard the spaceship: Barbicane, Nicholl and a Frenchman, Michel Ardan (his surname an oblique tribute to Verne's friend Nadar, who was, like him, a balloon enthusiast). In these books, as in most of Verne's fiction, the characters never change, surprise us or deepen their one defining trait: Barbicane's is curiosity, Nicholl's scepticism, Ardan's bravado. In Autour de la Lune, the trio are managing the consequences of their great technical leap. The pace slows and digressions abound - on weightlessness, silence, the mountains of the moon. And when the crew learn that, due to a chance event, they won't be able to land on the moon but may instead end up in permanent orbit, the reader can't help but feel disappointed. The Hetzelian pedagogical drive is now given free rein and we learn about topics from astronomy to optics, with a whole chapter given over to algebra.
Because - unlike most other lunar fantasies before and since - the novel refuses us the pleasure of a landing, the actual surface of the moon remains unknown, only glimpsed by the three crew members. This allows Verne to avoid making any blunders about what the surface is really like. And perhaps the book's real originality lies in allowing the reader to imagine viewing the Earth from space; this is the closest Verne gets to generating a sense of wonder or mystery. Getting the three characters out of orbit and back to Earth is where the adventure comes in, and their splashdown in the ocean is eerily prescient. Autour de la Lune is Verne's fullest expression of Hetzel's vision: science not as pessimistic futurism, but as a stabilising force. The sequel doesn't outdo the first book; instead it corrects its tendency towards spectacle by emphasising the importance of observation and measurement. Together they offer a model for the scientific future.
Journey to the Moon  is a worthy addition to Coward's distinguished body of translations (of Dumas, Maupassant and Simenon, among others). In this edition, he and Butcher preserve the balance between scientific exposition and narrative momentum (though that momentum sometimes slows to a crawl, as in the algebra chapter). They wisely choose not to smooth out the pedagogical passages or turn them into brisker, modern infotainment. Most important, the translation manages to convey Verne's sense of humour. In his introduction and appendix, Butcher warns us that previous English translations of Verne's novels - almost all of them before 1970 - are not to be trusted, though many remain in print. Translators in Britain and America routinely deleted large swathes of material - often the scientific material Verne laboured over - and removed any humour that might sound anti-British or anti-American. These early translators, and their publishers, seem to have viewed the texts as a kind of free zone, as if Verne's originals were really only a suggestion (rather in the spirit of Hetzel, in fact). Characters were added and deleted, renamed, altered beyond recognition. Titles and plots often changed too. Unlike most Verne scholars until quite recently, Butcher has examined the original manuscripts and this research is reflected in his notes. He laments that some of Verne's finest chapters in the early novels were lost in Hetzel's 'paroxysms of destructive editing'. Some scholars now suggest that Verne's manuscripts, rather than the published books, ought to be the basis for any new translations or editions - as if one might be able to discover and appreciate the real Verne, a pure, pre-Hetzel Verne. It is certainly true that Verne's literary qualities remain underestimated. He is a fine narrative craftsman, integrating exposition with adventure in a distinctive way. Despite his often dated, even quaint, insistence on scientific accuracy, the novels remain compulsively readable.
Walter Benjamin never wrote much about Verne, but his idea of wish-images (Wunschbilder) - objects, architectural spaces, technologies and fantasies that manifest a society's unconscious desires - offers a way of grasping how Verne staged his era. Certainly, the Baltimore Gun Club is busy making wish-images. Its fantasies are not irrational, however, but hyper-rational. It is this quality that finds expression in Verne's endless calculations, his clubs and organisations with their elaborate rules of order, his cost breakdowns and status updates. Rationality becomes, ironically, a way of re-enchanting the world.
It is doubtful whether this vision resonates today, at a time when technocratic optimism seems less innocent. But the disenchantment has been present for a long while. When the Apollo 11 mission fulfilled Verne's fantasy, it also exposed it. Once humans actually got to the moon, the nationalism of space travel did away with any internationalist utopian vision. Verne could imagine the voyage, but not its geopolitics. Still, read against the deterministic language now circulating under the name of posthumanism, Verne's science fiction looks less naive than curiously resistant. The future appears not as a machine already in motion, but as a provisional destination towards which one sets off, as part of a shared undertaking. If Naturalist science foreclosed freedom in the name of deterministic explanation, and posthumanism refines that foreclosure by dispersing agency across systems and processes, Verne preserves a humbler agency - fallible, procedural and resolutely forward-moving. His optimism depends not on answers, still less on mastery, but on the simple conviction that the journey will be worth it in the end.
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Dictionary Men
Colin Burrow

3407 wordsThis is what  'Listen up' sounds like when translated into pedantese: 'Why, you brute nebulons, have you had my corpusculum so long among you, and cannot yet tell how to edify an argument? Attend and throw your ears to me, for I am gravidated with child till I have indoctrinated your plumbeous cerebrosities.' So speaks one of the earliest representations of the pedant in English literature, the schoolmaster Rombus who appears in Philip Sidney's The Lady of May. This was an entertainment put on for Elizabeth I in 1578, in which courtiers were invited to laugh at schoolteachers and the queen was encouraged to choose between different styles of rustic suitor for the Lady of May.
Sidney's playlet was eventually published two decades later, in the same year as Shakespeare's Love's Labour's Lost. That made 1598 the year of the pedant. Shakespeare's play included a walk-on part for the schoolmaster and turbo-pedant Holofernes. He is right down in Sidney's groove, so get your plumbeous cerebrosities (leaden brains) in gear or you won't understand a word of what he says about his rival, the braggart Armado:
He draweth out the thread of his verbosity finer than the staple of his argument. I abhor such fanatical phantasimes, such insociable and point-device companions, such rackers of orthography, as to speak 'dout' sine 'b' when he should say 'doubt', 'det' when he should pronounce 'debt': d, e, b, t, not d, e, t.

Holofernes's first sentence here means that Armado talks bullshit, or takes a small hank of raw wool and spins it out into a thread so fine that it loses all substance. There was a strong association in Shakespeare's period between rough woven native woollen cloth and honest speech, or what Berowne in the same play calls 'russet yeas and honest kersey noes'. Nasty overspun silks, expensive imports and foreigners like Armado (whose very name reminds you that the beastly Spanish are always ready to send another Armada) are all threats to the solid English of douBts and deBts and honest truths.
The period between 1590 and 1600 was the most extraordinary decade in English literary history. At its start came Edmund Spenser's Faerie Queene and the publication of Sidney's sonnet sequence Astrophil and Stella. At its end, or maybe just after, was Hamlet. It was also the decade in which the word 'pedant' first appeared in print in English. There is a deep connection between these apparently unrelated phenomena. The figure of the pedant as a literary character emerged in Italian drama of the 1540s, both in the commedia erudita (which was written down and based on Roman comedy) and in its improv version, the commedia dell'arte. Sidney was doing some Italianate showing off by allowing Rombus in The Lady of May to spin out the thread of his verbosities. He was saying 'Your Majesty, we English (or at least Sir Philip Sidney) can out-Italian the Italians.' Shakespeare was doing something similar. There's a flavour of 'anything Sidney does I can do better' about Love's Labour's Lost, with its fancy French courtiers and high-flown language. The aspiration to be European was one driver of the literary revolution of the 1590s.
Another was the desire to grow a language which could conquer and absorb foreign terms and styles, while staying recognisably English. That was an inherently unstable duo of ambitions, and the pedant sat squarely on the faultline between them. The polysyllabic shower of Latinate globulosity that eructates from the gobs of early modern pedants shows not only that their authors and creators could be European but also that they have a mocking grasp on all the words, even the words you can't understand, and that the author is just a little bit uneasy about his own powers of linguistic innovation. Does my love of polysyllabic foreign-sounding words (which were in this period called 'inkhorn' terms because they came from people who spent too long scribbling) make me un-English, or even absurd? George Puttenham, whose Arte of English Poesie (1589) was keen to police rhetorical excess in the interests of spare London courtly English, inveighed against the use of 'words of exceeding great length, which have been fetched from the Latin inkhorn or borrowed of strangers, the use of them in rhyme is nothing pleasant, saving perchance to the common people, who rejoice much to be at plays and interludes'. Creating a pedant was a rhetorically nationalistic act of a curiously double kind. It said: 'I can entertain you with all the big words; but being solid and English I can also laugh at these obstupefacting excrescences.'
The rise of the Great British Pedant in the 1590s (and both Polonius and Hamlet in their different ways were products of that movement) was driven by wider European currents of thought. Later 16th-century humanist writers were haunted by the fear that almost any form of writing that was not aimed at some strictly functional end (military tactics, or religion, or moral improvement) might be an abuse of the art. The pedant was a scapegoat against that fear. Montaigne's essay 'Of Pedantisme', as translated by John Florio (who, gloriously enough, has sometimes been thought of as the origin of Shakespeare's Holofernes), is partly a meditation on what Montaigne himself was up to when he wrote discursively impractical essays. Why should he be spinning out those fine threads of verbosity from the staple of a single word like 'pedantisme', rather than describing the art of war, or doing logic, or resolving key points of theology? Why is he presenting, as Florio puts it, 'the imposture and amphibology of words, captiously interlaced together' rather than pursuing what he terms the 'assay of action'. 'Assay' here means 'doing, attempt' or even 'attack', and so is gently nudging the verbal self-indulgence and inaction of an 'essay' towards military action. Guilt and pleasure are often codependent addictions, but for early modern authors the two were inextricable. The pedant offered the pleasure of verbal excess along with a guilty acknowledgment that the author himself might be no more than a generator of verbal excess.
The pedant remained a component, though often a literally marginal component, of the literary imagination right up to the middle of the 18th century. The mad annotator who obfuscates a text by elucidating it witters away in the margins of Alexander Pope's Dunciad. The fictional pedantic scholar-annotator Martinus Scriblerus, for whom mad theories and painful overstatements of the obvious were more or less indistinguishable, was at once a representation of everything that Pope and his friends hated about pedantic scholars and a projection of their own fascination with learning and its absurdities.
Was there something worth calling pedantry before the word 'pedant' and the character of the pedant gained currency in the 16th century? Can the history of pedantry tell us anything about the world today, in which politicians say they've had enough of experts, and in which epidemiologists are often represented as pointy-headed geeks who understand nothing about the world as it is? Arnoud Visser thinks so. He gives a learned and extended history of pedantry, which begins with what he terms pedants avant la lettre, the Sophists in fifth-century Athens, and ends with bad films about mad scientists and nutty professors. He argues that the figure of the pedant is a recurrent cultural product, which usually emerges when one group of thinkers wants to close down or curb the activities of another. Its goal is 'the puncturing of intellectual pretensions, the exposure of vanity and the protection of moral boundaries'. So he argues that St Bernard of Clairvaux represented the new scholastic learning of Peter Abelard as pedantry, which encouraged 'curiosity, novelty and a dangerous reliance on human reason', while 'the figure of the humanist pedant developed into a negative stereotype that highlights the antisocial characteristics of these learned men.'
There are some juicy details along the way: the pedagogue (and pedagogues have often been portrayed as pedants) Cassian of Imola was supposedly murdered in 363 ad by his pupils, who stabbed him with their writing implements. That might make him the patron saint of pedants, though Vilgard of Ravenna has a claim to that title too: he had a dream in which demons disguised as Virgil, Horace and Juvenal told him that every word they wrote was true, and he was condemned to death for heresy in 970. By 1678 Ulrik Huber had produced the first full-length Latin treatise on pedantry, which he defined as 'learning that is corrupted by arrogance, feigned virtue and impertinent judgment'. In the elegant salons of late 17th-century France, the pedant 'became a model of excessively masculine boorishness'. In the battle of the Ancients and Moderns (between those who thought antiquity was the best source of knowledge and those who trusted modernity to produce new ideas), both camps 'used the label of pedantry to discredit each other's approach'.
