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That's what I like
  Seamus Perry begins his consideration of pluralism and modern poetry by noting William James's admiration for G.K. Chesterton's cheerful embrace of the multifariousness of ordinary life, the 'huge  impossible universe which stares us in the face' (LRB, 19 February). Perry relates that in 1907 the two men met for tea in Rye, when William was visiting  his brother Henry at Lamb House and Chesterton was staying next door: William found Chesterton 'lovable', though - or because - he 'gurgled and giggled'. But Chesterton also wrote about this  encounter (he is imprecise about the date) in his Autobiography of 1936, where he records that William came accompanied by Henry. Chesterton found William 'breezier than his brother', but  otherwise has nothing to say about him. He remembers discussing the 'best literature of the day', himself 'a little nervously' and Henry 'a little tactfully': 'I found he was more strict than I had  imagined about the rules of artistic arrangement; he deplored rather than depreciated Bernard Shaw, because plays like Getting Married were practically formless.' He characterises Henry as  speaking 'with an air which I can only call gracefully groping; that is not so much groping in the dark in blindness as groping in the light in bewilderment, through seeing too many avenues and  obstacles.' Bewildered and groping 'in the light' - could anything be less like greeting with a grin the universe staring us in the face? Chesterton goes on to describe how 'the balanced teacup and  tentative sentence of Mr Henry James' were upset by the unexpected arrival of Hilaire Belloc and friend, who had run out of money on a walking tour and bummed their way back from France: 'ragged,  unshaven, shouting for beer, shameless above all shades of poverty and wealth; sprawling, indifferent, secure'. Henry 'had a name for being subtle; but I think that situation was too subtle for  him.'
  That Chesterton meant these judgments to attach to Henry's fiction we can deduce from his mentioning H.G. Wells's famous description of James as being in his prose like a hippopotamus 'picking up a  pea': 'I agree that it was like something with a very sensitive and flexible proboscis, feeling its way through a forest of facts; to us often invisible facts.' Evidently, Chesterton's pluralistic  delight in sprawling, indifferent, visible life was at odds with Henry's refinements and intense concern with arrangement and form. In this way Chesterton's approach to fiction also overlaps with  William James's philosophical opposition to monistic theories of the universe, as possessing a definite, intuitable unity or 'all-form' - and helps us understand why William was liable to complain  about Henry's novels being too disciplined and shaped, too involuted and determined, and lacking in 'fatness and bigness' (not coincidentally two qualities in which Chesterton was pre-eminent).
  So, by taking exactly the same route as Perry we can see that the question of pluralism was at the heart of debates not only about modern poetry but also about the modern novel. On the one hand was  Chesterton's view, which celebrated Dickens's first novel, The Pickwick Papers, as a 'mass of light before the creation of sun or moon ... the splendid shapeless substance of which all his  stars were ultimately made', and asked 'whether his one hack book is not his masterpiece'. On the other was James's view, opposed to 'loose, baggy monsters, with their queer elements of the  accidental and the arbitrary', which came perilously close to claiming that it really was a matter, to adapt Perry's phrase, of 'good novels or pluralism'. As Jamesian principles were spread by  Henry's acolytes in the 20th century, his view was increasingly affirmed as a simple truth. It took a long time for a pluralist vision of the novel to make a comeback, and for those writers who  practised it (including Dickens) to be given a fair critical hearing. It remains, alas, a minority preference among writers, though not among readers.
  In his piece, Perry gives us the image of William James putting a ladder against his brother's garden wall and climbing it to get a glimpse of Chesterton. Chesterton gives us another image: of  Wells (who eventually fell out with Henry because he could not understand his claim that 'art makes life') unable to subdue his 'lively nerves' while staying at Lamb House. He would make  'irreverent darts and dashes through the sombre house and the sacred garden' to drop notes to Chesterton over the wall. Life - and art - will always find a way to escape constraints.


Tom Crewe

				London NW1
			

Seamus Perry's stimulating piece on poetry and pluralism brought to mind two late 20th-century poets, Chestertonian in their evocation of the rich ordinariness of the modern world, and enthusiastic enough users of the conjunction to warm the blood of the most plural of pluralists. I'm thinking, of course, of Chas & Dave, and in particular their homage to life's many pleasures, 'That's What I Like' (1982). I quote:
A day at the races, old Fender basses, going down hopping in Kent
A new pair of braces, little kids' faces sleeping out under a tent
And wagons, and chickens, and picking blackberries
And swallows, and sledges, and Devon, and cherries
And haddock, and trotters, and horses, and nippers
And soda, and celery, banjo and kippers
That's what I like
That's what I like

Unlike Pound or Eliot, Hodges and Peacock are not content to imply pluralism: they slap it on like extras on an all-day breakfast. I think Chesterton would have approved.


Mike Gavin

				London SE26
			


Reason Enough
Yeats, Eliot, Auden. If a piece lists these three poets in its title, that's the order the reader expects, in line with their seniority. The title of Colm Toibin's essay 'Yeats, Auden, Eliot: 1939, 1940, 1941' proceeds differently, in line with the chronology of the poems and reactions he explores (LRB, 22 January). But I'd like to imagine an alternative influence blowing through his piece: Kenneth Koch's 'Fresh Air', from 1956: 'Who are the great poets of our time, and what are their names?/Yeats of the baleful influence, Auden of the baleful influence, Eliot of the baleful influence.' I can't pretend to know why Koch named them achronologically, and Toibin's focus is on the late poems' parsing of guilt and belief where Koch proceeds with electric energy, gleefully imagining 'the Strangler' doing away with all the contemporary imitators of the tired greats ('The white and pink roses are slightly agitated by the struggle'). So there is no obvious reason to publish this letter - other than to provide the chance to encounter Koch's poem.


M.E. Grey

				Brussels
			


Bardot
  Jeremy Harding offers Brigitte Bardot's vegetarianism as evidence that not all her views were in line with French national feeling, quoting an Ifop poll finding from 2021 that only 2.2 per cent of  the population were non-meat-eaters (LRB, 19 February). Recent evidence presents a more mixed picture. A majority of French citizens say they have cut  down on meat in the last three years, citing cost, health, concern for the environment and animal welfare. Political space has opened up. France's National Strategy for Food, Nutrition and Climate  was published last month. It takes aim at meat imports, and calls for limits on meat consumption overall.
  None of this will unduly worry Marine Le Pen. The latest Ifop study, from November 2025, found that men who eat lots of meat (viandards) position themselves on the right, or far right.  Meat-eating is deeply linked to ideas about identity, and exerting dominance over nature and the weak. Actively limiting it is a sport for green voters. Brigitte Bardot, I imagine, would feel  conflicted.


Alex Robinson

				London WC2
			


Who's in charge?
Jonathan Ree writes about Alexandre Kojeve's life and thought (LRB, 5 February). Ree notes, following the biography by Marco Filoni, that when Kojeve took over from Koyre at the Ecole Pratique des Hautes Etudes in January 1933, his lectures took place on Monday afternoons. Perhaps his habits changed over the years, but according to other accounts he insisted that they take place at 5.30 p.m. on Fridays. The point may seem trivial, but for Kojeve the timing was paramount, since the Friday afternoon slot was perfect for socialising with his audience afterwards. Indeed, at some point the social dimension of Kojeve's seminar, which regularly included drinks and dinner, became as important as the seminar itself in his rise to prominence. There is a beguiling picture of Kojeve and his social circle in Robert Marjolin's memoir Le Travail d'une vie (1986). On Bastille Day 1939, the group decided to be photographed together in a fairground-style cut-out board of a car, with holes for windows. Kojeve is nestled in the back of the vehicle with five others, but it is Lacan who is in the driver's seat, hands firmly placed on the steering wheel. He had clearly understood what it meant to be Kojeve's slave.


Dany Nobus

				London NW3
			


Back and Forth
Chris Given-Wilson writes that Shakespeare's history plays begin 'with Richard II: the original sin and real genesis of the Wars of the Roses was the usurpation of Richard's throne in 1399 by the Duke of Lancaster (Henry IV), and not until the accession of Henry VII and his speedy marriage to Edward IV's daughter, Elizabeth of York, thereby unifying their bloodlines, was the breach healed' (LRB, 22 January). The construction of Shakespeare's two core history tetralogies is much more contingent and back-and-forth than this would seem to suggest. The first sequence begins in medias res with The First Part of the Contention betwixt the Two Famous Houses of York and Lancaster (now known as King Henry VI Part 2) in 1590-91, then The True Tragedy of Richard Duke of York (King Henry VI Part 3) in 1591-92, then King Henry VI Part I with Thomas Nashe in 1592, before concluding with King Richard III in 1592-93. Thus even the first tetralogy to be written and performed doesn't follow historically sequential events. If we attribute whole or part authorship to Shakespeare of Edward III - published anonymously in 1596 and possibly written the year before - we see the pattern thrown into even bolder relief, as the author(s) of this play stretched back nearly a whole century to recount the victorious life and deeds of Richard II's grandfather.
Only a few years after the first tetralogy - at the earliest - did Shakespeare retrace his steps in the Wars of the Roses back to the root of the conflict with Richard II (1595-97), before completing the arc with Henry IV Part I (1596-97), Henry IV Part II (1597-98) and Henry V (1599-1600). Although the basic pro-Tudor teleology, first outlined by E.M.W. Tillyard in Shakespeare's History Plays (1944), infuses each individual work, the production of what we now call Shakespeare's 'history' plays across these two series surprises us in retrospect with its non-linearity.


Dominic Riding

				Paris
			


Nuns in Leather
  Michael Dobson notes that Christopher Marlowe has come to be seen as 'an excitingly shady gay martyr' (LRB, 5 March). I was reminded of an incident that  took place in what must have been 1993, on the quatercentenary of Marlowe's death, at St Nicholas's Church in Deptford, the site of his unmarked grave. The afternoon's celebrations, including a  soliloquy performed by Antony Sher, were suddenly interrupted by the joyfully noisy arrival of a group of burly bearded 'nuns' in leathers and habits declaring themselves to be - banners and all -  'gay bikers for Marlowe'.