The most illuminating section of Visser's book describes attitudes to pedantry during and after the American Revolution. The plain style of Thomas Paine initiated a wave of resistance to small cliques of classically educated rulers, who might unite pedantry with tyranny and irreligion. The key question became: 'What was useful knowledge for the new nation?' And the answer to that question was often: 'Knowledge that isn't pedantic', in various senses. Religious leaders could insist, as one anonymous preacher put it, that 'larnin' isn't religion, and eddication don't give a man the power of the Spirit.' In the presidential election contest of 1828 between Andrew Jackson and John Quincy Adams, a farmer asked which was 'the best dictionary man?' On being told it was Adams he declared his intention of voting for Jackson, on the grounds that 'dictionary men' get everything wrong. This strain of hostility to pedantry had some positive consequences: in 1897 the Episcopalian abolitionist Alexander Crummell argued that the Black community in the United States needed intellectual leaders, insisting that knowledge of Latin, Greek and science would be mere pedantry if such leaders were 'not inspired with the notion of leadership and duty'. But it also established a convention. Anyone whose learning served no self-evidently useful function could be called a pedant. It is not hard to see affinities between these early American reformers (or indeed the farmer who voted for Jackson) and loud voices in the United States today, for whom the enemy is all too often those over-sophisticated college-educated know-nothings who think they know it all.
Mildly pedantic  readers of Visser's book - those who might want to understand the historical reasons that they shop at Waitrose because it has a queue for customers with 'ten items or fewer' (rather than less), who love an Oxford comma, and who reserve 'like' for explicit statements of comparison rather than using it as a filler for not quite knowing what to say next - may find this history of pedantry, elegant though it is, a little disappointing. The reason for this is that Visser's book is more a history of anti-intellectualism than of pedantry. He presents the pedant as 'a model of how not to behave as an intellectual, of how not to use knowledge'. So rather than seeing pedantry as something that changes radically over time, or indeed as something that blooms in a particular microclimate such as England in the 1590s, he sees it in structural terms as the thing that others are often accused of when something new happens in intellectual history.
It is true that self-consciously new movements of thought and teaching - Ramist logicians in the 16th century, Sophists in the fifth century bc, literary theorists in the 1980s - prompt accusations from established practitioners that the new form of learning is only verbiage and absurdity, though often, perhaps, those are more like accusations of charlatanism than pedantry. They also may bring with them the counter charge from the advocates of those new forms of learning that the old-style philosophers or theologians or literary critics are boring or pointless or concerned only to enumerate angels on the head of a pin or to count variants in the texts of Piers Plowman. Accusations of pedantry or pointlessness are indeed in this respect part of a 'cultural script' that 'regulates the acceptable use of brainpower according to prevailing social norms'.
So yes, pedantry can be externally imposed by unsympathetic audiences: 'You nasty new-style logicians/humanists/post-structuralists/gender-critical theorists are just so many pedants piddling with words.' Or its flipside: 'You nasty old-style Scholastics/Ciceronians/textual scholars are dead as dust pedants with your quapropters and logical categories and scholastical nincompooperies.' But the more curious and psychologically interesting form of pedantry grows from within. We've all met them: people who have lost sight of the reasons for doing what they do but who carry on doing it anyway, at length. People whose pedantry is internal rather than externally imposed are often academics or schoolteachers like Holofernes, and that's for a reason: some people in these professions start off wanting to do something bigger than teach 17-year-olds how to do calculus or Latin grammar (they might want to produce the great physicists of the future or historians who can understand how civilisations grow and fall), but the process of teaching the basics makes them lose sight of their original higher objectives.
Someone who has spent a long time teaching Shakespeare might find their mind sticking on the question of whether Hamlet wishes his 'too-too sallied', or is it 'sullied', or is it 'solid' flesh, would melt, thaw and resolve itself into a dew (note for the non-pedantic reader: this is one of the most tricky textual variants between the second Quarto of Hamlet and the Folio text), rather than wondering what it might mean to think about your flesh as being a dirty or detachable or meltable part of yourself and what that might say about being embodied and miserable, or indeed about what it is to be Hamlet. An externally generated pedant is created by a reader for whom the whole question of whether it's 'solid' or 'sallied' flesh is simply a pointless one to ask, and for whom even reading Hamlet at all is for losers. But an internal pedant comes into being when someone becomes obsessed with the means and mechanics rather than the ends of learning. Sometimes they have just spent too long arguing with their colleagues and have forgotten that there are other people out there who might speak a different language or have different priorities. Often these real-life pedants are angry with the world as a proxy for being angry with themselves at having lost the point of their own being.
Externally  imposed and internally generated forms of pedantry have one thing in common: a shortfall or misrelation between an intellectual activity and its ends. That's why there is often a generational element in accusations of pedantry. People's perception of the point of learning changes over time. A new generation can't see why the old is hung up on distinctions between substance and essence, or between a God whose three persons are homoousion (of the same substance) or homoiousion (of similar substance). Why would you burn someone for that? A belief system or a practice becomes fragile when its ends no longer seem self-evident, or when those ends no longer emerge naturally from or alongside its methods. When a practice is happy with itself the ends and the means do not seem separate: you do logic because doing logic is a good thing. It's logical. You read Shakespeare because Shakespeare is good. When the means and the ends start to unravel from each other, the practice may carry on, though it will begin to look like pedantry to hostile outsiders, and it may feel that way to a number of more or less tortured insiders too. The rhetorical wheels spin but the machine no longer seems to be moving forwards. It's at this point - when someone has forgotten the end but keeps on elaborating the means in more and more detail in order to occlude the loss of the end - that academic activity looks like pedantry both from within and from without. And that is a dangerous moment: it lets the anti-intellectual vampires suck the blood out of all intellectual activity by representing the whole bang shoot as pedantry, or wokery, or as just plain pointless. Are we now at that moment? Sometimes it seems that way.
But pedantry is always a matter of perspective (sometimes the loss of it), and usually of multiple perspectives. That's true of the ultimate literary representation of a pedant: George Eliot's Casaubon in Middlemarch. Eliot named him, cruelly, after the great humanist scholar Isaac Casaubon, who was a brilliant editor of classical texts, but (whisper it) possibly a bit of a pedant too. Casaubon's endless labours in Middlemarch to complete his 'Key to All Mythologies' are not simply misguided. He kind of knows that in noting variant forms of Dagon and other fish deities, he has, like many a pedant before and since, 'lost sight of any purpose which had prompted him to these labours'. But the only person in Middlemarch who explicitly refers to Casaubon as a 'pedant' or as 'pedantic' is the (to pedants like me) tiresome sub-Byronic dolt Will Ladislaw. Even for Will, though, the pedant arouses mixed emotions, which include sexual jealousy:
But the idea of this dried-up pedant, this elaborator of small explanations about as important as the surplus stock of false antiquities kept in a vendor's back chamber, having first got this adorable young creature to marry him, and then passing his honeymoon away from her, groping after his mouldy futilities (Will was given to hyperbole) - this sudden picture stirred him with a sort of comic disgust: he was divided between the impulse to laugh aloud and the equally unseasonable impulse to burst into scornful invective.

'Groping after his mouldy futilities' is particularly cruel because so brilliantly put: in Will's eyes the pedant is the auto-groper, the man who spends his hours wanking when he should be rising to the challenge of a honeymoon. But the pedant isn't just a cultural trope here. He's the product of a complex interplay of forces. Casaubon is a scholar who's forgotten the ends of learning. His generational difference from Will is amplified by the distinct forms of knowledge they each embody (sexy German Romantic philosophy as against antiquarian comparative religion). But the actual accusation that he is a pedant comes about because Will is envious of Dorothea's love for Casaubon.
Visser's pedants are the products of big and persistent structures rather than of shifting and delicate perspectives. That has downsides and upsides. His wider aim to use a history of pedantry to help us understand the structural characteristics of the anti-intellectualism that is rife in our own age has an obvious value. But it has risks too. His argument implicitly cedes a vast amount of ground to the enemies of thinking, because it in principle accepts the notion that any kind of intellectual activity which is perceived as undesirable could be thought of as pedantry. So: a scrupulous international lawyer who insists that assassinating or kidnapping a head of state contravenes Article 51 of the UN Charter unless there is an imminent threat of armed attack might be dismissed as a mere pedant. The people who describe lawyers in that way are not going to read Visser's book. They might even take a bit of solace from his argument, since he makes it appear that the pedant is not the product of precise historical circumstances or perspectives, or of a particular kind of scholarly life that's gone wrong, but, potentially, could be any kind of intellectual whom someone else does not like or whom they can't be bothered to understand, or perhaps even any kind of intellectual at all. There are certainly pedants out there (I name no names). There are also people who engage in scrupulous intellectual activity who are deliberately misrepresented by anti-intellectuals or self-interested politicians as pedantic idiots. There is of course a zone of overlap between those who are pedants and those who are maliciously described as pedants, but the distinction between the two is nonetheless substantive and should not be dissolved.
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How Things Should Go
Christine Okoth

2286 wordsOne  of the prized possessions in Margaret Busby's childhood home in Ghana was a steel-grey transistor radio. For much of the year she and her siblings attended boarding school in England, but during the holidays the radio connected her to 'other cultures, other musics'. In an essay written for the Radio 3 programme Free Thinking in 2008, now reprinted as 'The Joy of Radio' in Part of the Story, a collection of Busby's writings from the 1960s onwards, she recalls what happened when the radio broke. Since spare parts could only be found in Britain, she packed the machine in a 'smallish coffin-like box ready to accompany me back to London for repair'. At the airport, she was confronted by a young man in military uniform who demanded to see the contents of the box. Busby refused, only to realise that she was surrounded by 'unsmiling soldiers with guns, monitoring everything and everyone'. She abandoned the radio, 'along with my illusions of being able to tune out politics with the twist of a knob'.
Busby says that she finds 'recycling' information about herself 'a little tedious', but her encounter with the soldier seems significant in light of her later career. As one half of the independent press Allison & Busby, she published writers including Buchi Emecheta, Roy Heath and John Edgar Wideman, helping books to move across national borders. In Part of the Story, the routes by which Black culture reaches its audience are rarely straightforward.
In the 1940s, Busby's father, a doctor from Trinidad who had practised in Walthamstow, moved the family from London to what was then the Gold Coast. Instead of settling in Accra, they lived in the 'small bush town' of Suhum. Here, with an 'overgrown cocoa farm next door', the children found 'space, freedom, seclusion and unlimited possibilities' within 'the corrugated iron perimeter fence of our compound'. There was no electricity and they had to buy fuel for lamps. On one trip to Accra, Busby witnessed the aftermath of the 1948 national boycott of imported goods, which sparked the fight for Ghanaian independence. She saw 'people running through the streets, looters carrying bales of white cotton that unendingly unfurled, streaming between them like a gushing river'. By the time Ghana became independent in 1957, she was away at school in England.
In 1961, Busby took up a place to study English at the University of London, having convinced her parents that it would lead to a career in law. Instead, her first jobs were as 'an assistant to an eccentric Romanian' who ran an Anglo-French literary magazine from his home in Kensington, a reader in a press-cuttings agency and a writer for an encyclopedia called The World and Its Peoples. After several interviews with publishers in which she encountered open racism, she was hired as an editorial assistant at the 'old and distinguished' Cresset Press. She met her future business partner, Clive Allison, at a party in West London in 1965. The two decided there and then to start a publishing house. They hired an office space occupied during the day by Martin Eve's left-wing Merlin Press (the publisher of E.P. Thompson, Georg Lukacs and the Socialist Register). In the evenings, it became Allison & Busby. Their first venture was three cheap poetry paperbacks by James Reeves, James Grady and Libby Houston; they printed five thousand copies of each and sold them door to door.
It took the success of Sam Greenlee's The Spook Who Sat by the Door (1969) for Allison & Busby to become commercially viable. A writer friend of Busby's met Greenlee in Mykonos and learned he was struggling to find a publisher for his spy thriller. The friend directed Greenlee to Busby, who supported him as he completed revisions to the manuscript in London and then pushed for its serialisation in the Observer. On its release, the novel became a bestseller. Greenlee's book imagines the life of a Black diversity hire at the CIA called Dan Freeman. Secretly a Black nationalist, Freeman uses his newly acquired skills to instigate an uprising by the Cobras, a Chicago gang. At the end of the novel, Freeman decides to expand his insurrectionary project to cities across the US. The Spook Who Sat by the Door was the kind of macho pulp fiction popular in the late 1960s, but in plot and style it also resembles the early work of John A. Williams, whose novel The Angry Ones (1960) skewered the publishing industry for its liberal-sounding but ultimately empty racial politics.
Busby situates herself in a long line of editors and anthologists tasked not only with bringing the work of Black writers into print but with defining the parameters of Black literature. (Toni Morrison, who worked as an editor at Random House before publishing her first novel, is a recurring figure in Part of the Story.) Busby was introduced to African literature through Heinemann's African Writers Series and Oxford's Three Crowns Books. She acknowledges the importance of anthologists and editors in championing overlooked or underrepresented writers, but also recognises that their selections sometimes give the impression of being definitive. In 'Skin Deep', first published in the New Statesman in 1966, she complains about 'the agile self-appointed spreaders of enlightenment' who suffer from 'I-think-James-Baldwin-writes-marvellously syndrome' and ignore other Black voices.
Busby is especially attuned to the influence of editors and anthologists during the Harlem Renaissance. The explosion of Black print culture provided Black writers with a wide range of opportunities to publish their work, but it also created the need for new arbiters of taste. The most powerful of these was Alain Locke, whose anthology The New Negro (1925) brought together works he considered representative of the period. Writers did not always regard him as a benevolent force. The poet Richard Bruce Nugent described Locke as 'a pompous, dictatorial (though learned and knowledgable) little man directing how things should go and who should be publicised as important members of this (his) select group'.
In a review of Marcy Knopf's The Sleeper Wakes (1993), a collection of short stories written by African American women in the 1920s and 1930s, Busby points out that women were often excluded from accounts of the Harlem Renaissance. The stories in Knopf's anthology had all appeared in Black periodicals such as Crisis and Opportunity. But unlike the work of their male contemporaries - Langston Hughes, Claude McKay, Countee Cullen, Jean Toomer and so on - women's writing was rarely collected in book form. Of the fourteen writers in The Sleeper Wakes, only Marita Bonner, Alice Dunbar-Nelson and Zora Neale Hurston had seen their work reprinted. The anthology's greatest achievement, Busby argues, was its challenge to the notion of a 'womanless Black literary history'. Knopf's chosen writers played important roles in shaping the Harlem Renaissance. Georgia Douglas Johnson held a prominent literary salon; Dorothy West was editor of Challenge magazine; Jessie Redmon Fauset, the period's most prolific female writer, published four novels between 1924 and 1933 while also serving as the literary editor of Crisis.
A historical corollary to the Harlem Renaissance can be found in the development of Black literary culture in Britain during the late 1960s and 1970s. Allison & Busby's publication of The Spook Who Sat by the Door in 1969 coincided with the appearance of Walter Rodney's The Groundings with My Brothers, which launched Jessica and Eric Huntley's Bogle-L'Ouverture Publications. Three years earlier, John La Rose and Sarah White had started New Beacon Books, a Black publishing house that later expanded into a bookshop in North London (it continues to this day).
This period also saw the establishment of new institutions for the production and dissemination of Black literature and arts. The Trinidadian theatre and film agent Pearl Connor-Mogotsi made her name as one of the founders of the Negro Theatre Workshop in 1961. At the Edric Connor Agency (which later became the Afro-Asian- Caribbean Agency), she represented Black artists and filmmakers including Horace Ove. Glenn Thompson, who was born in the US and arrived in London via Africa, the Middle East and Europe, founded the Centerprise bookshop and publishing project with Margaret Gosley in 1971. Like Brixton's Black Ink Collective, which was established in 1978, Centerprise's initiatives were often aimed at young writers (Thompson had been a youth worker). In 1976, the Black Liberation Front established a bookshop and resource centre called Operation Headstart on Tottenham's West Green Road. In 1982, a collective of publishers founded the International Book Fair of Radical Black and Third World Books, which ran for thirteen years and collaborated with other book fairs across the UK and Caribbean.
When Allison & Busby was bought by W.H. Allen in 1987, Busby left to become a freelance editor and writer. The essays in Part of the Story are mostly from these years, when Black women's writing became her focus. In 1992, she edited and introduced Daughters of Africa, an anthology of work by more than two hundred women from Africa and the diaspora, giving special prominence to little known writers. Her selection put work by African Americans such as Anna Julia Cooper and Lorraine Hansberry alongside that of the Senegalese author Mariama Ba and the Sesotho-language writer Ntseliseng 'Masechele Khaketla.
In pieces from the 1990s, Busby describes her efforts to publish the collected works of C.L.R. James and reflects on the revolutionary writing of June Jordan, who risked her livelihood by advocating for Palestinian liberation. But they also depict a decade in which Black intellectuals could be seen as politically progressive without having to align themselves with radical traditions. In a profile from 1994, Busby accompanies Maya Angelou to an awards show hosted by Essence, the pioneering Black women's magazine. The magazine had decided to 'pay tribute' to the contributions of African American men as part of an effort to embrace 'unity between the sexes'. Guests included Benjamin Carson, a neurosurgeon who later served as secretary of housing and urban development in Donald Trump's first administration, and Michael Jackson.
In 2019, Busby published New Daughters of Africa. In her introduction, she calls 1992 'that special year', noting the publication of Morrison's Jazz and her essay collection Playing in the Dark as well as the success of Terry McMillan's Waiting to Exhale and the selection of Angelou as the second poet to read at a presidential inauguration. Where once Black writers were pushed to the margins, now they stood close to the centre of power.
In a recent interview with the Financial Times, Busby described herself as a 'midwife' of Black writing. The titles of her anthologies draw on Black feminist traditions of literary inheritance, recalling Alice Walker's In Search of Our Mothers' Gardens (in which Walker writes about discovering Hurston's unmarked grave in Florida). For Busby, the 'mother-daughter relationship' is more than figurative. While Walker appeared in the original anthology, the 2019 edition features the work of her daughter, Rebecca. Busby refers to the inclusion of writers whose parents were prominent literary figures as 'pleasing'. To others, it might appear more like nepotism and it sits awkwardly beside Busby's critiques of the publishing industry.
Busby is now the grande dame of Black British literature, speaking at the London Book Fair and serving on the Booker Prize committee. In her speeches and opinion pieces, she recalls the difficult landscape for Black publishers, editors and writers in the 1970s and 1980s and describes the contemporary situation as only slightly improved. The publishing industry's occasional attempts at diversity suggest there is a market for Black literature. But for each new opportunity that emerges - an editorial internship, a publishing imprint dedicated to Black writing, a place on a literary festival programme - there is another that has already disappeared or is now under threat. Most often, these losses occur in publicly funded local institutions: libraries, community spaces and humanities programmes at regional universities that neither politicians nor industry leaders are willing to protect.
Feminism may have framed the latter part of Busby's career but in her introduction to Part of the Story, she compares herself not to Morrison or Walker but to the protagonist of Greenlee's novel: 'seemingly obeying orders and doing what was asked' while 'trying to infiltrate ideas into what was written'. Busby's account of balancing the everyday business of writing with the work of maintaining institutions of Black intellectual life could apply to the cultivation of Black literature and its archives more generally. Apart from this brief suggestion of a political agenda, however, the essays in Part of the Story reveal little about Busby's acts of subterfuge.
One might then return to The Spook Who Sat by the Door and read it in the way the author intended: as a 'blueprint for revolution'. In one chapter, Freeman visits a gang member who lives in the affluent Chicago neighbourhood of Hyde Park. Pretty Willie is a light-skinned man who writes protest poetry and propaganda. When Freeman learns that Willie is taking classes at the university but has no interest in obtaining a degree (his studies are part of his cover), Freeman finds himself arguing for the importance of education. He doesn't invoke the University of Chicago, the home of Milton Friedman, but rather his grandmother, who was 'just delighted' to see him with his 'head in those books'. 'My grandmother used to say to me: "Get that education, boy."' This digression must have appeared hopelessly naive on the cusp of the 1970s. But one can imagine that the end of Willie and Freeman's conversation would have been gratifying to Busby. Freeman declares that for his grandmother, 'those books were symbols of freedom ... and she was right about that, too.'
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Raised on Spam
Owen Hatherley

4242 wordsTaking  British Communist art seriously means, to a degree at least, taking British Communism seriously. This is difficult to do when looking at Viscount Hastings's mural from 1935, The Worker of the Future Clearing Away the Chaos of Capitalism, in what is now the Marx Memorial Library in Clerkenwell. The library is a 1960s reconstruction of an 18th-century school, which by the early 20th century housed, among other things, the printing house of Iskra, the newspaper of the Russian Social Democratic Labour Party. 'Lenin's office' still exists in a back room, though it is as fake as the library's neo-Georgian facade. The mural, though, is authentic, and now dominates one wall of the main reading room. It is a confident if galumphing effort in the style of Mexican muralism, in which a supersized proletarian overturns St Paul's Cathedral on one side and the Houses of Parliament on the other, while Lenin, William Morris, Marx, Engels, Robert Owen and a multitude of workers look on in approval.
The pedigree of the mural was impeccable - Hastings painted it with the assistance of the muralist Clifford Wight, and both men had worked with Diego Rivera in the US - but today it is as embarrassing as it is poignant. The worker's burly shirtlessness and his anime eyes, the faux-naive style, the lack of even the slightest irony or awareness of its own ridiculousness - these all make the mural at once heroic and preposterous. It is fascinatingly alien - whenever I visit the library, I can't keep my eyes off it - but its fundamental wrongness is a large part of that fascination. What's more, there's the rather different pedigree of its artist. As Andy Friend writes in his history of the golden age of British Communist art, 'the Eton-educated Hastings' was 'a City stockbroker with Plantagenet forebears whose Mayfair residence, club and tailoring expenses were paid for by his father', the 15th Earl of Huntingdon. He met Rivera in San Francisco in October 1931; both Hastings and Wight appear in a mural from 1931 at the California School of Fine Arts, The Making of a Fresco Showing the Building of a City. Comparing Rivera's murals - or those of Siqueiros or Orozco, or Soviet painters such as Deineka or Pimenov, or German socialists like Kathe Kollwitz - with Hastings's work tells you a lot about the failings of British Communism. This is the art of a lesser offspring, the failsons of the October Revolution, always overshadowed by the mass Communist parties of Europe, of Asia, of Latin America. It would seem impossible to take the British part in all this seriously.