Bob Jope

				Torbay, Devon
			






This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.lrb.co.uk/the-paper/v48/n05/letters
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Stay Classy
Andrew O'Hagan

3650 wordsIn the days  of disco and Aramis 900, when the relationship between entitlement and sleaze could still seem novel, Prince Andrew came across like the more relatable sort of wanker, high on royal privilege but in touch with the inner life of the standard British male. 'If he wasn't a member of the royal family,' the astrologer Russell Grant said, 'his ideal role would be running a beach bar in the sun - with the odd blue movie being shown at the back.' Among the prince's early girlfriends were Koo 'Starkers' Stark and Vicki Hodge, an actress whose better-known works include The Stud and Confessions of a Sex Maniac. Hodge had a colourful line in ex-boyfriends, including John Bindon, an actor-gangster who had holidayed with Princess Margaret and was tried for murder. The days of wine and roses for the pre-hyphenated Windsors left a few stains on the carpet, but the royals still acted as if they were beyond reproach.
Mummy loved Andrew, and what Mummy loved, Mummy protected. By 1984, it seemed he'd got the basic point about dropping the floozies and finding the sort of woman who would 'understand him'. Enter 'Chatterbox One', the codename given to Sarah Ferguson by air traffic controllers when she was learning to fly, a woman in happy possession of two O-levels who exuded jolliness and scads of suitability. (Her father was Prince Charles's polo manager and it was Diana who set her up with the fourth-in-line.) After a few country weekends and acres of japes, Ferguson was installed as the Duchess of York.
Along with that 'love of fun' admired by the tabloids, Fergie brought a few money problems and a talent for reaching beyond her grasp, though not beyond Andrew's grasping. As a couple, they have always been too stupid to understand the vulnerability of the institution that supports them, and they began wrecking it from the inside as soon as they met. Years ago, before it was fashionable, some of the youngsters in the family were calling Andrew 'the Nonce', and there was general dismay at the Yorks' reckless avarice. The British royal fantasy has a few sustaining mythologies, and one of them is dignity, a quality defined, after Andy and Fergie, more by its absence. The late queen can be held responsible for much, but nobody could accuse her of seeming to enjoy her role. For the Yorks, however, enjoyment was everything, and the notion of royal sacrifice, arguably a red herring in the House of Saxe-Coburg and Gotha, was finally obliterated by their actions. The writing was on the wall, or on the T-shirt, when Sarah Ferguson appeared in the mid-1980s wearing one that said 'Piste Again'. The duchess loved skiing and being on holiday and Andrew was addicted to having everything for free. What to do? Eventually, Andrew Lownie records, they were lent King Hussein of Jordan's seven-bedroomed Castlewood House on the edge of Windsor Great Park. 'Bored, Sarah started 1987 with three weeks at Sandringham, followed by a fortnight skiing in Klosters, and a ten-day break with Andrew in Barbados paid for by the multi-millionaire Robert Sangster.' At this point, Sangster had been a tax exile for twelve years. Stay classy.
The Yorks charged Hello! magazine a quarter of a million quid for pics of their 'homelife'. They took PS126,000 from the Daily Express for an interview. She charged PS50,000 for her vague involvement in a film, Young Victoria, and signed on to start the second leg of the Whitbread Round the World Yacht Race in Montevideo, demanding PS38,000 worth of first-class air tickets to get there. While other poor buggers in the family were opening jumble sales in Inverness, Andy and Fergie were sniffing out freebies in the dodgiest corners of the world, as confirmed in Lownie's remarkable catalogue of half-hidden truths. For Andrew, who served in the British armed forces and was underwritten by British taxpayers, the racking up of personal opportunities and financial favours was treacherous. Among his 'contacts' were some of Britain's enemies and multiple opponents of common decency. It didn't take long for the braying duo to start cheating on each other, too. Only a few years into their marriage, the duchess became involved with a man called Steve Wyatt, who had 'extensive commercial interests in the Middle East'. 'His stepfather was a heavy purchaser of Iraqi crude oil,' Lownie writes, and was 'at the time negotiating for Iraqi investment in his own US-based refineries. To help Wyatt and to the consternation of the queen's private secretary, Robert Fellowes, Sarah hosted a dinner at Buckingham Palace in August 1990, the month Iraq invaded Kuwait, for Dr Ramzi Salman, head of the Iraqi State Oil Marketing Organisation and one of Saddam Hussein's closest confidants.'
Wholesale corruption takes time, but meanwhile Fergie was trying to make money out of Budgie the Little Helicopter, a story she cribbed (she says not) from an earlier aviation-inspired sentimentalist. She was also flogging boxes of royal teabags, Wedgwood plates and 'quality' pillowcases. (Her brand of luxury goods was called Duchess Originals in America, a play on Prince Charles's charity biscuits outfit, Duchy Originals. Imagine how annoying he found that! Plus: cool it with the tea parties. Hadn't she heard of the American Revolution?) While Andrew was off shaking hands with murderers, Sarah sweated the small stuff, spending time in Qatar in a suite costing PS2650 a night, paid for by the emir. In the morning she was talking to Hello! and in the afternoon she was claiming PS50,000 for giving a boost to Rupert Murdoch's Foxtel cable network, or advertising soft drinks on American TV for $500,000 (she was the first royal to be paid to endorse a product), or accepting PS100,000 from an Austrian building magnate to cut the ribbon in a shopping precinct. Fergie always spoke as if she was the tireless workhorse while Randy Andy was off doing his war hero/playboy thing, lighting up the world with big deals and pathetic gropes. 'You have to understand what I am dealing with here,' she told a friend. 'I'm married to a man who has never been inside a supermarket.' Well, she more than made up for it. Such pressure on a single mother was not to be sniffed at - and she had a plane to Verbier to catch.
There must be something about private jets and presidential suites that renders you incapable of living any other way. The Yorks wanted never to have to touch down in reality, a condition that only billionaires can plausibly sustain, but Andrew's skewed understanding of his birthright very quickly made him think it appropriate that he should have oodles of everything in a world without bills. Trouble was, the Yorks couldn't stop saying yes to the odd thousand quid here and there, because, like many addicts, they loved the hit of the low-rent encounter, the scaggy thrill of amping it up. In time, the Yorks' privilege would be passed down to their children, sociopathic holidaymakers both of them, behaving as if freebies are the only thing that can make you believe you are loved. The family appetite graduated from chalet life and pukka friends to entire kingdoms - the Emirates, Saudi Arabia, Kazakhstan and China - where opportunities to leverage their royal status were comically abundant. It was all plastic. All sheen. And it took ages for the dodgiest elites in the world to work out that the Yorks were Britain's most corrupt family and that being close to the queen was their only line of credit.
Thanks to multiple investigations, several court cases and Lownie's excellent book, their downfall has emerged as an emblematic story of our age. In September 2001, Andrew was given a role as UK special representative for international trade and investment. 'The appointment came with the support of the queen,' Lownie writes, 'and the endorsement of the former trade secretary Peter Mandelson.' Andrew was a walking category error, perceiving no difference between business and pleasure, between what was good for the country and what was excellent for him, conducting a campaign of international larceny masquerading as public service. Charles thought the job as envoy was a disaster waiting to happen: Andrew was almost certain to disgrace himself in a dramatic way.
Everywhere he went, Andrew was described as rude, arrogant, petulant, shallow, uninformed, unethical, contrary, childish and spoiled. Prince William called him a 'tosser', and it's said, though he denies it, that Prince Harry had a go at punching him out. The Yorks seemed convinced that everybody was just fussing. This attitude could be mistaken for nonchalance, but it's more like American hustle, devolving to English jollity when the weather turns bad. 'They were careless people,' Fitzgerald writes of Daisy and Tom Buchanan in The Great Gatsby, 'they smashed up things and creatures and then retreated back into their money or their vast carelessness, or whatever it was that kept them together, and let other people clean up the mess they had made.'
The Yorks didn't stay married, divorcing in 1996, but five years or so later she moved back in with him, to the thirty-room Royal Lodge in Windsor Great Park, where the pair lived for years on a cheap lease. With his envoy status as cover and the Exchequer paying for private jets, he spent more than a decade making forays into the world to net even more cash and suck up more privilege and hurt more people, while she got on with pimping him out to corrupt businessmen. (She was caught on camera doing this in 2010, in a sting operation run by the News of the World.) When you cover capital crime cases, you notice the ways in which stupidity and evil become indistinguishable. With some criminals, it's when a low-key, almost flippant toleration of wickedness becomes part of their equipage, as if it makes them feel better about who they really are. Thus, when the Yorks' daughter Beatrice, who was sixteen, brought a boyfriend, a 23-year-old called Paolo Liuzzo, to their borrowed villa in the South of France, nobody seemed bothered that he had been charged with the manslaughter of a freshman when he was at college. (Shrugs all round.) 'Liuzzo lent Andrew $10,000,' Lownie tells us, 'to pay for removal men to move one of the duke's girlfriends, Angie Everhart, out of the New York apartment she shared with her then fiance. Afterwards, Liuzzo said, he "was asked to kneel in the drawing room of their Windsor mansion for a mock knighting ceremony". Impersonating the queen, the Duchess of York handed him a new nickname: "Sir Fixit".' A month after the France trip, she asked him to join them on another holiday in Jamaica. Although the kid sold his story to a paper, the Yorks continued to have him around until the couple broke up. Liuzzo died in 2024, aged 42, from a drug overdose in a Miami hotel. But he left behind a vital image of the family dynamic. 'Daddy loves Mummy more than Mummy loves Daddy,' Beatrice told him. 'But Mummy lives for her title and she loses her title if Daddy remarries.'
Angie Everhart, by the way, Andrew's 'girlfriend', was another actress known for sex films and for posing nude in Playboy (she said she was charmed to meet a man who had never put away his own groceries). By this time, his financial and sexual manias were coming together and he was increasingly surrounding himself with the sort of men who shared both interests - and I don't just mean Jeffrey Epstein. When Andrew was in Bangkok on official business in 2006, staff at the Grand Hyatt Erawan were amazed by the number of women he brought up to his room. Some of the staff spoke to a man from Reuters. It turned out that a mate of Andrew's, the son of Prince Khalifa bin Salman Al Khalifa of Bahrain, was staying at the Hotel Oriental. Once they learned of this happy coincidence, Lownie's source tells him, 'the two princes began sending their favourite girls to each other, as a friendly gesture.'
Andrew found that he liked the company of men who floated above the clouds and above the law. He seems to have volumised his bad behaviour to match theirs, while hoping, in the fetid conditions of the modern Elizabethan court, that if Mummy didn't think badly of him it didn't matter. Every time he disgraced himself the queen gave him another honour. He had just been appointed commodore-in-chief of the Fleet Air Arm when, just before the business of passing girls back and forth in Bangkok appeared in the papers, she made him a knight of the Garter, Britain's oldest, most coveted order of chivalry. In 2008, he took a four-day holiday in Tunisia paid for by the gun smuggler Tarek Kaituni, during which the two men went on what was Andrew's third visit to Colonel Gaddafi in the span of a few months. Kaituni later gave Beatrice an PS18,000 necklace when he attended her 21st birthday party in Marbella. The Daily Telegraph reported in 2023 that Sarah's sixtieth birthday party in 2019 was partly funded by the fraudster Selman Turk, who paid Andrew PS750,000 to procure a British passport for a Turkish politician. According to further reports, Andrew claims to have paid the money back.
Who knows what his mother was thinking. A lifetime of conformity, perhaps, had made her susceptible to charming ingrates. In any event, like a Depression-era mother in a James Cagney film, Elizabeth couldn't see the bad in her boy. The worse he got, the more she wanted to camouflage him with medals, rosettes and ribbons. The irony is that he treated her as badly as he treated every other woman, flogging Sunninghill, the house she gave him as a wedding present, to the son-in-law of the president of Kazakhstan for PS3 million over the asking price, despite there being no other bidders, an action that only mired the royal family in more shit when one of the president's other sons-in-law described the money, according to Lownie, as 'a sweetener'. To this day, the vendor remains unabashed and unprosecuted, despite having negotiated and accepted what was effectively a personal retainer while serving as a British government envoy. What he gave Kazakhstan in return for this largesse may yet emerge, but let us not forget that the president in question, Nursultan Nazarbayev, was a dictator whose regime tortured opponents and whose security forces opened fire on striking oil workers on 16 December 2011, killing fifteen people and injuring a hundred. Ignoring all that, Andrew tried to introduce these people to his bankers at Coutts. In November 2014, Lownie reports, 'Andrew was in Saudi Arabia - cost to the taxpayer PS43,000 - where the liberal blogger Raif Badawi had had his sentence increased from six hundred to a thousand lashes.' Accompanied by Beatrice, Andrew 'stayed on for private time', attending the Abu Dhabi Grand Prix. It was all very nice apparently and he met up with people he hadn't seen since his dinner with the bin Ladens. Meanwhile, back on the white-stuccoed ranch in Berkshire, the Duchess of York, with nary a care for the world and its issues, was selling hair straighteners in 'royal purple' on QVC.
With the Yorks 
, a whole new set of rules appear in the royal playbook. Chief among them is that one should seek, when explaining a personal fault, to pay oneself such a large compliment that it effectively kills the perception of the fault as being a fault at all. This was initially crucial for the duchess as part of her rehabilitation journey, or what she calls in one of her many books her attempt 'to rebuild the brand Sarah'. The duchess blamed her 'over-generous nature' for her money troubles (in 2010 she had told the 'fake sheikh' she could 'open any door' to royalty for 500k with a downpayment of 40k). Her 'fault' (if it was one) was to give too much to the people in her life and land herself in hot water (silly old me). Andrew tried to pull off the same trick during his Newsnight interview with Emily Maitlis in 2019, seeking to explain the reason he'd felt the need to fly to New York and stay with Epstein for three days just to tell him they could no longer be friends. 'I admit fully that my judgment was probably coloured by my tendency to be too honourable,' he said, to the disbelief of the entire world.
Virginia Roberts Giuffre couldn't make it past all the lies and the abuses. That was her reality, that was her fate - to be the daughter of the guy who maintained the air-conditioning units at Mar-a-Lago, where she met Ghislaine Maxwell. At sixteen years old, needing the money and needing the break, she was soon being trafficked for sex with rich and powerful friends of Epstein and Maxwell, another couple who did what they wanted before retreating into their money or their vast carelessness. There are sadnesses in Giuffre's book that are too deep to rehearse, but all she really wanted was to be among people who had the kinds of freedom she wanted for herself. 'In contrast to his appearance today,' she writes in her posthumously published memoir, 'Prince Andrew then was still relatively fit, with short-cropped brown hair and youthful eyes.'
He'd long been known as the playboy of the royal family, and as a divorce ... he was holding tight to that role. That night he wore slacks and a light-blue dress shirt, open at the collar, with French cuffs, and elegant cufflinks. When I noticed that Epstein called the prince 'Andy', I began to call him that too.
As we chatted in Maxwell's entryway, I suddenly thought of something: my mom would never forgive me if I met someone as famous as Prince Andrew and didn't pose for a picture. Excusing myself, I ran to get a Kodak FunSaver from my room, then returned and handed it to Epstein. I remember the prince putting his arm around my waist as Maxwell grinned beside me. Epstein snapped the photo.

In her memoir she writes that Andrew raped her three times in three different locations. He denies attacking her, but he paid her a reported PS12 million to go away. Throughout the process, Giuffre was hounded by the press and eviscerated by those who live with the terrifying delusion that royalty has something to do with virtue. 'A complete whore' is the way the victim was described by Lady Victoria Hervey, a socialite who once dated Andrew and later appeared on Love Island.
'I hadn't wanted to have sex with the prince,' Giuffre writes, 'but I felt I had to.' All the pomp, tradition, ceremony and 'loyalty' in the world can't wash away the simple facts. Maxwell took this young girl to Epstein, who abused her a number of times, then they flew her around the world to be abused by their powerful friends, who lived in a universe of deniability. People who know the former prince say that his main concern, after the Newsnight fiasco, was to ensure that his daughters would not be deposed and have to give evidence in support of his lies. (The Pizza Express in Woking will be for ever tattooed on their silent hearts.) A second reason for his 'falling on his sword', as they like spuriously to say, was that he wanted to make sure Giuffre didn't spoil his mother's platinum jubilee. After the best efforts of lawyers Harbottle & Lewis had failed, and as the plug was being pulled on her favourite son's charities and his military affiliations and royal patronages, the queen still hoped that he might keep one or two titles, just to cheer him up. Time and Scotland Yard will tell if he can stay out of jail.
With some people, money and sex are the only truths. It's the ultimate delinquency to believe that gratification itself is power. Bringing down the royal family may be the least terrible consequence of everything Andrew has done. When a lazy aristocrat from a dying dynasty uses a helicopter to travel seventeen miles, the edifice shakes. But when that same man rapes a 17-year-old and calls her a liar, it is the end of days. The gift of Andy and Fergie, which comes at too high a price, has been to bring the antiseptic of daylight to the culture of royal privilege.
These are rough times for the regal character and there may be no way to fix it. 'The love of virtue, the pursuit of truth, grow stale and dull in the dissipation of a court,' Hazlitt writes in his essay 'On the Spirit of Monarchy'. 'Virtue is thought crabbed and morose, knowledge pedantic, while every sense is pampered, and every folly tolerated ... Is it to be wondered at that courts and palaces have produced so many monsters of avarice, cruelty and lust?'
When I contacted Victoria Hervey to confirm that she had called Virginia Giuffre a 'whore', she doubled down on the comment. 'It's what anyone with a brain knows,' she told me by email. 'I think I did call her a druggie hooker. Not sure the exact wording.' She then recommended a couple of online commentators I might read, including Jay Beecher, a former Ukip activist who was alleged last year by the Observer to have been paid PS80,000 by someone working for Ghislaine Maxwell's family to 'investigate' Giuffre. Lady Victoria, sister of the 8th Marquess of Bristol, is said by Vanity Fair to be a supporter of Reform UK. She admires Donald Trump and collects MAGA hats, telling the magazine that it's time, this spring, to get one that says 'Make England Great Again'.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.lrb.co.uk/the-paper/v48/n05/andrew-o-hagan/stay-classy
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Butter wouldn't melt
Nicholas Spice