But, as Friend shows, the British secret services disagreed. Comrades in Art begins with a letter intercepted by MI5, and what they made of it. It was sent, in December 1932, by the painter Clifford Rowe to the industrial designer Misha Black; in it Rowe suggested the formation of an 'artist revolutionary union' in London that might be able to serve alongside those formed in the Soviet Union. This letter, Friend suggests, was the starting point for Artists International, soon renamed the Artists International Association (AIA), which brought together Communist artists in a series of gallery exhibitions and political events. The AIA created the sort of art which has had critical manure heaped on it since the 1940s: realist, figurative, agitational, achingly sincere. It was a product of the sort of Communist culture that has been difficult to excavate since it was buried by George Orwell and his innumerable followers in the British intelligentsia, for whom the entire Communist episode was a criminal enterprise undertaken by middle-class cultists. The figures who were at the helm of the AIA - Misha Black, Pearl Binder, Clifford Rowe, James Holland, James Fitton, James Boswell, Betty Rea, Nan Youngman, Clive Branson - are largely forgotten. The first two may be known to aficionados of design and of children's books and illustration, but the others, the painters and sculptors, had until recently all but disappeared from the canon of 20th-century British art. More traditionalist work from the period has, by contrast, been extensively excavated in recent years; there has been yet another raft of publications and exhibitions about the Bloomsbury Group, as well as renewed interest in Edward Bawden and Eric Ravilious. Friend's previous books have included splashy illustrated tomes on Ravilious and on John Nash, but here he turns from figurative British artists in love with British tradition towards figurative British artists who wanted to destroy it. An exhibition of AIA work, also called Comrades in Art: Artists against Fascism, is being held at the Towner Gallery, Eastbourne, until 18 October.
Unlike the viscount, most of the AIA's leading figures were from fairly humble backgrounds; rather than being upper-class hobbyists, most were upwardly mobile, with roots in the working or lower middle classes. Misha Black had been born in Baku into a relatively wealthy Jewish family, but came to Britain as a refugee from the pogroms of the late Russian Empire. Rowe's father was a City clerk; he was raised by his aunt, who ran a corner shop. Binder was a tailor's daughter from Salford; Boswell was a New Zealander whose father was a schoolteacher; James Holland's father was a naval blacksmith at Chatham Dockyard. Most of them were educated at art colleges in the 1920s, early examples of the inestimable role in social mobility played by that now defunct network of schools. As Friend writes of the meeting in 1933 at which the AIA was officially founded, in Misha Black's rooms in Little Earl Street, 'no one in the room had been to Oxbridge; no one was in revolt - however temporary - against their adolescence at Eton or Harrow; none were members of avant-garde groups such as Paul Nash's Unit One; and few had even the slenderest of savings to ride out the slump.' As high-minded, educated, socially mobile, skilled people, the AIA founders were natural, typical British Communists, but at least half of them had the class credentials to match their politics. This wasn't always noticed. Critics often assumed the group was made up of people like Hastings: in Left Review, a publication to which the AIA founders regularly contributed, Tom Wintringham wrote of its first group show in Charlotte Street that it showed 'more real acquaintance with, more real feeling for, the working-class movement than for the working class itself'. This might have been because of closeness rather than distance. Even so, there were exceptions. The sculptor Betty Rea, the group's secretary from 1935 on, had been 'presented at court as a debutante' and was a close friend of Ravilious.
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The group's core - Clifford Rowe, Pearl Binder and the 'three Jameses' - were frequent visitors to the Soviet Union in the 1930s. One of the group's more impressive works, Rowe's The Struggle between the Unemployed and the Police Forces (1932-33), was painted there, as a direct commission. These artists had all spent time in the USSR under Stalin without finding the experience particularly off-putting. That wasn't true of some of their peers. David Bomberg, a far greater artist (his Ronda Bridge from 1935, reproduced here, leaps out from the page), would later exhibit with the AIA, but he was deeply unnerved by his own visit to the Soviet Union in the early 1930s and kept his distance from the Party. Others were perhaps flattered into acceptance - Binder, a talented lithograph artist and illustrator, one of the most sympathetic personalities in the group, was even granted her own show in the USSR - but more likely, as for so many people of their generation, these artists looked at a Depression-era Europe and North America brought low by poverty and brutality, heard it justified by appeals to the rules of market economics, perceived the possibility of a drift towards the even more violent settlement of fascism, and chose to believe that the Soviet Union was the antithesis of all this, as it said it was. Even at this distance, there's a certain romance to it all, a world of people tailed by the secret services who seem always to be on boats to and from Leningrad, or on sleeper trains across the steppe, something animated here in Binder's lithograph of a 'Russian Railway Journey', with its intertwined couple stuffed snugly into a couchette.
Friend, who became a historian of British interwar art having worked in local government and as an executive at the construction firm Laing, is perhaps an unlikely guide to these Marxist-Leninist painters, printers and sculptors. He thrives in the backrooms of art history, in the meetings, the minutes and the secret service archives, but there are moments when one doubts his commitment to these artists in particular. By the mid-1930s, the AIA, which at first had ambitions to be something like a trade union for artists, had fully embraced Popular Frontism in art, as specifically requested by its Soviet handlers. This causes Friend to lose some focus. The AIA's exhibitions, often held in aid of, say, the Republican cause in the Spanish Civil War, were essentially benefit gigs, for which works were canvassed from practically anyone of note in British modern art who wasn't a fascist (roughly, everyone except for Wyndham Lewis). So there are long stretches of the book where the AIA founders fade from view and Friend reverts to the comfort zone of Ravilious, Vanessa Bell, Henry Moore et al, also bringing in formations that the AIA supported but did not create, such as the 'Pitmen Painters' of Ashington, County Durham. By 1939, when the AIA mounted an exhibition at the Whitechapel Gallery, Ravilious and Bawden were on the selection committee. Some who joined later were genuinely committed to the founders' explicitly Communist original project - the Hungarian emigre concrete sculptor Peter Laszlo Peri, or the artist Felicia Browne, who would be killed fighting the fascists in Spain - but others got involved as a sort of charity work, donors to the cause rather than fighters for it.
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Friend writes that the AIA has been quite poorly served by historians, 'despite biographical and archival evidence that attests to participation at one time or another of a clear majority of the country's leading artists in its collective endeavours'. There is one recent exception in Christine Lindey's Art for All: British Socially Committed Art from the 1930s to the Cold War (2018). Published by Artery, a tiny socialist press, it is in Friend's bibliography, but he doesn't engage with it. This is a shame, as it is a much more coherent book. Lindey focuses on the AIA's core painters and sculptors, has much less interest in the fellow travellers and donors, and brings in a slightly later generation of socialist artists based in Britain, such as the cartoonist Ken Sprague, the draughtsman Paul Hogarth, the emigre painters Eva Frankfurther and Josef Herman, and John Berger, the Daily Worker's art critic and a lifelong enthusiast for a certain idea of socialist realism. Lindey's book is unrepentantly Communist, and because of this takes more trouble to explain the AIA's eventual eclipse, both because of the Cold War and the soft McCarthyism of 1950s Britain, and also, perhaps more significantly, the critical shift towards abstraction, Pop and a much less socially committed form of figuration under Auerbach, Bacon and Freud.
Eyes trained in recent decades to appreciate the non-revolutionary, semi-modernist English figuration of the likes of Ravilious may now be better able to appreciate the work of the AIA's core members, which is formally conservative compared with, say, Soviet art of the 1920s, which the AIA artists were all too young to have taken on board - the likes of Lissitzky, Malevich, Popova or Rodchenko were all absent from their sense of what Communist art might be. Even so, their work was hardly insular: the Mexican muralists and the German Expressionists are especially clear influences, Kollwitz as much as Rivera. In a few instances, the art is terrific. Rowe's The Struggle between the Unemployed and the Police Forces began as a commission for a Red Army exhibition on its fifteenth anniversary; the Soviets had requested a work representing 'the English class struggle'. It is immediately more convincing than Hastings's mural, with an electric energy and a real sense of the epic: the event it refers to - an unemployed workers' demonstration in November 1932 which ended in a battle with the police - did not turn out to have been an early shot in the British revolution, but you might, looking at the painting, believe that it had. Some of its excitement comes from mild cheating: the riot actually took place in Hyde Park, but Rowe moves it a mile up Piccadilly to Trafalgar Square, giving the scene a ferocious, crackling urbanism, a dream, never thus far fulfilled, of revolution breaking out in the centres of imperial capitalist power.
Pearl Binder, best known as an illustrator and children's book writer (she helped found Puffin Books, by sharing her collection of Soviet children's books with the Penguin editor Noel Carrington), is revealed here as an important artist. Her prints are excellent, particularly her atmospheric, highly personal lithograph scenes of Jewish life in the East End. Their hint of German Expressionism can also be found in the work of James Boswell, as in his series of lithographs The Fall of London, though they lack Binder's eccentric eye. Meanwhile, the industrial landscapes celebrated as harbingers of the socialist future in the Soviet painting of the time are rendered, in James Holland's With a Ladder and Some Glasses - on the often neglected subject of industrial London - as scenes of capitalist misery. Much of Boswell's satirical work, which usually takes aim at the English upper classes (His Majesty's Servants, Empire Builders, You Gotta Have Blue Blood), resembles George Grosz without the horror or the sex.
There is a trace of Dada savagery in some of the work by artists in the AIA core, for example Rowe's poster from 1935 on the occasion of George V's jubilee, which underscored the image of a crowned skull, its mouth dripping blood, with the words '25 YEARS OF WAR HUNGER UNEMPLOYMENT'. But mostly this is rather polite art. One of the group's greatest successes was the Everyman Prints, a series of lithographs offered for sale at affordable prices in the early years of the war. Some of these have a lot of charm - as in James Holland's Newsreel, in which a shadowy crowd watch a film showing a painted 'French hussy' kissing a greatcoated soldier - but taken together, they look like nothing so much as the future decor of Communist schoolteachers' living rooms.
Although some AIA artists had a wobble during the Nazi-Soviet Pact, for the most part their work was firmly committed to the war effort - with mixed results, as in the cartoonish realism of Carel Weight's Blitz painting It Happened to Us!, or the chocolate-box socialist realism of Nan Youngman's Gleaning at Godmanchester. Even here there are some exceptions. The painting that most closely matches Rowe's Struggle is Clive Branson's Bombed: Women and Searchlights (1940), a kaleidoscopic image of technology, war and human forbearance, like a Leger raised on Spam and long, dark winters. Perhaps because Lindey concentrates on the AIA's postwar work, Friend ends the book at the AIA's high-water mark, the exhibition For Liberty, which was held in the bombed-out ruins of John Lewis, off Oxford Street, in 1943. We don't learn much about what happened afterwards, bar the telling fact that Misha Black was decades later given a knighthood; he preferred not to draw attention to his one-time role in organising the London branch of an artistic Comintern.