8360 wordsHad Franz Schubert  been asked how he had come to write the song 'Am Meer' - he, who had never seen the sea and whose knowledge of it was limited to hearsay and the stylised depictions of painting and literature - he might have answered as, a hundred years later, Maurice Ravel answered, when a friend teasingly asked him how, since he never got up before ten thirty, he had come to write, in Daphnis and Chloe, an evocation of the dawn: 'It was simple - I used my imagination.' In the uses of the musical imagination, Schubert was unsurpassed in his generation: it was his way to a kind of freedom, his escape from an uncommonly constricted life.
Reality was harsh. Vienna was filthy, overcrowded, disease-ridden. In 1800, life expectancy at birth for a man was forty. Schubert made it to 31. Born in 1797, on the kitchen floor of a one-room apartment, he was the thirteenth child of fifteen, ten of whom died in infancy. His mother died when he was fifteen. His father - a schoolmaster, modestly successful, upright, thrifty, living well a life of which little was to be expected - outlived him. His first music lessons were with his father (violin) and his brother (piano). When he was eight, he was sent to the local choirmaster for instruction in singing, counterpoint and organ. At eleven, he won a place as a chorister in the Imperial Chapel, entering the Stadtkonvikt, Vienna's elite boys' boarding school, where he received the best musical and general education the city had to offer and where his composition teacher was Antonio Salieri, then in his sixties, the grand old man of Viennese music, who had briefly taught Beethoven and would teach Liszt. At sixteen, returning home at the end of his schooling, he made desultory efforts at finding a job as a schoolteacher. When these failed, he set out to establish himself as a freelance composer, a precarious existence, dependent on the support of his family and the generosity of friends. At 25, he contracted syphilis. Six years later he succumbed to typhoid fever, his physical resistance drastically undermined by his condition and the debilitating treatments he had received for it.
Nothing much happened to Schubert. He never had a steady job. He didn't marry or have children. He had no love relationships before he caught syphilis, and afterwards they were out of the question. Beyond the odd trip to Linz and Graz, he had no experience of the world beyond Vienna. Yet the life of his imagination was free-ranging, boundless, strange, at times terrifying. Between the ages of 13 and 31, he wrote more than a thousand works and claimed a place beside Haydn, Mozart and Beethoven as one of the greatest composers of the European classical tradition. The gift was immense, the creative profusion unprecedented, the promise magnificent, the curtailment brutal.
After his death, the idea of him as a sort of innocent took hold: a natural, untutored genius, like Milton's Shakespeare, warbling his native woodnotes wild, careless of the musical gems he strewed about him. In the reminiscences of his friends, he figured as absent-minded, cuddly (he was only five foot - podgy, bespectacled), shy, impractical, lovable. The story of his 'Unfinished' symphony came to symbolise the tragedy of his unfinished life (he wrote two movements and put them in a drawer, later giving the manuscript to his friend Josef Huttenbrenner, whose brother, Anselm, sat on it until 1865). When 20th-century research turned up the medical facts, the received portrait gave place to a darker, more troubled Schubert, perhaps bipolar, declining into obesity and alcoholism. In the 1980s, circumstantial evidence of his homosexuality raised the question as to whether he had caught syphilis from a man or from a woman.
In line with this new biographical chiaroscuro, critical appraisal moved the centre of his achievement away from the canon of favourite lieder, the more light-hearted chamber music, the three popular symphonies and the shorter piano pieces to the works of his last years, and especially of 1828, the year in which he died. The expressive intensity of these pieces - among them Winterreise, the last three piano sonatas and the C major string quintet - invited the construction in them of a late style, as though, by positing an internal telos to the oeuvre, the jagged abridgement of so extraordinary a creative life might be blunted, and the work rounded out, brought to a conclusion. But we should be wary of this.
Schubert knew that his life was blighted, that sooner or later he would die of his disease, but he didn't know when. In his last year, his career picked up: beyond his reputation as the composer of songs, dances, piano duets and the occasional mass, he was attracting attention for his chamber music (string quartets, piano trios, a string quintet); Ignaz Schuppanzigh, Vienna's leading violinist, had begun to take a serious interest; in March, a testimonial concert was devoted exclusively to Schubert's music; he'd come close to having an opera produced and his C major symphony performed; significant negotiations were underway with German music publishers; in November, two weeks before he died, he began lessons in counterpoint with Simon Sechter, Vienna's acknowledged specialist. He didn't expect to die just yet.
Few young composers can have had more formidable precursors, oppressively close in time and place. Vienna was the city of Mozart (who had died five years before Schubert was born), of Haydn (who overlapped him by twelve years) and of Beethoven, who, for almost the entire span of Schubert's composing career, lived just down the road. They never met, though there is evidence that Beethoven knew something of the younger composer's work. Schubert revered Beethoven above all others and saw himself as his successor. He was 26 years his junior, but he outlived him by only a year, so it's easy to slip into thinking of him as Beethoven's direct contemporary, an intercalary youngster nestling within the father's capacious embrace. Had Schubert lived even another decade, he would have pulled free of Beethoven, established himself internationally and entered into creative conversation with the next generation of composers - Mendelssohn, Schumann, Chopin, Liszt, Wagner. As it was, though he wrote copiously in all the major forms except the concerto, his immediate influence was confined to the lied, and it took the rest of the century and the good offices of Mendelssohn, Schumann and, especially, Brahms for the full range of his work to become known.
The neglect of swathes of Schubert's music during his lifetime was an artefact of his precociousness. That none of his nine symphonies was performed, nor any of his four operas, nor his piano sonatas, was not unusual: Beethoven's first symphony was performed when he was 29, Schumann's when he was 30 and Brahms's when he was 43. The first decades of the 19th century were a time of institutional change. The role of church and court as primary sources of employment and patronage was on the wane, but the new dispensation of commercial publishing and the public concert had yet fully to evolve. In this respect, Vienna was especially backward; though famous throughout Europe for its private musical culture, during Schubert's lifetime it had no dedicated concert hall or orchestra. Opportunities for public performance were hard to come by.
Without a job at court and given his social background, Schubert had no access to the higher aristocratic patrons who subsidised Beethoven, and, as a freelance composer disinclined to teach an instrument, he had few ways to earn a living. He must have felt the odds were against him, but there's a good case to be made that circumstance and temperament had conspired to limit his options in exactly the manner required for him to flourish. For Schubert was never without enthusiastic appreciation for his music, first among his family, then among his circle of friends and, beyond them, in the drawing rooms of the city, where a culture of amateur music-making thrived. The burgeoning Viennese middle classes enjoyed playing string quartets and piano trios, piano and guitar music, singing and dancing. Public life was hazardous. Under the repressive diktats of the Metternich regime, you had to be careful what you said and did, and the turn inwards to the domestic sphere was a natural consequence. There were spies and informants everywhere. Schubert himself was denounced for seditious talk and arrested, along with his friend Johann Senn. Senn was deported; Schubert was released. Music remained out of reach of the secret police.
In the years after he left school, Schubert sought the company of poets, artists and philosophers rather than musicians. He was the group's resident composer, recognised for his brilliance and much cherished as the provider of musical diversion. If he was to be Beethoven's successor, he must master the big compositional forms, but while he was about this, he could make money selling to publishers the songs and dances he was writing for his friends. His inspiration flowed naturally in these channels; he wrote effortlessly, turning out as many as four or five songs a day or jotting down in the morning dances that he had improvised at the piano the evening before. It was a protected environment, providing support, status, local success and feedback. Within this Gemeinschaft he came to maturity as a composer and it gave him advantages that early success in the wider world (in the Gesellschaft) might have deprived him of, above all the freedom to experiment, to go where his imagination took him, untrammelled by the demands of an employer or the taste of concert audiences.
Schubert's  imagination was unusually literary. Words released music in him: poems about desire, love, loss, solitude, the longing for rest; narrative ballads; philosophical poems; theological poems; poems about death; poems about nature; poems about the paranormal. Schumann reckoned that had he lived long enough, Schubert would have set the whole of German literature to music. The so-called parlour song as Schubert found it was a humble creature, largely neglected by his predecessors, adapted to the musical standards of amateurs: straightforward melodies of limited vocal range with simple accompaniments for piano or guitar. While still a teenager, Schubert so deepened and widened the structural and expressive properties of this form as, in effect, to create a major new genre, opening up a seam that would yield musical riches for centuries after his death, an achievement for which it is hard to find a parallel in the history of European classical music. As the inventor of the lied as we now think of it, Schubert was also its supreme exponent, his output unsurpassed for range and variousness, for what it uncovered in the remoter zones of human feeling.
He rapidly sophisticated the character of the parlour song, taking it well beyond the capabilities of the amateur singer and pianist. Two of his most popular hits in Vienna - 'Gretchen am Spinnrade' and 'Erlkonig' - required professional musicians. There were talented singers in his social circle, notably the opera singer Johann Michael Vogl, but Schubert would often sing and play his songs himself. He had a nice voice and was a good pianist, but one wonders what these renditions must have sounded like. The technical demands of the song cycles Die schone Mullerin and Winterreise were especially great. Yet nowhere does one sense the singularity of his talents more acutely than in the angle between the very simplest of his songs and the models on which they were based. Schubert was no snob. As a young composer he was a fan of Johann Zumsteeg and Carl Zelter, the leading songwriters of the day, and for the rest of his life he would continue to write songs suitable for amateurs. In the best of these songs ('Du bist die Ruh', say, or 'Dass sie hier gewesen' or 'Der Abendstern' - there are so many!) the constraints of the form elicited from him a music of differences, of the finest possible discriminations of feeling, as if the depth of penetration were proportionate to the narrowness of the creative beam.
The calibre was there from the start. Take 'Das Rosenband', a setting of a poem by Friedrich Klopstock and one of Schubert's earliest songs:
I found her in Spring shade,
There I bound her with garlands of roses:
She did not feel it and slumbered.
I looked at her; with this look
My life hung on her life:
I felt it but knew it not.
Speechless, I lisped to her
And rustled the rose garlands:
Thus, she awoke from her slumber.
She looked at me; with this look
Her life hung on my life,
And all about us was Elysium.

Central to Klopstock's poem is the idea of unconsciousness. The young woman, asleep, does not feel the poet bind her with roses; the poet senses his connection to the young woman but does not 'know' it; the lovers are described not as being 'in' a state of bliss but as 'surrounded' by it; they are, in Hardy's phrase, 'selves unseeing'. Setting the poem eighty years after Schubert, Richard Strauss overrode these delicacies of sentiment in favour of an outpouring of ecstatic love (the young man's), pulsing with sensuality and the rush of the blood. His setting - Fragonard to Schubert's Watteau - scaled up the expressive range to the fully operatic: what's the point of bliss, it seems to ask, if you can't know it to the full?
Where Strauss's music, like the poet of Browning's 'Two in the Campagna', plucks the rose and 'loves it more than tongue can speak', Schubert's holds back, a state of fragile hesitancy (the lovers' lives 'hang' on each other's) implied by the use of transient interrupted cadences in the harmonies underlying the simple melody. The song is pale, slender, undernourished. Hovering at the edge of bliss, it is suffused with what Wittgenstein, in a notebook entry, called 'the pathos of the happy lover'.
The 'tuneful melody' (Hans Keller's formulation) of 'Heidenroslein' - another very early song and one of his most famous - has that uncanny Schubertian quality of appearing always to have existed, as if, rather than composing it, Schubert had borrowed it from a shared folk tradition. Here, it is the song itself that is unknowing. The music's ingenuousness stands in a relation of high ambiguity to Goethe's far from ingenuous poem. Since Schubert wrote four other songs that day - 19 August 1815 - it would seem unlikely that he spent long calculating the almost dizzying semantic oscillations of 'Heidenroslein', yet the exquisite play of 'inadvertent' irony in this little song, the hinted note of archness in its artlessness, do not strike one as the inspiration of a moment.
Schubert's songs, dances and piano duets were written for a community mainly of young people, who enjoyed them as part of their language of social exchange: in casual encounter, friendship, flirtation, courtship, love. Songs such as 'Das Rosenband' or 'Heidenroslein' were not just listened to but lived. We must imagine the scene: a young woman at the piano, a young man singing, passing the time on a lazy afternoon or a long evening after dinner. Leafing through a volume of songs, they light on 'Heidenroslein'. If they register the subject of the song at all - a rape allegory - they do not acknowledge it to each other, for they are living in a city where a young woman's prospects could be ruined by sex and a young man's end in an early death.
Schubert's early songs still cleave to the words they set. The effect of 'Heidenroslein' depends on the curious dissonance between the butter-wouldn't-melt tune and the cynicism of Goethe's little ballad. Meanwhile, the music of 'Das Rosenband' is a limpid medium for Klopstock's words, sensitively commenting on and interpreting them. Music and poetry here find an equilibrium, typical of the best of the parlour songs that Schubert first encountered, but which, increasingly, his use of the form for wide-ranging invention and experiment would unbalance. Received opinion takes it for granted that in the greatest songs of the tradition inaugurated by Schubert, music and poetry achieve an ideal symbiosis. It's a convenient assumption that glosses over the oddities of the genre as Schubert developed it, particularly the anomaly of using imaginatively dense poems as the pretext for imaginatively dense pieces of music, as if musical and poetic semantics were not by nature radically discontinuous.
'The essential condition of music,' Charles Rosen wrote at the conclusion of an illuminating analysis of a pair of Schubert songs in The Frontiers of Meaning (1994), 'is its proximity to nonsense.' A less mischievous way to make the same point would be to say that the meaning of music is, in essence, underdetermined. The number of possible settings of any one poem will, in principle, be limitless. Schubert, Schumann and Wolf all set Goethe's 'Kennst du das Land?' from Wilhelm Meister, a magical and enigmatic poem not obviously suited to musical treatment. The three songs are, naturally, quite different from one another, and one would be hard put to say in what way any of them, however compelling as music, channels the meaning of the poem.
In his 1912 essay 'The Relationship to the Text', Arnold Schoenberg implicitly acknowledged the tendency of great songs to ingest and metabolise the poems they set when he explained that for years he had enjoyed Schubert's lieder without ever taking in what they were about, and that, when he did bother to look at the words, they were no surprise to him, since he had intuited them all along. Leaving aside the daffiness of this last claim, the point he was making about the relative importance of music and words in the lied is surely correct, at any rate from the listener's perspective: many of the most memorable lieder live in our imaginations as pieces of music, not as intoned poetry. We are so used to thinking of the process of songwriting (not, that is, the songwriting of a singer-songwriter - an altogether different thing) as setting a poem to music, the song in some sense an interpretation of the poem, that we fail to see how, in many instances, the process reverses itself and the poem becomes just one possible interpretation of the music rather than its progenitor. As an example, in the transition from Heine's poem 'Am Meer' to Schubert's song, we move from one powerful semantic field to another so distinctive - as music - that the poem is left behind, cast off like the shell of a previous instar. Indeed, Schubert's song is no longer concerned with the poem that inspired it but opens itself to all the yet unwritten poems it might engender, all the poems that might set its music to words. And just as there are any number of possible musical settings for a given poem, so there are any number of possible poetic settings for a given song.
Schoenberg follows his admission that he had paid less than close attention to the words of Schubert's songs with the perhaps more radical revelation that, 'inspired by the sound of the first words of the text', he had composed many of his own songs 'straight through to the end without troubling myself in the slightest about the continuation of the poetic events, without even grasping them, in the ecstasy of composing'. So why bother with the words at all? Why not simply use the poem as a point of departure, a catalyst for a purely musical composition? Or, at any rate, why not substitute vocalise for the words? Just to imagine the singer of 'Am Meer' replaced by a violin or an oboe reminds us that the song without words is no more than a pretty conceit, and, if the song is unthinkable without the human voice, then it is axiomatic that it must be heard to utter words and to do so with unquestioned commitment to meaning. What the voice is singing may be swallowed up by the music, but that it is singing with an urgent intention to speak to us is how we know that the song is alive.
It is easy to forget that when Schubert wrote his songs, the public lieder recital did not exist. The nearest thing to it was the so-called Schubertiades - private song fests organised by his friends. The songs that were performed publicly in his lifetime were included in potpourri programmes that happily juxtaposed music from different genres. As late as 1854, Eduard Hanslick, Vienna's dominant music critic, could dismiss as absurd the idea of devoting a whole concert to songs (though he did make an exception for song cycles). But by the end of the century, the lieder recital had become a central rite in European and American musical culture. What had originated as music for a community of amateurs had morphed into high art and a necessary accomplishment for all professional singers. Much of the repertoire took strongly to the new environment. Many of Schubert's songs thrive on a modern concert platform: robust, straightforward songs, often strophic, with blanket piano figurations and beautifully shaped melodies, among them some of his most well-known - 'Die Forelle', 'Der Musensohn', 'An Sylvia' and so on. But others, transplanted from their sheltered domestic habitat into the limelight of the professional concert, have fared less well, because of their fragile simplicity, their nuance, their strange interiority. To sing and play through one of these songs at home is not to perform it. On the spur of the moment, one may discover an inadvertent refinement, momentarily opening a channel through which the music speaks with unaffected directness. One hears this sometimes in the informality of a school concert, where two young amateurs play and sing. Such occasions are moving because the musicians are not altogether aware of what they have achieved; they are selves unseeing, like the lovers in 'Das Rosenband'.
In Heinrich von Kleist's 'Uber das Marionettentheater' (1810), the presence in art of grace is understood as vitiated by knowingness. The marionettes, having no mind, move with a grace that a human dancer might never achieve. Against the flawless instinctive parrying of a performing bear, an experienced fencer cannot prevail ('We see that in the organic world, as thought grows dimmer and weaker, grace emerges more brilliantly and decisively'). At the baths, a 15-year-old boy, unselfconsciously lifting his foot to dry it, fleetingly calls to mind the Spinario, the Greek statue of a boy removing a thorn from his foot. The notion that innocence of effect is intrinsic to grace speaks directly to Schubert's more elusive songs, but the passing felicities of amateur musicians, like the boy's gesture, cannot be reproduced at will and would not survive transposition to the challenging conditions of a professional concert. For that, you need technique, but technique so often comes with knowingness, and knowingness is mortal to songs like 'Das Rosenband' and 'Heidenroslein'.
The question  of self-awareness is of central interest to Christian Gerhaher, one of the most accomplished singers of the present time and one of the most thoughtful. In Lyrical Diary, he ruminates on his experience as a lieder singer, with special reference to the works of Schubert, Schumann and Mahler. Much of the book is devoted to detailed points of interpretation and vocal technique, a granularity that is likely to recommend itself to other lieder singers rather than to the general listener. But Gerhaher is also deeply absorbed by larger questions, such as the persona of the lieder singer and the nature of voice. One can only imagine what he would say to Schoenberg's confession. For, as a professional singer, his position is asymmetrical to the listener's (and, judging by Schoenberg's experience, at least some composers). Between the singer and listener stands the song, a kind of black box, and what the singer puts in is not altogether what the listener takes out. Since the singer has no access to the song except through the words, and since he cannot sing the words as though they were only partially intelligible, the possibility that the listener may be less than fully aware of them is of no account to the singer. If Arnold is in the audience, he must be made to understand.
The role of the lieder singer is bewildering. To sing the words with conviction, he must inhabit them, or, at any rate, appear to do so. But who exactly is he? Gerhaher keeps coming back to this. Where the opera singer identifies with a theatrical character, it's a mistake, Gerhaher says, for the lieder singer to impersonate a role ('I think lieder are principally not intended to be understood in the same way as drama'; 'The identification of the singer with his role ... is to be avoided'). Above all, he must not impersonate himself, for 'allowing one's own life and sensibility to flow into the performance of a role or a song has no compelling effect on the listener.' But if he must subordinate his own identity, who then is he to be? In answer, Gerhaher gropes towards an ideal of detachment. He speaks of the lied's 'tendency towards abstraction', and suggests at one point that this is best served by a 'universalised sound'. This may seem to raise as many problems as it solves, and it's easier here to join Gerhaher in what he objects to than what he proposes.
In a lieder recital it is not unusual to feel that the persona of the singer is that of a Lieder Singer, a recognisable character, faintly uncomfortable in his skin, not quite knowing what to do with his body - one hand on the grand piano, or with hands tented, fingertips touching, at the level of the diaphragm, unsure how far to go with thespian gesture, his face a canvas for unnatural expressive contortion. Perhaps, if it were attainable, a cool sobriety, such as Gerhaher imagines, dedicated to allowing the music to communicate itself without interference from personal feeling, would be preferable to this. But the most moving singers in the history of song have surely been those who dumbfound us with presence ('Gesang ist Dasein' - Rilke), singers whose voices subvert the decorum of the concert hall by speaking of things beyond technique and before lexical meaning. As Lorca has it in 'Theory and Play of the Duende', 'here we care nothing about ability, technique, skill. Here we are after something else.' Whether one thinks one has encountered this in any particular singer, on any particular occasion, will be intensely subjective. The best examples I can think of are the 1939 recording of Die schone Mullerin by Aksel Schiotz, or pretty much anything by Fritz Wunderlich.
Gerhaher's most interesting chapter, for the general listener, is devoted to Winterreise and it is here that his aversion to expressive self-indulgence and a false thespianism is most telling. He dislikes Winterreise's status as one of the sacred cows of the classical music scene. He relates that for many years he shied away from performing it and that when he did take it on, he tried his best to release it into a new lightness. He is especially exercised by the tendency of modern interpretations to conflate the persona of the protagonist with the person of the singer.
Brahms thought that great poetry was not improved by music. For his two song cycles, Die schone Mullerin and Winterreise, Schubert turned to his contemporary Wilhelm Muller, a second-order poet, whose work, had it not been for Schubert, would have been remembered as a footnote to the tradition of the German Romantic lyric. In Winterreise, the relative mediocrity of the poems only emphasises the musical gold into which Schubert spun them, as though the monochrome light of the poetry has passed through the prism of Schubert's imagination and been scattered into an array of 24 separate colours. But too often in performance, the singer allows the persona of the protagonist to dominate, with the unfortunate effect of re-homogenising this wonderful variety, of overlaying musical difference with a uniform vocal and theatrical tone. Gerhaher's interesting commentary on Winterreise centres on an effort to rescue the individual songs from merger within such a unifying dramatic conception. He fixes these ideas in a striking and memorable image, seeing each song as a separate 'stele', a physically distinct and inviolate musical entity.
It's  not clear what destination Schubert had in mind for Winterreise. The only performance of it in his lifetime was when he himself played and sang it through for some of his friends, who were for the most part disconcerted by it. At 75 minutes - one of the longest song cycles in the repertoire - it makes uncompromising demands on performers and audiences alike, and in 1828 there was no obvious home for it. Though Schubert was ambitious - his eye fixed on success in the big public forms of mass, symphony and opera - and could write music on demand with a facility and amenability equal to any composer (agreeable and brilliant music well adapted to the culture of public performance that grew up after his death), his imagination naturally turned inwards, to the purely speculative, so that he can sometimes seem more like a poet or philosopher than a composer.
I first got an inkling of this when I was seventeen and met Schubert properly for the first time. Until then, my experience of his music had been limited to the shorter piano pieces, a handful of songs, the three popular symphonies and cursory encounters with some of the chamber music. Now, as a music student in Graz, I found myself confronted by D784, the second of three piano sonatas in A minor. My teacher, Walter Kamper, belonged to the generation of Austrian pianists (including Jorg Demus, Paul Badura-Skoda, Walter Klien and, most notably, Alfred Brendel) who did much to raise public awareness of Schubert's piano sonatas, and I think Kamper gave me D784 as an antidote to Chopin, to whom I was perhaps overattached. Where Chopin wrote with an intimate understanding of and consideration for the natural physical disposition of the player - the integration of back, arms, hands and fingers - Schubert, it seemed, wrote music first and piano music second, and if it came to a decision between a compositional idea and the convenience of the hand, there was no question as to which should take precedence.
I had come across this in Beethoven, of whom even the more technically approachable sonatas would have passages that blocked one's path. As for D784, Schubert reserved the most uncomfortable writing for the final bars of the work: a furious fortissimo canon in octave triplets. True, a passage like this would have been more easily negotiated on the pianos Schubert composed for - the Viennese fortepiano had a particularly light action, far lighter than that of a modern grand piano. But the fact that he had to write a simplified version of his song Erlkonig suggests that its notoriously unforgiving piano part was causing problems. Rosen called it 'the most painful of all octave passages to execute' and it is hard to imagine how Schubert himself would have played it: he was no virtuoso and, being only five foot, must have had very small hands.
As a piece of early industrial hardware, the fortepiano was delicate by our standards, yet somewhat feverish of timbre. It had a wide expressive range, capable of a gentle, diaphanous cantabile, bright, dry, sparkling passagework and, when played fortissimo, a hyperactive, slightly crazy rattle and clatter, as much noise as tone, especially in the bass. It lent itself to extremes of sensitivity and excitability, and it could at times sound positively ugly. It was this over-the-top, not entirely seemly character that successive piano manufacturers worked to temper and civilise.
Where the virtuoso tradition of piano writing, from Mozart via Hummel to Chopin, Liszt and beyond, sought to tame the instrument's wilder traits, Beethoven and Schubert embraced its uncouth nature for expressive purposes, taking ugliness itself into the permissible acoustic and emotional spectrum. As a case in point, D784 is stretched across a wide dynamic frame, from ppp to ff, with abrupt and startling contrasts - sometimes from bar to bar - between the lyrical and the percussive, song and declamation, the eirenic and the agitated, the inflamed and the demulcent, the soothing and the clamorous, as though the music were intent on modelling a phenomenology of inner experience, the way thoughts, feelings and body states succeed one another without transition. It isn't an altogether comfortable piece to listen to any more than it is to play, and in this respect it is not an outlier. Aspects of Schubert's style continue to challenge our understanding and response: the vagabondage of his tonal schemes (daring sorties via proscribed routes into foreign territory, and ingenious homecomings); startling segues; the crashing of modal gears between major and minor; the alternation of cries and whispers, trance and turbulence, unparalleled melodic beauty and distressing harshness; and then that famous and puzzling loquacity which Schumann called 'Himmlische Lange', always translated as 'heavenly lengths', as though tactfully to avoid the word 'longueurs'.
There's a disposition in some of Schubert's greatest music that is oblivious of our comfort, content to be unacceptable, not bothered to accommodate us, its attention absorbed by the things that interest it. In 1971, what struck me about D784 was its technical awkwardness and expressive intensity. What strikes me now is its compositional imagination. A cursory glance at the piano works of his direct contemporaries throws the strength and originality of Schubert's writing into sharp relief. The sonatas of Hummel and Weber, for example, veer about under the impetus of a rootless virtuosity - so many notes to so little purpose, piano music in search of a style. The refractory inconveniences of Schubert's writing have nothing to do with pianistic virtuosity, in which he showed no interest. In the place of empty flourish and display he built austere, unadorned structures, models of thematic parsimony. The first movement of D784 is skin and bones, with only the beautiful second subject offering creaturely warmth. One might read the movement as a study in the juxtaposition of inorganic and organic matter - the second subject and its associated music like plant life clinging to rock. Structurally, the vertical axis is heavily preferred to the horizontal, so that, rather than flowing, the music moves in blocks. It shows a deep preoccupation with pairs, binary symmetries, mirrorings. It spends much time interrogating the interval of a third. It seems to listen to itself with a curious, attentive intelligence.
The unsociable aspect of Schubert's larger-scale piano music - the sonatas, the Grand Duo, the Wanderer Fantasy - confronts the performer with a choice: whether to tone down and temper the uncouthness and ameliorate the length, or to go with them. The case of D960, the last of the sonatas, is paradigmatic. The first movement is long, and its introversions do not encourage momentum. The repeat mark at the end of the exposition might be safely ignored, as tends to be the modern practice with repeats in sonata movements with lengthy expositions, except that here there are first and second-time bars which clearly indicate that Schubert wanted the repeat. Moreover, the material of the first-time bar is new and shocking: a sudden and ugly outburst. Without the repeat, the transition from the second-time bar to the development section is magical and elegant. This has been irresistible to most pianists, for not only does it avoid the unseemliness (the embarrassment even) of the first-time bar but shortens the piece by six or seven minutes, and, if the movement is played at a fluent tempo, it becomes quite digestible for an audience with trains to catch. Some pianists have taken a different view, notoriously Sviatoslav Richter, whose performance of this movement was 40 per cent longer than the average (a full ten minutes longer than Brendel's, and almost twice as long as Arthur Rubinstein's) owing to his stygian tempo and his playing of the repeat. In his later years, Richter preferred to give piano recitals in a darkened auditorium, with only a standard lamp next to the piano as lighting, and to play from the music, altogether as though he were in his own home rather than on a public stage. Like the music itself, he seemed oblivious of any audience. It was simply a matter of the pianist and the piece, Richter and Schubert, solus cum solo. Brendel is said to have thought his interpretation of D960 absurd.
Schubert's expansiveness is often understood as garrulous, when paradoxically it could be seen as a facet of his frugality, his love of spinning music out of the simplest of materials (the side of his genius that showed an affinity with Haydn). He likes to strip down the number of variables in a piece, while running the remainder through a series of permutations. There's even a tendency in his writing towards the algorithmic. Many of his six hundred plus songs have accompaniments that are generated out of one or two keyboard figurations, as though the music were being left to run itself (this is perhaps what Robin Holloway was thinking of when he wrote of Schubert 'sleepwalking'). You can often tell something quite fundamental about his music by looking at its patterning on the page. Take the song 'Die Stadt', a particularly striking example from his last year. Or his very early song 'Meeres Stille', a setting of a poem by Goethe. The graphic character of this little song is immediately intelligible - 32 bars of arpeggiated minims supporting the simplest of melodies. The poem is about a becalmed sea, and the procession of gently rippling chords is clearly meant to suggest this, while the emotional burden of the poem is carried by the rhythmically shifting harmony moving through the chordal medium as a wavelet moves through water. Even before one has heard the song, the score has, in a sense, depicted it.
It is the speculative abstraction of Schubert's music (Holloway has called it 'geometric'), above all the astonishing fertility of his imagination in creating a world of unique musical organisms from simple stem cells, that was to draw so many composers to his work as a source of learning and inspiration. Giving the young Richard Strauss advice that he perhaps hadn't asked for, Brahms told him to study Schubert's eight-bar melodies. The composers of the Second Viennese School saw him as a precursor, a kindred spirit. Schoenberg routinely sent his pupils back to the songs. Berg claimed a lineage between Schubert's tunes and the melodic contours of atonal music. When Elliott Carter went to study with Nadia Boulanger, he found that her favourite teaching resource was the treasure trove of Schubert's piano dances. Webern arranged a set of them for orchestra. Schubert wrote around five hundred dances for the piano: German dances, Landler, waltzes, Ecossaises - utterly simple little pieces, often only sixteen bars long. In them, we recognise style as a generative principle, a force able to multiply, as it were limitlessly, ever new variations of a tiny musical lifeform. The excitement of these miniatures lies in the image they project of fecundity born of constraint.
In  an especially grumpy moment, Schubert wrote that there was no such thing as happy music. Much in his work might seem to contradict this, but, like the evenings he spent singing and dancing with his friends, its gaieties and high spirits could only keep darker thoughts at bay for so long. The shot silk shimmer in his music of major and minor modes suggests the lability of thought, whereby a happy certainty can turn, at the drop of a semitone, into sadness or misgiving. He was not given to ecstasy and there are few if any equivalents in his output to Schumann's 'Er, der Herrlichste von allen', Strauss's 'Zueignung' or Berg's 'Die Nachtigall'.
In the history of musical melancholy, a special place is reserved for Schubert. If Bach's music embraces the wretchedness of the human condition ('Ich elender Mensch') it does so within the context of an unshakeable faith in the joy of redemption and the balm of divine compassion. Whatever sadness there is in Beethoven is lifted off the shoals of despondency by a tide of blessedness. And if, for ten minutes, Haydn looked into the void, he could muffle the existential detonation with the cotton wool cladding of Christian cosmogony. Such respect as Schubert paid to religion was shown up as lip service by his music. His masses - well-behaved, dutifully pious - rise to the occasion with intelligence and a cheerful demeanour, but their wheels spin free of the way of the spirit. The poles of his secular imagination are not Heiligkeit and Unheiligkeit but Heimlichkeit and Unheimlichkeit. Where his music offers us comfort (in the adagio of the C major string quintet, for example), it does so as a parent to a child who knows that its disappointment is unconsolable.
In his notebooks, Adorno raised an eyebrow at Schubert's proclivity for the tavern. When asked to write a tribute to Schubert for a Viennese newspaper on the occasion, in 1928, of the hundredth anniversary of his death, Berg deplored his adoption by the Viennese tourist industry. There was an intellectual snobbery here that missed the essential importance to Schubert's art of its embeddedness in the mess of ordinary life. More than perhaps any other composer, he seems one of us, a 'composing mortal' (in Auden's phrase). He left little documentary record of his inner life; the hundred or so letters that survive are mostly about day-to-day things. But, curiously, this has the effect of bringing him closer to us, opening up a space for our imaginations to fill.
It was in this spirit that I found myself thinking of Schubert when reading Anne Carson in the LRB (6 March 2025):
Let's start with life, your life. There it is before you - possibly a road, a ribbon, a dotted line, a map - let's say you're 25, then you make some decisions, do things, have setbacks, have triumphs, become someone, a bus driver, a professor, a pirate, years pass, maybe in a family maybe not, maybe happy maybe not, then one day you wake up and you're seventy. Looking ahead you see a black doorway. You begin to notice the black doorway is always there, at the edge, whether you look at it or not ... A minute ago you were 25. Then you went ahead getting the life you want. One day you glanced over from 25 to now and there it is, the doorway, black, waiting.