By the same token, Friend seems keen to downplay the extent of the AIA's Stalinism. He enlists two works by Rowe as evidence that his apparently full-throated support for the Soviet Union in the 1930s was actually rather ambiguous. One is a sketch, Lenin and the Peasants, made during the cataclysmic famine that was inflicted on Ukraine, south-western Russia and Kazakhstan in 1932-33 (which Rowe may, or may not, have witnessed). Peasants sit around a table beneath a statue of Lenin; their table is bare. See? The other is a curious canvas from 1936 called The Fried Fish Shop, ostensibly an extremely English realist urban scene of the sort the Euston Road School would soon specialise in. Friend, drawing on the arguments of Rowe's son-in-law, claims that the painting is a parody of the CPGB, with the man behind the counter of the chip shop modelled on Harry Pollitt, and the man eating chips at the centre of the painting a caricature of Stalin. If this is true - and there's little evidence it is - it's unclear whether Rowe intended the painting as a critical commentary or not. In any case, London in the 1930s wasn't Moscow, and there was no need to smuggle Aesopian meanings and ambiguities into paintings. Similarly, we're told that Hastings's use of Lenin but not Stalin in his mural for the Marx Memorial Library was politically pointed and deliberate, though the Stalin cult was then only in its earlier, milder stages in the USSR itself. (No doubt, however, the choice of Lenin over Stalin has helped secure the mural's continued survival and popularity.)
The links between the AIA and the USSR were real, if sometimes marked by mutual incomprehension. Friend quotes officials of the International Bureau of Revolutionary Artists in Moscow advising Binder and her group to make contact, in the Popular Front manner, with 'well-known artists' (which they did); to 'establish close contact with the colonies' (which they did not, though AIA artists after the war did better in this regard); and to 'prepare now for Fascist repression by using different addresses,' which showed a lack of awareness of how much easier life was for British - as compared to, say, German or Austrian - Communists. The right-wing press, in its reviews of AIA exhibitions, loudly refused to be 'duped' by the Popular Frontist 'ruse'. The AIA's exhibition Unity of Artists for Peace, Democracy and Cultural Development in 1937 was, according to the headline in the Sunday Dispatch, a 'RED GALLERY OF HORRORS insulting Union Jack', while the Daily Mail considered that its 'promotion of peace and liberty for artists conceals a strong attempt to attack one political creed, Fascism, and to defend another, Communism'. That this was the AIA's project was no more a secret than the Mail's enthusiasm for the Blackshirts, though Popular Frontism did necessitate a degree of plausible deniability.
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In Friend's account, one problem with transforming the coterie of Communists and fellow travellers that made up the original AIA into a Popular Front of artists was the core group's vehement views as to what did and did not constitute a popular, socialist art. Most of them were contemptuous of Surrealism, Constructivism and any other contemporary current in art that Herbert Read might have organised an exhibition about. In 1936, when the first Surrealist exhibition in London was held, Boswell made a caricature of wealthy snobs in their finery gliding into the gallery, noses in the air, and photomontaged onto it a catalogue statement by Read in which he made grand claims for the Surrealists' revolutionary politics. This was unfair, not least because the AIA's strategy for raising money was to attract exactly this sort of person to their own exhibitions. Picasso was held in disdain: some AIA artists, and AIA-linked critics such as Anthony Blunt, maintained that Guernica was a lesser work of political art than their own efforts. This is an enduring embarrassment, and points to something important about the often literalist tenor of AIA art. What Guernica did, like the Soviet art of the 1920s, was demonstrate that you could be artistically and politically 'progressive' at the same time: that you could use the formal innovations and distortions of extreme modernism as an intensifier of the horrors and struggles of anti-fascism - and that if you did so, people would understand you.
Comrades in Art is published at a time when figurative easel painting is somewhat fashionable, especially work from the interwar years. The Charleston-Ravilious cult is evidence of this, but so too is an increased interest in the art of the New Deal, in the Harlem Renaissance and the subsequent tradition of 'Black figuration', and in the critical rehabilitation of those American socialist artists, such as Alice Neel, who did not turn to abstraction when realism's star faded. As well as Comrades in Art, Thames & Hudson recently published John P. Murphy's New Deal Art, which makes a passionate case for the once scorned, state-sponsored socialist art of 1930s America. One of its practitioners, Arshile Gorky, who painted murals for LaGuardia Airport, would later describe New Deal art as 'poor art for poor people'. The links between the AIA and socialist artists in the US lead Friend into long, lavishly illustrated digressions on figures like Stuart Davis, Ben Shahn and Hugo Gellert. What is particularly interesting here is the light shed on the ways in which the Cold War and state funding affected artists' trajectories.
The great mural-painting projects of the 1930s in the US were owed not just to the efforts of activist groups and Communist enthusiasts, but also to enormous state sponsorship, organised through the 'alphabet agencies' of the New Deal - the likes of the Works Progress Administration, Federal Art Project and the Public Works Administration. The artists were put to work on hundreds of murals and posters across the country. In the UK, as Friend notes, equivalent clients were thin on the ground: two were public - London Transport and the General Post Office - and one private, the poster programme of Shell-Mex. There was no national public programme under Macdonald, Baldwin or Chamberlain to support artists and give them public commissions, as there was under Roosevelt. But this brief era ended in the US, undermined politically - by constant and eventually successful right-wing lobbying against New Deal 'boondoggles' - and then aesthetically by the rise of Abstract Expressionism, which came about not least because as state funding dried up, New Deal-linked artists such as Gorky, Lee Krasner and Jackson Pollock were forced to turn to private buyers, and to make work not for public spaces but for commercial galleries.
[image: ]'The Fried Fish Shop' (1936) by Clifford Rowe.




The mid-1930s was the peak of public socialist art in the US, while in the UK it remained marginal. But after the war, large increases in arts spending and public commissioning meant that some of the AIA artists were, Cold War notwithstanding, able to work on a much greater scale, with the likes of Peter Laszlo Peri carving and casting entire sculptural complexes on council estates, and in schools and universities. Many influential critics - not just Blunt and Berger, but also the wholly non-Marxist Kenneth Clark - favoured a modern realism, including a 20th-century version of figuration, as the proper art of a welfare state, as opposed to anything from the Dada, Surrealist or Constructivist tradition. This way of thinking is reflected in the collections of so many British municipal art galleries. When a shift took place, not solely to abstraction but also to the Pop of Paolozzi, Hamilton and Boty, it was because of a change in aesthetic, not political, allegiances. Those who switched from realism to high modernism - Victor Pasmore, for instance - did not repudiate their earlier socialist beliefs, and often still took social commissions after their change of style, as in Pasmore's abstract murals and sculptures for civic centres and council estates.
AIA art was made in response to distressingly familiar challenges: fascism, war and a capitalism that was demonstrably failing to raise living standards for the majority. Friend accordingly wants to make contemporary connections, to suggest that the present has something to learn from the anti-fascist art of ninety years ago. That's as may be. There are many different ways to make political art, and AIA's way was in some respects limited and parochial, though also sincere and robust. At this distance, what seems most sharply apparent, as with so much second-rate art, is the degree to which it is rooted in its time. So much of this painting is Bovril and soot and Lyons tea houses, artefacts of a disappeared industrial, homogeneous, class-ridden Britain, yet which occupies spaces - like Clifford Rowe's Trafalgar Square - that we can still recognise. At one point, Friend compares James Boswell's The Lonely Heart, a line-drawn cartoon of a corpulent upper-class woman, sunk into ennui, with Patrick Hamilton novels such as The Midnight Bell or The Plains of Cement, and this is much more apposite than comparisons to Stuart Davis or Diego Rivera, let alone Picasso. Elizabeth Spurr's Everyman Print Washing Day, with its powerfully built working-class woman at the washing line, could be Winston and Julia's view out of their window on a miserable day in Airstrip One. The AIA artists were in many respects admirable: these were the people who rang the alarm while England slumbered, through the disasters that overtook Berlin in 1933, Vienna in 1934, Barcelona and Addis Ababa and Shanghai in 1937. But there is a reason, beyond politics, that their art has had to be rescued from the condescension of art historians.
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Grasshoppermindedness
Tess Little

2826 words'Ihave no journalistic ability,' Malachi Whitaker wrote in her memoir, And So Did I (1939), 'and could not tell a good story to save my life.' By this point she had published four collections of short stories with Jonathan Cape. In a review of her first book, Frost in April (1929), Vita Sackville-West called her a 'born writer' and praised her stories as 'economical, unsentimental and absolutely convincing'. She also compared her to Katherine Mansfield, while conceding that Whitaker's 'characters are taken from a very different world'. That world was Whitaker's own: provincial, northern, working or lower-middle class. Born Marjorie Olive Taylor in 1895 on the outskirts of Bradford, Whitaker was the eighth of eleven children. (She was later known as the 'Bradford Chekhov'.) Her father, a bookbinder, was her earliest patron and critic. He paid sixpence for her first poem, but dismissed her second: 'You're too late, lass. Shakespeare said this first, and much better.' From then on, as Whitaker recalled in 1935, she would look at anything she wrote, 'grow certain that somebody else had done it better, and tear it up'.
Whitaker left school at thirteen and went to work as a machinist at Muff & Taylor, her father's workshop. She continued to write, burning whatever she wrote, until, during the First World War, she sold 'a set of windy martial verses' to a Christmas card company. In 1917 she married Leonard Whitaker, who was serving in the army. After the war he became an entrepreneur. His early ventures were unsuccessful - the young couple lived in a tent for a time - but he later became co-owner of a profitable textile factory. Whitaker's first manuscript was a 'business novel, which, fortunately, fell overboard from a Channel steamer' - or so she claimed. It was only in 1926 or 1927 that she wrote a story which felt truly her own: 'Not an imitation. It was mine.'
That short story, 'Sultan Jekker', is not her finest. It follows a labourer who lives with his two 'violently jealous' lovers. The characters are cartoonish - oafish, screeching - and the melodramatic ending involves a stabbing in the neck. Still, you have to be thankful that Whitaker finally produced something she could stand over. She sent it to the Adelphi, where John Middleton Murry accepted it for publication. When Whitaker visited the Adelphi offices with her husband, it became clear that the editors thought he was the author. In her memoir, Whitaker doesn't explore her reasons for choosing her male, Old Testament pseudonym, but she does mention reading the Bible voraciously as a child (relishing 'the rolling sound of the sentences', scouring it for 'words like hell and devil'). To her contemporaries, the reasons for taking a male pen name would have been self-evident.
Murry told Whitaker that if she had enough stories for a collection (which she soon did) he would help to find her a publisher. The stories in Frost in April explore the lives of farmers, navvies, florists, young women on trains, mothers, children, destitute aunts - characters with exceedingly English names like Albert Shepherd, Arthur Proyle and Mimmy. Whitaker's prose is direct, sometimes sinister and always acutely observed. Take the second story from the book, 'Old Abraham', about a retired farmer called Mr Mick who worked his first wife to death, then married a sturdier model who bore him six children, 'before she, too, turned her face to the whitewashed wall of their joint bedroom'. One day Mr Mick visits a dignified widow, Mrs Aspland, accidentally interrupting her tea. He finds himself falling in love as he watches her eat. Everything you need to know about Mrs Aspland is contained in two telling details: she cleans her own house even though she can afford domestic staff and she sucks on peppermints during chapel sermons.
Although they are narrated, without exception, in the third person, the stories in Frost in April lay characters bare. Whitaker paints swift portraits: the aunt with 'a dirt-line ... just beneath her chin, as if she had only washed her face so far'; the mother terrified of every sound except the comforting tick of the clock; the young woman embarrassed by her high and firm breasts. These characters are lonely, often guilty, frightened. Most of all, they want. Whitaker's fiction is remarkable for the specificity of her characters' desire. Arthur Proyle is drawn to the way Mimmy's frizzy hair lifts away from her neck, how it contrasts with 'the dark smooth locks of Edith, his wife'. A little boy covets a tin canister, illustrated with robins, on his neighbour's mantelpiece. Yet the object of desire is always withheld or withdrawn. When a farmer's youngest daughter gets engaged, secretly, to her lover, he catches his death of pneumonia after coming out every night to see her. In a Whitaker story, it is dangerous to want. It makes you vulnerable.
Sometimes this gives Whitaker's fiction the flavour of a fable or fairy tale - be careful what you wish for - but her writing is too closely tied to time and place to feel unreal. She writes of 'the astonishing beauty of the industrial north', the 'blue-grey landscapes' of 'rolling hills, the mingling of smoke and cloud, the white steam from the dye-houses, the cobbled streets and houses of blackened stone', or of a 'grey-green marsh, sickly with meadow-sweet'. She knows this landscape through and through, just as she knows the smell of glue on a gilder's apron and the 'rusty iron stove' that sits in a jobbing printer's workshop.
Whitaker's second collection, No Luggage?, was published in 1930, followed by Five for Silver (1932) and Honeymoon & Other Stories (1934). Again, we meet unfaithful husbands, lonely children, young girls eager to grow up fast. Reviewing Five for Silver, H.E. Bates wrote that Whitaker's third volume 'reveals all the qualities of her first and second books, with no advance upon their maturity and, except in an odd story or so, no falling away from it'. There's certainly a familiar shape to Whitaker's short fiction. When you read her four collections - 78 stories - in quick succession, they begin to echo one another. But you can also sense Whitaker pushing herself in new directions. She tackles increasingly difficult subjects: single motherhood, abortion, infertility, domestic abuse, grooming. She experiments with voice, dipping into the first person, stream of consciousness, overheard dialogue. Her imagery grows stranger. Take 'X' from Honeymoon & Other Stories, a predecessor to Shirley Jackson's Gothic novel We Have Always Lived in the Castle (1962):
I slept in the same room as my sister until she died. Not only in the same room, but in the same bed ... My sister and I were quite unlike. She was big and fair and athletic ... I am little and dark, and very, very thin. You would not notice me but that I have some good teeth. They are large, like white acorns, and I cannot quite close my mouth because of them.

Whitaker is interested in class dynamics. In 'Triumph!' we meet a man employed by a gentleman's outfitter who considers himself 'socially above' his brother, 'a grocer's assistant in a large store'. In 'Courage' we learn the difference between an 'eight o'clock job' (making paper ornaments) and a 'nine o'clock one' (in an office), which requires a smarter coat. When Isabel Allat arrives for her first day at work, the head clerk explains that the positioning of the coat pegs denotes the office hierarchy. According to him, the office boy 'doesn't exist yet. He's only been here a couple of weeks.' Later Isabel's boss tells her that the clerk 'is not - Miss Allat, I grieve to tell you this - but he is not a gentleman. Miss Allat, he goes to funerals in a bowler hat.' It is these small differences - where you stand in relation to those around you - that matter most.
After Honeymoon & Other Stories Whitaker collaborated on a satirical memoir with her friend Gay Taylor. The Autobiography of Ethel Firebrace, published anonymously in 1937, is about a self-important and histrionic author whose books include Tinsel Paradise and His for an Hour. Firebrace, who has 'seen all, heard all and said all', traces her life from girlhood at 'Quodlington' to 'Glorious Widowhood', via 'Contacts Literary and Social'. Whitaker and Taylor seem to have written the book mostly to amuse themselves, but it can also be read as Whitaker's anti-memoir. Firebrace finds writing easy. Her first novel arrives 'like a gleam from heaven', her heart leaping 'forward to the day' when she would be 'acclaimed one of our foremost novelists'. Whitaker's own memoir, by contrast, thrums with uncertainty.
And So Did I, recently reissued by Boiler House Press, is anchored in the day-to-day: family trips to the seaside, visits from friends, drinking hot milk in the early hours, listening to the gramophone. At times Whitaker slips into discussions of her early life - her relationship with her parents, the death of her brother from consumption, her experience of poverty - but it's mostly non-linear. 'I am one of the few remaining people who think that time is orderly,' Whitaker says at one point, 'and that it goes right on and not backwards and forwards. It is only when you stop to think about it that queer things happen.'
The book was written in 1937-38, by which time Whitaker and her husband were living comfortably at Bolton Old Hall. After struggling with infertility (though Whitaker speaks of her 'barrenness' as a comedy rather than a tragedy) the couple adopted two children: Michael, pseudonymised as 'Nick' in the book, and Valerie, who appears as 'baby' or 'Jane'. Whitaker paints a pretty picture of domestic life. She writes about the family doctor, a friend, calling round for his birthday present on 'baking day': the 'loaves in their tins on the hearth in front of a hot fire', the children 'on the hearthrug', the baby 'clean and beautiful in her long, white nightdress'.
And yet, at the age of 42, Whitaker had already begun to think about mortality. She compares growing older to 'going down the falling arc of the circle'. Writing about a recent operation, she recalls vanishing 'quietly' under anaesthesia, longing 'to get into the blackness'. Afterwards, she watches her scar fade to 'the mauve-white colour of the flower we call the milkmaid'. At another point, she has the bones of her toes straightened. She surveys her father in a hospital ward with 'bland indifference'. He 'has always been a complete stranger', and his subsequent death brings no heartache. In the next paragraph Whitaker's thoughts turn to the place she 'would like to be buried': 'the clouds and sunshine of April I want to have over my bones. How quickly bones and stones crumble.'
The book begins with an arresting statement: 'Yesterday, I saw an accident.' A man is hit by a car in a London square, 'flung into the road with a heavy, smacking sound'. Whitaker then decides 'to take up my long-abandoned search for God and the Truth'. This search continues throughout the book, while Nick reads quietly beside her and the baby tries to play with the typewriter. She envies an 'ardent Roman Catholic' she once knew: 'Oh, to believe in something so much that you will get up every morning at half-past six just to go into a church and pray!' But prayer, for Whitaker, feels like drinking from an empty glass. She can only imagine arriving at spiritual enlightenment accidentally, 'say if I should be paralysed'.
Occasionally she longs for something to knock time out of its slow march - a meteorite, a wild storm, an ocean tide sweeping over the housetops - but she also delights in everyday things. 'Life itself is difficult, full of unfinished ends and unfinished thoughts,' she writes. But 'I am glad to see young creatures, and leaves, and patterned beetles and snowflakes, and to savour the taste of each season.' Whitaker finds solace in having lived, having been 'ever born'. The title of the memoir comes from Coleridge's 'The Rime of the Ancient Mariner':
The many men, so beautiful!
And they all dead did lie:
And a thousand thousand slimy things
Lived on; and so did I.

These lines are spoken ruefully by the mariner - death would be release - but there's also something defiant here. We slimy things live on.
And So Did I received mixed reviews. 'It is not easy to find any particularly attractive or enduring qualities in this personal record,' one critic remarked in the Manchester Guardian. Another, writing in the Spectator, concluded that it consisted of 'damp comments and scrappy reminiscences' and was 'worthless'. The poet and critic Kathleen Raine said she found the book 'undisciplined and disconnected and self-indulgent' and couldn't finish it because of Whitaker's 'grasshoppermindedness'.
There are certainly moments when Whitaker appears to be wittering on for the sake of it: 'It astonishes me to think how very rarely bath water is just right.' Yet the value of And So Did I lies precisely in its grasshoppermindedness. 'The whole book is at once deliberate and capricious,' Elizabeth Bowen wrote in the Listener. 'It is thus nothing if it is not a work of art.' Whitaker interweaves past and present, Bowen said, 'with a detachment that almost eliminates the first person. She seems to achieve the split we all dread or hope for; she seems to stand in the dark looking in through a lighted window at her own figure by the lamp.' Hugh Walpole compared the experience of reading the memoir to discovering the first volume of Proust or Virginia Woolf's Orlando. 'I shall push and push it into people's laps until I am 92,' he wrote to Whitaker, 'in which year I am going to die of a rheum.'
Whitaker was right to say she 'could not tell a good story'. Her talent lies in character portraits rather than plotting, and the strengths of her memoir are much the same as those of her fiction. The descriptions in And So Did I are meticulous: pub meals 'eaten at a table so well-scrubbed that it sinks in the middle like a butcher's block'; surgeon's overalls shining 'like iced cakes'; the 'laithes and mistals' of the Yorkshire countryside. An entire person will be captured in one phrase: her housekeeper, Delia, is 'nearly too handsome to live'; the owner of a Paris hotel has 'the meanest face I ever saw on a woman'; a friend comes to visit wearing a hat that 'reeks of personality'. The memoir has a precursor in 'This Side of the Door' from Honeymoon & Other Stories. Written as a diary, it constitutes another introspective search for meaning, at once detached and embedded in daily life:
It is so cold outside. There will be people walking aimlessly along Charing Cross Road, having earache, with nowhere special to go. Other people, drinking, climbing mountains, making up prescriptions, talking to themselves in trains; yet I know of nothing, of nobody in the world but myself.

Both Catherine Taylor (in the introduction to the new edition) and Valerie Waterhouse (in the afterword) read And So Did I in the context of the impending war. This feels somewhat strained. Communism and fascism are mentioned only fleetingly in the memoir and in an abstract way. When Whitaker and her husband talk about meteorites landing on an English town it's an amusing hypothetical ('What a marvellous death - biff!'). Their doctor friend, who calls round for his birthday present, will be killed in Dunkirk. This edition also comes with an appendix, 'Still Another Wild December', first published in the Listener in 1939. In this essay, Whitaker still can't convince herself that England is at war - not with the 'misty yellow dusk settling like a cobweb' over the trees and her children 'playing happily and madly on the stairs'.
Whitaker was disappointed that the memoir sold only a thousand copies and called it a 'financial flop'. Waterhouse speculates that the war was partly responsible for its failure: the book 'felt suddenly outdated'. In a letter to Charles Lahr, the owner of the Progressive Bookshop in London, Whitaker blamed Cape for the poor sales. Either way, the memoir heralded the end of her writing career. She published a few new stories and essays in magazines, as well as two collections of selected stories, but no substantial fresh material. Whitaker was hospitalised with mastoiditis during the war; a few years later, her husband left his textile business and fell ill, and the Whitakers' comfortable life at Bolton Old Hall was no more. The family moved from house to house, buying and selling property to raise money, until, after Leonard's death in 1965, she moved in with Gay Taylor for four years. Whitaker died aged eighty, in 1976, after a brief illness. Her Times obituary noted that she'd had 'no less than 38 homes'.
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Swimmy Head
Blake Morrison

2446 wordsThe epigraph  to Elizabeth Strout's latest novel is taken from Jung: 'Loneliness does not come from having no people about one, but from being unable to communicate the things that seem important to oneself, or from holding certain views which others find inadmissible.' This might serve for any of Strout's books, which repeatedly touch on loneliness and its causes. 'Lucy, you're a lonely little thing,' Olive Kitteridge says in Tell Me Everything (2024), to which Lucy Barton replies: 'Who is not lonely, Olive? Show me one person.' Olive suffers too - 'Loneliness! Oh, the loneliness!' - and believes that 'loneliness can kill people.'
As Jung says, the condition doesn't stem from isolation. Strout's characters live in sociable communities, mostly small coastal towns, where everyone knows everyone else's business. They gossip, reminisce, pontificate, form unlikely friendships, fall out with or in love with one another. Yet they feel alone, disregarded and misunderstood. They don't understand others, either, even those closest to them. 'People always tell you who they are if you just listen,' Lucy says to Bob Burgess in Tell Me Everything. But a couple of pages later she concedes that 'we don't ever really know another person ... people just live their lives with no real knowledge of anybody.'