Just when Schubert was busy getting the life he wanted, it was foreclosed. At 25, looking ahead he saw not his life before him 'like a road, a ribbon, a dotted line, a map', he saw the black doorway. 'I feel I am the wretchedest, most unhappy creature in the world,' he wrote to his friend Leopold Kupelwieser. 'Picture a man whose brightest hopes have come to nothing, to whom the joys of love and friendship can offer only the greatest pain ... "My peace has gone, my heart is heavy," so might I now sing every day, for every night I go to bed hoping that I shall not wake again, and each morning only brings back the grief of the day before.'
Literature  can only gesture towards the black doorway: Wilfred Owen's 'profound dull tunnel', the 'small unfocused blur' which stays 'just on the edge of vision' in Larkin's 'Aubade'. Sterne burlesqued it, marking the death of Yorick with a black page. Painting has late Goya, the Rothko Chapel. How does music represent the black doorway and, beyond it, the 'total emptiness for ever'? Haydn imagined it as a fortissimo octave unison: the cosmic void before Creation, a conception which so impressed the 19-year-old Schubert that he copied it at the opening of his fourth symphony, the so-called 'Tragic'. A hundred years later, Berg marked the murder of Marie, in Wozzeck, with two terrifying unison crescendos on the note B, one of the most shattering passages in music, and which Gerard Grisey surely referenced in the series of unison crescendos at the heart of 'Quatre chants pour franchir le seuil' ('Four Songs for Crossing the Threshold'), his 1998 meditation on death.
Schubert had always been interested in the uses of unison, but in his later music - notably, the Grand Duo and the B flat piano sonata - empty octaves acquire a dark, enigmatic significance. The rondo finales of these two works are long and manic. The themes come around like carousel horses but there's a nightmarish edge to the fairground gaiety, as if the music were locked into an endless circularity. In the Grand Duo, the thickness of the piano duet texture gives the music the character of an infernal machine (nowhere better realised than in the performance by Richter and Benjamin Britten at the 1965 Aldeburgh Festival). At intervals in this Totentanz, we are flung out of the vortex into an empty space, defined by unison octaves sustained in long note values, within which fragments of the rondo theme are tossed to and fro between the duet partners, like a desperate exchange between two exhausted people trying to catch their breath before careening onwards again.
The octave unisons in the Grand Duo prefigure the unsettling octave unisons in the D960 rondo, written four years later (and one of the very last things Schubert composed). But the more immediate precursor of this movement was the C minor impromptu written a year earlier. There, the function of the opening octave (also on G) only becomes clear at the end of the piece, when it quietly reappears, with the effect of underlining the dominant-tonic progression around which the whole piece is draped like flesh on a skeleton. In the D960 rondo, the skeleton structure is more elaborate, and the movement is as perfect an example as any in Schubert's output of the Mobius continuity between pure compositional abstraction and dense signification. The elegance of the conception - its wit and thrift - is breathtaking, in that the harmonic progression that structures the whole movement also structures its primary thematic material.
The fp octave unison on G at the opening of the movement hits us from left field. Following suddenly upon the final B flat tonic chord of the scherzo, it sounds dissonant, jarring, disorientating, with no clear harmonic function, until, with the start of the barrel organ rondo theme, we recognise it as the dominant of C minor. No sooner have we clocked this than the theme has modulated to B flat, as the bass slips from G to G flat to F and then to the home key. This sequence of events is repeated eight times in the course of the movement, and each occasion reminds us that the harshly struck octave is a foreign body, made of different stuff from the rest of the music. First a semibreve in length and subsequently a dotted minim, it obtrudes through the texture of quavers, semiquavers and triplets, like a rock in a stream or bone through flesh. Its function is rupture, disruption, interruption, over and over wrenching the music out of its groove to return it back to its beginning again.
The movement traps us in a loop of re-enactment. The way out comes when we least expect it. On the ninth return, the octave unison, no longer marked fp, loses its force. Ever obedient to the unison's command, the rondo theme starts up again, only to falter and peter out, stopped in its tracks by an astonishing change: the unison that interrupts it has given way, sinking a semitone to G flat. The theme staggers back to its feet, but it is broken, winded, knackered, hobbling and limping forwards. When the unison falls another semitone to F, the theme seems tentatively to revive, recast around the dominant seventh of B flat. The music pauses for a moment, then heads home in an exuberant dash for the final double bar.
The mirroring of the cadential sequence (G, G flat, F, B flat), in the shape of the rondo as a whole and of the rondo theme, may be read in symbolic terms as a movement from tension to release, from anxiety to relief, from fear to reassurance, restlessness to repose. In the many reiterations of the theme, we experience this subliminally, since the music is too fast for us to be actively aware of it. But on the last page of the sonata, when the unison falls and then falls again, we experience a systemic collapse followed by a dawning hope. It's as if the music gives up the struggle. Ordered to keep going forever round the carousel of feeling, it says 'I can no more' and sinks, and in this sinking, this exhaustion, we realise that what we thought was the ground was not in fact the ground, but rather a level maintained by effort and tension; that the incessant and bullying unisons on G which we took to be irreducible substratum - the rock in the stream, the bone showing through the flesh, the unnegotiable substance of the Real - is frangible, pliable, capable of softening, capable of give. And this softening, this giving way, this sinking below the bedrock, while at first understood as failure, offers a possible release. When the music reaches the dominant seventh on F and pauses, it has, as it were, arrived at another doorway, this time not a black doorway but an opening towards a new, hitherto unimaginable place, and after a moment of hesitation, it passes through this doorway and makes its escape.
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Capital Brandy
Stefan Collini