On the face of it, Artie Dam in The Things We Never Say isn't lonely. At 57 he's contentedly married, owns a house in Massachusetts overlooking the sea, goes sailing at weekends and is close to his son, Rob. He teaches history at the local high school, so successfully that he was recently named Teacher of the Year. The kids in his classes affectionately call him Damn-Dam; every year he gets notes from former students thanking him for changing their lives. But 'an accretion of loneliness' has brought him to the point of suicide, a need to slip 'the ties of the world'. The world itself is dismaying: he dreads the outcome of the upcoming 2024 presidential election. Relations with friends and neighbours depress him too: 'I wonder why people never say anything real,' he complains. He's living a double life, pretending to be fine while contemplating ways to die, whether by gun, razor, rope, pill, car crash or (his preferred choice) by falling out of his sailing boat and drowning. He remembers reading the line 'People die of loneliness' in 'some book' about 'a crotchety old woman from Maine'.
He gets his chance one Saturday while hoisting himself from his dinghy into his sailing boat. The current is unexpectedly strong, his foot slips and suddenly he's in the water. He had dreamed about this happening just a week before, blue sky and white clouds above him as he floated helplessly out to sea. Now that it's happening he's desperate to survive. And thanks to a motorboat coming along, he's pulled from the water and taken to hospital. 'Artie - having almost died - no longer wanted to.' Or as he puts it to himself: 'I did not want to die, I just did not want to live.'
Fifty pages in, the novel seems set on a familiar course: the progress of a man who finds meaning and purpose after nearly losing his life. But Strout resists the feel-good parable. Artie Dam, she reveals long before the end, will not live many more years. And there's plenty of bad stuff to cope with in the meantime, not least a painful truth about his wife, Evie, and Rob. Artie isn't reprieved and born again. He doesn't become 'good' either, even if Evie, glimpsed in widowhood, thinks of him as 'an absolute saint'. Instead, he's forced into 'finally becoming a grown-up', which means recognising how little he has understood about marriage, fatherhood and himself. In this respect he's like Jack Kennison in Olive, Again (2019): 'What frightened him was how much of his life he had lived without knowing who he was or what he was doing.'
The man who rescues Artie from the water, Ken Moynihan, visits him in hospital and they become friends, meeting for dinner regularly in a local restaurant. Ken is affable and easy to chat to, and Artie tells him things he doesn't share with anyone else, including the truth about Rob's paternity. Their conversations range widely but aside from some discussion of 'the terrible stuff in the Middle East and Ukraine' they don't touch on politics - which is just as well, since Ken, Artie learns from Evie, is a Republican. It doesn't stop him thinking of Ken as a 'good and decent man', but he finds it hard to understand how anyone can support Trump. Artie might have escaped drowning but 'his country was committing suicide.'
Strout's novels are so concerned with family - parental dysfunction, marital ups and downs - that critics often ignore their wider purview. Lucy by the Sea (2022) was set during the Covid pandemic and there's an allusion to it here: Artie's pupils are more anxious and fearful than their predecessors. Gaza, Elon Musk, the White House hounding of Volodymyr Zelensky, the mistreatment of illegal immigrants and the problems facing teachers now that kids get ChatGPT to do their homework all feature. These are all part of the reason for Artie's persistent gloom, along with the election result, which is given a page to itself at the mid-point of the novel - just two sentences, big white space above and below: 'The election came and went. Half of the country was stunned, the other half jubilant.' Artie wouldn't put it so neutrally. He has felt the growing anger in the world, and in himself. He can't bring himself to say the word 'Trump' (or Strout can't). To give the 'idiot' and 'evil genius' a name is intolerable.
Though the novel is largely constructed from Artie's point of view, it occasionally hands over to others, if only to show us what they think of Artie, who 'didn't think much about himself at all'. To Evie, he's considerate but irritating; to his friend Flossie, lovely but dopey; to Rob, an enigma; and to his teaching colleague Anne, wonderfully gifted. The general view is that he's 'soft', too gentle for his own good. But that's to underestimate the ferocity with which he stands up for softness. When he spots Danny Marino cruelly imitating a vulnerable fellow pupil, Rhonda Lazarre, he loses his temper: 'I just now saw that one of you thought you were better than someone else in this class ... Do not ever feel that you are superior to someone else. Because you are not ... No one is superior to anyone else in this world.' Both pupils end up in thrall to Artie.
Strout is so alert to her own material (as with that in-joke about Artie reading Olive Kitteridge) that it's a shock to find her repeating herself. But the story of a kindly teacher's reproach to a mocking student has appeared before, in My Name Is Lucy Barton (2016), when Lucy is teased by a girl in her class and the young social sciences teacher, Mr Haley, goes red in the face with rage: 'Do not ever think you are better than someone else. I will not tolerate that in my classroom.' (Even the italicising of ever is the same in both passages.) Lucy falls 'silently, absolutely, immediately in love with this man' (as Rhonda does with Artie) and inherits his philosophy: 'It's the lowest part of who we are, this need to find someone else to put down.' Lucy learns a similar lesson from her fiction tutor, Sarah Payne, about the virtue of not passing judgment, whether in novels or in life. This insistence on benignity and mutual respect is what makes Strout's fictional world attractive, if sometimes sentimental. It presents every life - not least an 'unrecorded' and impoverished one - as equally valuable.
Judgment is hard to avoid, though. During a conversation about the way many young women now wear clothes that expose their midriff, no matter how big that midriff might be, Artie thinks how glad he is that 'fat bashing' is no longer allowed, at least in public. Strout doesn't fat-bash but her attention to body size is obsessive. Her older men have large stomachs and so do some of the women: Denise in Olive Kitteridge 'had a belly as though a basketball had been cut in half and she'd swallowed it'. Olive herself, in Tell Me Everything, is twice that size: she 'glanced down at her belly, which stuck out like a basketball'. Part of the job of a novelist is to notice things, including physical attributes, though it's a job better done less fixedly and without repetition of the same simile.
After breaking up with his long-time partner, Francesca, a concert pianist, Rob brings his new girlfriend, Rachel, to meet Artie and Evie. She's a 'skinny', 'dopey child', nervous in the company of Rob's parents, which perhaps explains why she keeps saying 'like' and 'cool'. She also steals stuff, making off with an 'old pillbox' each time she visits. Artie and Evie are shocked: they don't want their son going out with a 'kleptomaniac'. Then again, Artie is himself guilty of shoplifting: first he steals a comb from a pharmacy, then he's caught swiping shirts from a clothes shop. After checking that Artie has no criminal record, the shop's owner, is understanding ('In my time I've seen this kind of thing, and it often comes after a loss of some sort') and lets him off. It's a lesson about vulnerability - with his 'swimmy' head, Artie is 'not fully there' any more - and about forgiveness. Rachel fares less well: after she steals a poetry book from one of Rob's friends, she's given the push and Rob gets back together with Francesca.
Olive Kitteridge is larcenous too, as well as outspoken and sometimes obnoxious. A high point in the eponymous novel from 2008 comes when she steals a bra and shoe from the bedroom of her son's loathsome new bride and smears black marker over a beige sweater. But Olive is also capable of kindness. The kids who found her terrifying in maths lessons (she's no Artie) revise their opinion when she's retired and widowed. You can do wrong and still be a good person. 'Everyone is broken in some way' is a recurrent motif: Olive, Lucy, Jack, Bob Burgess and now Artie are all damaged by what they go through.
With Lucy the damage results from a poverty-stricken, abusive childhood in rural Illinois. She grew up in an unheated garage and remembers being locked in a truck; she has, her mother-in-law says, 'come from nothing'. Nobody comes from nothing in Strout; whatever it was defines you. Artie's childhood in Boston was happy but downtrodden: his mother was poor and Irish, his father was the son of a German immigrant and worked as the superintendent for three blocks of flats. The family had a small basement apartment in one of the buildings. Artie marries up and moves on, as Lucy does, and makes a middle-class career for himself. He is, he thinks, 'in many ways the embodiment of the American dream'. But he's anguished at having lost touch with his father after his marriage. Artie recalls him phoning to say he was 'feeling kind of depressed' and the way he fobbed him off: 'Come on, Dad. We all have days when we're feeling down.' Now that he too has 'sad days', he's full of guilt and remorse: 'Jesus, Dad ... I wish I had known you.'
The guilt would be worse if he felt fully responsible for his actions (or inaction). But he has begun to doubt the notion of free will. Dispensing with small talk, he keeps asking people if they believe in it. While shoplifting he had felt almost without agency: 'He had not had any sense of controlling himself.' The country is out of control too: look who it has elected. He seeks comfort from determinism: 'Something was going to happen to him and he would not be able to prevent it.' But acceptance that he's 'going to my fate' doesn't improve Artie's mental state. Trapped 'behind a thick pane of Plexiglas' by antidepressants, he lies to Evie, can no longer confide in his friends and has a breakdown in class. His 'occupation is gone', he says, quoting Othello.
To come to the view that every man is an island - 'it was a private thing to be alive' - is a bleak conclusion. Strout quashes any suspicion that this is just Artie's perspective by chipping in as the omniscient author: 'So blind we humans are - so blind. To each other and to ourselves, moving through life as though through shadows, putting out a hand in the dark and thinking we have touched someone ... But mostly we travel through life unsighted, grasping only the smallest details of one another's selves, including our own.' The short sections of Strout's fiction are versatile in accommodating different stories and points of view. Here she accommodates herself, the author as sage. No longer self-effacing, she affects to be all-seeing. And what she sees is how little empathy and self-knowledge humans have.
The bleakness is offset by acts of generosity and strokes of luck. Artie has the gift of precognition, and when he dreams of Rob and Francesca leaving the country for good (and for their own good) it duly happens. His favourite pupils look set for bright futures too. Whatever the misfortunes of Strout's characters, there's a counterweight of optimism, even schmaltziness. Artie recalls finding his sister Maria with a box of icing sugar in her hand: 'The poor girl had just desperately wanted sweetness in her life.' A sweet-sour binary dominates Strout's fiction. Ordinary lives are tragic (Maria dies young), but there's triumph and elation too.
In Tell Me Everything, Olive and Lucy swap stories with a zeal that, on Lucy's side, is difficult to believe. As its title suggests, The Things We Never Say offers a riposte. People are too secretive to tell everything; even when they want to confide, they can't find the words. When Artie is awarded Teacher of the Year, he struggles to speak at the award ceremony. And the important thing he needs to address with Evie goes unspoken. What makes him ordinary and likeable is that he thinks so little of himself and says even less.
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Diary
In Venezuela
Armando Ledezma

2710 wordsAs I waited  for Jose in the only bodega within hours of the desert, a boy arrived on a pink bicycle. The cashier asked whether he was Venezuelan or Colombian. After more questioning, and a long silence, he realised that the boy, who looked about seven and was covered in powder from the salt plains, didn't understand Spanish but rather spoke one of the area's several indigenous languages. Nervously, the boy handed over a few items and then a credit card, which was declined - something the cashier tried, and failed, to communicate. A confused silence followed, before the rest of us pitched in to pay the bill. As the boy left, I noticed his shoes: they were traditional alpargatas, or espadrilles, woven from colourful twine but with 'Nike' embroidered on the side.
Jose was coming to collect me from further up the Guajira peninsula, which projects into the Caribbean sea close to Aruba and Curacao, east of Caracas and the state of La Guaira, where last month's earthquakes struck. It is mostly Colombian territory, with a strip of Venezuelan land on its eastern side. The area is reserved for the Wayuu, the largest Indigenous group in both countries. It was also the site of the first US attack on Venezuela last year - a drone strike, which Trump announced on 26 December. He got the date of the attack wrong by almost a week and didn't mention that it took place in an Indigenous reserve, which only added to the confusion surrounding the incident.