4222 wordsHumankind,  he told us himself, 'cannot bear very much reality'. One way to escape having to confront that disagreeable element was to go into hiding. For much of the second half of his life, T.S. Eliot was a man on the run, retreating to actual or symbolic boltholes, wearing a succession of masks, relying on routine to help him escape detection - even, it sometimes seemed, detection by himself. In his twenties and thirties he had known 'torment' (his word): he had abandoned his country, his family and a promising academic career to move to England to become a poet; he had contracted a disastrous marriage that soon descended into frustration, disappointment and conflict; after their separation he had to make provision for an increasingly distraught and unstable wife; he had confronted his soul and tried to pacify that troubled entity by, improbably, joining the Church of England. But by the mid-1930s, when he was in his late forties, he had built his fortifications: only inside the walls, deep in the central keep, in a small bolted cell, did he allow his most powerful and private emotions to express themselves. In the world beyond the walls, he was 'Mr Eliot', an ever courteous facsimile of respectability, a three-piece-suited self desperately searching for forms of orderliness that would make life manageable while shutting out the pain. After a visit to Dublin, he reported to his close friend John Hayward that 'you would hardly recognise my usually reticent self there: all the Curzon-like aloofness which has been so useful in other contexts, is dropped and a mask of playful blarney is assumed.'* There is self-satire as well as self-knowledge here, but what he describes is one mask being substituted for another, each equally 'useful' in its context.
'I never see a news sheet or hear the news in the morning: that is a point of principle with me, a punctilio.' Eliot always chose his words carefully (he did everything carefully), and there was no little identification wrapped up in his invocation of the slightly archaic 'punctilio', which the OED defines as: 'a minute detail of action or conduct; a nicety of behaviour, ceremony or honour; a small or petty formality. Formerly sometimes, a fine-drawn or fastidious objection; a scruple'. Practically every element in that definition finds repeated illustration in Eliot's behaviour as recorded in his wartime correspondence. Even in an age and at a level of society defined by much greater formality than we have become used to, he was punctilious to a fault. But in this case his insistent orderliness was functional in another way too: every writer will recognise the urge to protect the precious morning hours. When staying for several days each week with the Mirrlees family at Shamley Wood in Surrey during the Second World War, Eliot negotiated an arrangement that met his needs. Geoffrey Faber, who knew his colleague better than most, immediately grasped the benefit Eliot would derive from his move out of London: 'An excellent life for him - breakfast by himself; no contacts till lunch; privacy for writing; and domestic comfort and peace from ARP [Air Raid Precautions].' During the early months of the Blitz, Eliot had done his bit as an ARP warden in Kensington, frequently complaining that the sleeplessness of night duty made any serious work impossible. German bombs destroyed large parts of London, but they also destroyed Eliot's carefully constructed routines. In October 1940, he bemoaned the effects of this disruption: 'I am still trying, in the face of difficulties, to elaborate some routine of life which will allow me to persist in some intellectual aims.' Once he established the pattern of spending four days in Surrey and three days in London each week, Eliot complained a good deal about the time and effort involved in travelling, but in some ways it suited him just because it was a pattern.
Reading someone's letters in bulk is an odd kind of voyeurism. Not only has each letter lost its principal original character as an up-to-the-minute communication to a specific individual, becoming instead a historical document, scrutinised for what it reveals about its now celebrated author rather than for the news it brings, but also the ability to look over the letter-writer's shoulder in this way gives us, as with other kinds of voyeurism, the frisson that comes from catching someone in an unguarded, private moment we were never intended to witness. But apart from occasionally confessional letters to Hayward, Eliot's letters contain precious few unguarded moments, and even when writing to his friend he mostly sustained a playful or entertaining register that was another sort of performance.
An edition on this scale (ten volumes already, with twenty years still to be covered) is a monument to a pre-digital age - indeed almost to a pre-telephonic era. Eliot would occasionally encourage a correspondent to ring him at Faber and Faber's offices to arrange or confirm some meeting, but there is very little sense here that the main business of communication has been carried on off the page by phone. Even though Eliot spent much of the war years as a guest in other people's houses, his was still an essentially solitary life. Wartime conditions made it more difficult for him to spend time in the company of friends, especially those who had moved out of London, and so letters assumed an even greater importance (as early as October 1939 he reflected that 'the keeping up of correspondence seems more important than ever, at the present time').
Epistolary relationships suited Eliot in some ways, giving him more control over the way he presented himself. This was, after all, the man who would propose to his second wife by letter, even though she was at that point his secretary whom he saw nearly every day. We might even say that he didn't have a 'relationship' with Emily Hale, the woman whom some scholars have seen as providing the defining emotional thread of his middle years: he had instead a correspondence with her. Their meetings were few; their letters were many - 1131 of his survive in Princeton University Library (and have recently been made available online, though they are not included in this edition).+ Doing his slightly strangulated, self-protective best to disabuse Hale of the expectation that they would marry after Vivienne, his first wife, died, he surely found it a relief that the whole disturbing business could largely be managed by carefully crafted correspondence rather than the emotionally tumultuous unpredictability of face-to-face meetings. Eliot was, in more senses than one, a man of letters.
His most frequent, as well as most revealing, letters were written to Hayward. Partially disabled by muscular dystrophy from an early age, Hayward had been at the centre of London literary life in the 1930s, a sometimes waspish recycler of gossip and sharp judgments. He now found himself evacuated to Cambridge, exiled from the world that had kept his lively spirit nourished and so, fortunately for later scholars, he and Eliot mostly sustained their friendship by correspondence. These letters show Eliot at his most amusing, mixing Wildean epigrams with boarding-school japery, plus comments on various contemporaries, such as George Orwell ('a very queer bird') or Stephen Spender ('he seems to like himself as a chairman, and indeed as a public speaker altogether') or his hosts at University College in Bangor ('The Moses Williams's are nice, even though he is a Professor of Education'). But there are also moments when he comes as near as he ever came to being unbuttoned, with several pieces of extended self-examination that scholars will continue to pick over in their search for keys to this deeply defended writer.
Such passages aside, there are inevitably longueurs in the wartime correspondence, as Eliot the dutiful publisher writes to yet another author turned down by Faber and Faber, and makes arrangements for lunches in London and visits to the country at weekends. But for at least three of the six years covered in Volumes IX and X there is a subterranean drama at work beneath the endless pages of meticulously edited politeness, as we from time to time catch sight of the last three of the Four Quartets forming themselves amid the trivia and distractions of a busy, war-interrupted life.
Until dissuaded by wiser counsels, Eliot initially wanted to call his set of poems 'Kensington Quartets', having spent the greater part of the 1930s in lodgings just off Gloucester Road. Hayward was at first sympathetic: 'I can understand Tom's wanting to associate the tetralogy with the Gloucester Road Period, as anyone must who knows how thoroughly he took on its protective colouring.' Hayward's phrasing leaves open the possibility that the poems were tinged with some of that 'protective colouring', their moments of apparent self-revelation functioning as yet another mask.
Although Volumes IX and X cover the years during which the last three of the Four Quartets were written, they do not greatly add to our understanding of the process of composition. This is partly just for the usual reason: the intention to write a poem, the fact that one is spending time trying to write a poem, the retrospective report on having written a poem - all these may be communicated to correspondents, but the actual process of composition will remain something of a black box. With the exception of 'Little Gidding' (or 'Spittle-Skidding' as Eliot whimsically termed it in a letter to Hayward), the writing of which was a more protracted process, these poems took shape off-stage, in relatively condensed bursts of creation. The most striking case is that of 'The Dry Salvages'. The first mention comes in a letter to Hayward dated 10 December 1940: 'I have been working this morning at a poem to follow E. Coker.' Then silence on the topic until three weeks later when he announced to another correspondent: 'I have just completed another poem to go with "East Coker" and contemplate a fourth to complete the sequence.'
But in the case of Four Quartets there is a more specific reason why even this great hoard does little to extend or modify our established understanding. For decades following Eliot's death in 1965, his estate, in the person of his widow, Valerie, jealously guarded all this unpublished material, only very rarely permitting scholars access to any of it. But Helen Gardner, professor of English at Oxford, long-time admirer of Eliot's poetry, a trusted critic and a friend of Valerie's, was given unparalleled freedom to examine and quote from the correspondence, especially the treasure trove of Hayward's papers bequeathed to King's College, Cambridge. Though Eliot tended not to reveal much about what he was writing, he did submit completed drafts to the scrutiny of two or three valued advisers, Hayward pre-eminent among them - indeed, Hayward played something of the role in relation to Four Quartets that Ezra Pound had played in relation to The Waste Land. This was true of each of the three 'quartets' composed in 1940-42, and especially of 'Little Gidding', which underwent more revision than the other two. Having had access to this material, often to both sides of the numerous exchanges between Eliot and his first readers, Gardner was able to map the process of writing and revision in minute detail, and the resulting book, The Composition of 'Four Quartets', published in 1978, remains an exemplary combination of critical judgment and literary detective work. The notes to the present volumes make generous acknowledgment of Gardner's book, underlining that the publication of Eliot's correspondence in extenso does not do much to alter the picture that she had constructed.
Volumes IX and X remind us, if we needed reminding, that Eliot was an occasional poet: there were long periods in which he wrote no poetry and his total published output was not large. But he was a full-time publisher. He clearly had a special status at Faber and Faber: he was a good friend of Geoffrey Faber; his reputation brought considerable cachet to the firm; and he specialised in building up its increasingly admired poetry list. But beyond all that, he was a hard-working director: even in wartime he rarely missed the weekly editorial committee where proposals and reports were considered and decisions taken; he discussed terms with authors and agents; he wrote a large number of blurbs for a range of titles; and he was an extraordinarily conscientious reader of typescripts, both verse and prose. It is easy to become bored by the sheer abundance of letters that play some variation on the theme of 'I was favourably impressed by the promise shown in this submission ... but in present circumstances my colleagues and I do not feel able to make you an offer of publication.' But actually - 'It is always desirable to be reminded when one has slipped into using actually' (to Hayward in June 1943) - those letters frequently contained detailed constructive criticism that was the result of several rereadings: 'I always say that the bulk of my literary criticism is buried in letters and in marginal comments on mss.' At times, even he wearied of his task. Writing to Hayward about submissions waiting for his attention, he grumbled: 'If I did not have to read poetry I should be of a lot more use in the world, as well as of a more serene temper.'
In July 1944 Eliot wrote what became one of the more celebrated rejection letters in literary history, turning down Orwell's Animal Farm. This letter has been extensively cited by Orwell scholars, but the annotation in the present edition, based on the Faber archive, adds some fascinating detail to the story. Eliot's letter has always seemed a little unsteady in tone: he declares that he cannot 'see any reason of prudence or caution to prevent anybody from publishing this book - if he believed in what it stands for', but concludes that he and the nameless fellow director who he claimed had also read the manuscript 'have no conviction (and I'm sure none of the other directors would have) that this is the right point of view from which to criticise the political situation at the present time'. Almost twenty years later, struggling to recall the episode accurately, the ageing Eliot did concede that rejecting the book 'was a great mistake on our part'. Later still, Fredric Warburg, chairman of Secker and Warburg, the eventual publishers of Animal Farm, claimed that Geoffrey Faber had once shown him Eliot's report on the script, but at that point (after the deaths of both Eliot and Faber) no such report could be found in the files. Faber himself had been out of London at the time of Orwell's submission and had not read it, so it seems to have been rejected principally on the basis of Eliot's judgment. The rejection letter suggests that the book's 'positive point of view, which I take to be generally Trotskyite, is not convincing', but other unresolved questions aside, there is a certain piquancy in seeing Eliot, by this point well known for his conservative political views, appearing unwilling to publish a critique of Soviet communism at a time when the USSR was Britain's essential wartime ally. With hindsight, we can also see that had Faber and Faber accepted the book, which was an almost unmatched commercial success, it would have transformed the financial position of the firm to which Eliot was so devoted.
These volumes illustrate in passing how much of the ordinary business of publishing continued during the war years (Faber and Faber, headquartered in Russell Square, escaped the inferno that incinerated much of the publishing trade situated in its traditional locale around Paternoster Row, though the firm's premises later suffered some rocket damage). The restrictions imposed by the rationing of paper supplies are a frequent theme, but these also provided a way to sweeten the pill of rejection letters - 'in normal circumstances ... but ... the present limited availability of paper'. The wartime hunger for reading has long been remarked, but here we see the situation from the supply side. 'The publishing world is extremely busy and indeed prosperous,' Eliot reported in January 1943, 'as any book you print can be sold, and it is impossible to keep up with the demand.'
Conscientiousness of another kind was evident in Eliot's resigned acceptance of so many 'war jobs': British Council visits, addresses to various societies, broadcast talks to India and so on. He groaned, repeatedly and amusingly, about these obligations, yet it seems possible that they filled a void and kept other demons at bay. In one of his periodic self-assessments submitted to Hayward, he wrote:
As for other activities, there is partly the need for new aliment for poetry - perpetual transformation of thinking and feeling; partly the need to distract my consciousness from poetry, so as to let it work under the surface, and never force it - partly the inherited Social Conscience and the desire to show (to myself) that I can count for something in the kind of activities that my family have pursued for centuries; and partly, of course, the normal sediment of vanity and sloth (it is sloth that makes one do a great deal of work).