Jose arrived in a truck accompanied by his young son, Manuelito, who couldn't be older than ten and quickly came up with a nickname for me: 'Temu Bad Bunny!' he shouted. We drove north past rows of derelict single-storey houses, newly painted with graffiti: 'TRUMP NAZI', 'ALWAYS LOYAL, NEVER GRINGOS', 'NOBODY'S COLONY'. Caracas, where I live, is covered in similar declarations. I asked Jose what he knew about the attack in December. He avoided the question and instead gestured out the window. 'The houses are in such poor condition,' he said, 'because gangs destroy them after chasing out the inhabitants, to ensure they won't return.'
The drone attack wasn't much discussed in the media, so I knew little about what had happened or its effect on the local community. I tried my question again when we stopped to fix a problem with the truck. Jose relented. He told me that the drone had hit a Wayuu hut at Poolosu, on the coast, at 7.40 p.m. on 18 December. No one had been killed, but the strike had left a radius of destruction thirty metres wide. Trump claimed it had destroyed a port facility used for drug trafficking, but although many in La Guajira are eager to provide testimony against the cocaine trade, which has ravaged the region, the consensus was that the hut had been abandoned for at least a year.
As we stood by the truck, the boy on the pink bike cycled past, joining a group of friends further up the road. They were dancing in gaita style to electric reggaeton. Some were wearing Nike alpargatas, others Fila or Adidas. Jose had a Diesel pair. I wondered where they were sold. After the airstrike, Jose continued, fighters from the National Liberation Army (ELN) fortified the area. In recent years the ELN, a communist rebel movement founded in Colombia in the 1960s, has taken control of some remote parts of Venezuela.
I wanted to learn about the different oppressive forces at work in La Guajira - the gangs, corrupt police, militias and, more recently, the CIA - and the problems they pose. Jose said that in Wayuu culture, conflicts are traditionally mediated through palabreros, 'men of words', and suggested we talk to other members of the community. Luis, a retired schoolteacher, served us coffee beneath an enormous mango tree in his small garden. He told us that he spent his mornings walking round and round the statue of Simon Bolivar in the concrete plaza a block away. 'It's been years since I felt safe enough to leave this neighbourhood,' he said. 'So I go round the square instead.' Violence has become endemic to the area, as rival factions fight for control of the cocaine trade. Just a few years ago, an organised crime group killed 450 people. Pet parrots had learned to imitate the sound of machine gun fire. He had sent his only son to live across the border in Colombia.
Luis was highly critical of the government, but La Guajira is generally seen as one of the last preserves of loyalists. Chavez won the allegiance of people here early on, with his counter-poverty measures, and many have remained loyal to the United Socialist Party, despite Nicolas Maduro's failings. It's not surprising: the Indigenous population desperately needed the freedoms promised by Chavez's Bolivarian revolution. My grandfather recalls that, as recently as the 1950s, wealthy landowners from the nearby city of Maracaibo would employ Wayuu men, paid only in food and shelter, to work on their farms, and killed with impunity those they thought didn't work hard enough. 'There is no socialism here,' Luis said. 'I think Venezuela is probably the most capitalist country in Latin America, because we have the lowest minimum wage' (around 30 US cents a month). Most workers are paid close to that rate, supplemented by bonuses that range from $150 to $400, though these aren't paid during periods of sickness or holiday. It's an exploitative model, which the government itself adopts for many state employees.
Towards the end of our conversation, Luis and I discussed the US attack on Caracas in January. I described the fear in the city that night. 'Caracas is a long valley, with steep mountains bordering its edges; the noise of missiles echoing in that chasm must have driven you all mad,' he said. 'But for us, here in La Guajira, nothing is more important than controlling crime. I'll vote for anyone who will do something about that.' As we drove away from his house, a white truck overtook us, a group of armed men in the back. Three people on a motorbike followed: a driver, a young man and an older woman, who was supporting the young man's head. Her hand was bright red with his blood.
We stopped for water at a house belonging to one of Jose's friends. I talked to Vicente, a man in his mid-twenties who worked as a weaver, something Jose said was controversial. Weaving is the chief craft among the Wayuu but this sort of work is usually done by women and gender roles are strictly enforced here. Vicente was twisting some neon green twine as he spoke. 'Being Indigenous and growing up on the reservation radicalises you,' he said. 'I've been aligned with the regime most of my life, but eventually you realise it's all rhetoric - yet another way of oppressing the proletariat. I'm not interested in politics any more; no one represents us.' The reactionary politics of the exiled opposition leader, Maria Corina Machado, have divided the Indigenous community. Her proposals for mass privatisation, support for the 2002 coup attempt against Chavez and repeated calls for the US and Israel to invade Venezuela have led some to despair and abandon politics altogether. Others have doubled their support for Maduro's successor, Delcy Rodriguez.
Jose took me to meet Julieta, a woman whose family had been caught up in the wave of repression that followed Maduro's abduction. As we arrived at her house, a one-storey concrete building near the coast, I saw a young girl in a white pinafore turn and run away. Inside, Jose introduced me to Julieta. He told me that because of the shape of the peninsula and the local currents, cargo lost at sea often washes up on these beaches. When the US attacks boats in the Caribbean, intelligence agents come here to look for cocaine. 'That's what happened on 23 January,' Julieta said.
That day, a number of masked men had arrived in the village, some in four-wheel drives emblazoned with DAE (Division of Special Affairs) and PNB (Bolivarian National Police) insignia, others in unmarked vehicles. All of them were holding guns; Julieta gestured to her torso to indicate their length. Four months earlier, after one of Trump's first attacks on a boat supposedly carrying drugs, similar men had come to the house and taken her niece's husband away for questioning. He worked as a fisherman and, because he had been out on the water that day, they thought he must know the location of the cargo. Since then, Julieta told me, her five-year-old daughter runs away whenever a car arrives. Fishermen are usually freed in exchange for information, but her niece's husband insisted he knew nothing and is still being held.
Julieta's patio had no trees or shelter, so we sat in the hot sun. Her mother lay on a daybed, facing away from us. 'My mother says it's my fault,' Julieta told me. 'I'm the one who suggested protesting.' The agents who arrived in Julieta's village on 23 January began arresting Wayuu men who had been out fishing that day. Some of the villagers attempted to intervene. Julieta and her niece, still distraught at her husband's detention, tried to block the road out of the village by putting Julieta's motorbike across it. The agents responded by driving their vehicles directly into the women, killing her niece and leaving Julieta with severe burns. 'I remember the moment she stopped breathing,' Julieta said. She and her niece had been government loyalists, even organising rallies in support of Chavez and Maduro. 'None of this would have happened if it weren't for Trump's attacks in the Caribbean,' she added. 'And I don't think they would have hit my niece and me if it weren't for their rage after Maduro's capture. They weren't like that six months ago.'
I asked Jose and Julieta whether some Wayuu men are involved in drug trafficking. Julieta replied that, since the Wayuu can cross the border freely, the cocaine industry is keen to use them as couriers. Some are coerced into accepting; others are driven by poverty. Since Maduro's abduction, Trump's rhetoric has shifted away from so-called narcoterrorism and towards obtaining control of resources. One of his Truth Social posts shows a doctored Wikipedia page with Trump as 'acting president of Venezuela'. Labelling drug couriers 'terrorists' makes it easier to dismiss their murders and serves as a pretext for intervention. The term functions in much the same way 'savage' did in the era of colonial expansion. During the drive home, Jose told me that most people have abandoned the practice of consulting palabreros; disputes are instead mediated by the ELN. The militia acts like a police force and is treated as such by the community. After all, it is more likely to deliver justice than any government body, in part because it is still motivated largely by ideology rather than self-interest.
The day before I left La Guajira, as a delayed celebration for my birthday, Jose organised a trip to Playa Castilletes, the peninsula's most beautiful beach. We picked up groceries, gasoline and passengers and drove north, crossing a long row of strange geometric buildings. Maracaibo, the nearest city, is known for its Brutalist buildings, constructed after the discovery of oil reserves in the early 20th century. There are some buildings in the same style in La Guajira, too, but in the desert setting they look ancient, closer to Native American idioms than postwar European functionalism. After a while, we passed Poolosu - the site of the first drone strike. Jose, who is well known in the peninsula for founding a local news website, is the only journalist who has been allowed to visit. He told me that the ELN wanted someone to make sense of what had happened. As a condition of his visit, however, he had to look like a member of the group, wearing a balaclava and holding an (unloaded) AK-47. He saw burned trees and fragments of shrapnel bearing the word 'Warning'. 'We thought it was a lightning strike,' one witness told him. Another said he had been temporarily deafened by the blast. Locals have apparently stopped fishing or going near the coast.
Jose was at home writing up his story when three armoured vehicles arrived. Agents from the General Directorate of Military Counterintelligence emerged, wearing combat gear and waving assault rifles. They told him in no uncertain terms not to write about what he'd seen. At first he followed orders, but eventually he decided to try to get the story published by an international outlet. After three attempts fell through, BBC Mundo published a shortened version on 2 January, more than two weeks after the attack and hours before Maduro was seized. The timing meant that the story quickly disappeared from view (a familiar experience for anyone writing about Indigenous Venezuelans).
One of Jose's friends, another journalist, sat beside me on the drive to Playa Castilletes. He had a tattoo of Chavez's signature on his wrist, recognisable because it is one of the motifs painted by government-sponsored graffiti artists in Caracas. When I asked him about it, he said that he was planning to get it removed. Many young Venezuelans are disillusioned. I was raised a party loyalist; a picture of Chavez still hangs in the living room of my family home in London, put there by my father, who continues to believe in the Bolivarian dream, and hated by my mother, who does not. We left Caracas in the violent aftermath of the failed coup of 2002 and my father took a job at the UK's only daily socialist newspaper, for which he was paid a pittance. I was brought up to believe in revolution's liberatory potential. I still do, which is why I am critical of the current government. 'Viva la revolucion' is a call to change, not - as Maduro and Rodriguez would have it - an empty slogan.
When I moved back to Venezuela in my early twenties, it wasn't hard to assess the political landscape, the masked men with rifles, the attitude of 'to doubt is treason' from government officials, the daily fear of an overwhelmed populace. The economic crisis is severe and nearly eight million people - more than a quarter of the population - have left in the past decade alone. But the attacks on Venezuela's sovereignty threaten to make an already desperate situation worse. It is worth noting that the only country in Latin America with a diaspora greater than its resident citizens is the only official US colony, Puerto Rico.
I wanted to visit La Guajira to learn about the airstrike but also to see genuine resistance. Under attack from the US, who better to turn to than a people who have preserved their languages and traditions despite centuries of colonialism? I didn't find a template for defiance, but my trip did make clear its urgency. The landscape, overrun by plastic waste because there is no infrastructure for its removal; the extreme poverty that has become the norm in the region, with no social welfare, no running water anywhere and frequent power cuts - all of this shows why Venezuela must not become a colony, even if some in the diaspora have urged the US to intervene.
We finally arrived at Playa Castilletes. The beach tops a U-shaped cove at the tip of La Guajira. On one side is Venezuela, on the other Colombia. The white sand glared in the midday sun, the waves glittered and the desert stretched out endlessly behind us. I took off my new Nike alpargatas - a birthday present to myself - and Manuelito and I raced into the water. 'This is much nicer than the beaches near Caracas,' I told him, as we swam back and forth between the two countries. 'Happy birthday, Temu Bad Bunny!' he said. 'Don't let anyone say that Venezuela is an ugly place!'
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