Remarks such as this concluding parenthesis are what make it worthwhile staying awake while reading these large tomes. Eliot well understood the palliative functions of busyness, so often his drug of choice.
A significant proportion of that busyness arose from his religious commitments and his position as a prominent Anglican layman. He was a participant in a number of discussion groups, notably the Council of the Christian Frontier and the Moot, a gathering of leading intellectual and religious figures. He was a frequent contributor to the Christian News-Letter, even standing in for its editor on occasion, and an active supporter of journals with whose aims he sympathised, such as Christendom: A Quarterly Journal of Christian Sociology and the New English Weekly, endowing the latter with the distinction of being the first publisher of the three 'quartets' written during the war. Again, some of this material has been mined by other scholars, including myself, but we are now given access to the daily details of his involvement. His misgivings about the form of ecumenism encouraged by the 1944 Education Act, for example, are here laid out with his trademark mixture of anxious discrimination and Olympian authority.
For all his 'Curzon-like aloofness' in public, Eliot was privately as familiar with the demons of self-doubt as any writer, frequently acknowledging the need for encouragement 'if one is to persist in this odd occupation of making patterns with words'. Every writer will recognise the truth encoded in the following mock-lament sent to Virginia Woolf:
What profession is more trying than that of author? After you finish a piece of work it only seems good to you for a few weeks; or if it seems good at all you are convinced that it is the last you will be able to write; and if it seems bad you wonder whether everything you have done isn't poor stuff really; and it is one kind of agony while you are writing, and another kind when you aren't.

As he confessed more seriously in October 1942 to the theatre director E. Martin Browne:
In the midst of what is going on now, it is hard, when you sit down at a desk, to feel confident that morning after morning spent fiddling with words and rhythms is a justified activity - especially as there is never any certainty that the whole thing won't have to be scrapped. And on the other hand, external or public activity is more of a drug than is this solitary toil which often seems so pointless.

A choice between drugs, like a choice between masks, may seem to hint at something it would be too painful to confront or display.
Editions  of correspondence can provide historians with sidelights on the social life of the time. For example, it is striking how much of the prewar life of the comfortable classes seems to have been sustained even in wartime, especially in the form of lunches and dinners at clubs and restaurants. Eliot's occasional reports of the wines he was served on these occasions make the point. Consider the following sequence spread across just a few months from December 1942. Dining alone with one hostess, he could report 'a very good dinner, with some very palatable Beaune and some really capital brandy'. A couple of months later, after having dined with the journalist and bibliophile Richard Jennings, he noted: 'We consumed an excellent Chateau and woodcock. On Thursday I discovered a noble Richebourg '28 at the club which I shared with Lymington.' The following month, another friend came to dinner at the Fabers' Russell Square flat where Eliot lodged for two or three days each week, an occasion prepared for by the friend 'having brought two bottles of excellent Burgundy (a Corton '24 and a Clos de Tart '24) four weeks in advance to condition themselves to the flat'. Faber entertained Eliot and others to supper at Quaglino's after attending the theatre in December 1943, a meal that included 'oysters and Chablis'; two months later Eliot reported having had lunch with John Betjeman 'at the Holborn Restaurant, where he gave me oysters and a bottle of Gruaud Larose 1928'. Such pleasures were reported to Hayward because Eliot knew that they shared these tastes, but clearly life, at least in these circles, was not all Spam fritters and Camp coffee.
Previous volumes of this sumptuous edition have been praised for the excellence of their presentation and annotation, and that high standard continues. Valerie Eliot died in 2012, but John Haffenden, who then assumed sole responsibility, gallantly continues to share the editorial honours with her, in acknowledgment of her extensive preliminary work in collecting and arranging material. The sheer volume of information compressed into the thousands of annotations is jaw-dropping: it is pleasing enough to learn that Pound's son's housemaster at Charterhouse was the co-author of 1066 and All That, but my favourite is the identification of Michael Burn, whose mother had submitted her son's poems to Eliot for possible publication. The annotation begins by identifying Burn as, among other things, 'journalist, commando ... and poet', then goes on to explain that the bisexual Burn's lovers 'were to include the spy Guy Burgess', before telling of his capture in the 1942 raid on St Nazaire. The detective work is then capped in this fashion: 'At Colditz, he received an aid package from a sometime lover, a Dutch woman named Ella van Heemstra; after his release, he returned the favour by sending food and cigarettes to van Heemstra (she sold the cigarettes to buy penicillin): his kindness helped to preserve the life of van Heemstra's ill and undernourished daughter - the future actress Audrey Hepburn.' Eliot sent Burn's mother one of his kindly and encouraging rejection letters, but the annotation triggered by this exchange should surely guarantee Burn a different kind of obscure immortality.
Eliot had to write, or chose to write, a great many such letters, but he was being too hard on himself when he declared: 'If I ever had any small gift for letter writing, it has been ruined years ago by the pressure of the kind of correspondence I have to practise most of the time.' He could still cultivate a range of registers, especially when writing to close friends, and there are moments of revelation scattered among the hours of dutifulness. A letter of November 1939 contains a remarkable expression of recognition in response to a moment of gloomy introspection from Hayward:
Well, I think I can understand, as well as could be expected, your feeling of 'having never expected or hoped for very much' etc. At least I have no family, no career and nothing particular to look forward to in this world. I doubt the permanent value of everything I have written; I never lay with a woman I liked, loved or even felt any strong physical attraction to; I no longer even regret this lack of experience; I no longer even feel acutely the desire for progeny which was very acute once; and since I became a Christian I feel that the only difficulty I should have in a monastic life - which is easy to say because I am not free to enter a monastery - would be the deprivation of French tobacco ... I have been very fortunate however, and the last six years have been the only happy years of my life - but that is a good many.

To which we, with hindsight, might retort, be careful how little you wish for. Time was to bring Eliot much more happiness, and vastly more recognition. But that's the deceptive charm of being a voyeur of another person's correspondence: we have the illusion of unmediated access to an inner self that may, in reality, not be much more than a passing mood, the expression of which is tailored to a particular recipient. There may be more nuggets to come in the remaining volumes of this edition, but there will surely also be an increasing proportion of conscientious politeness on the part of a dutiful public man.
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Apocalypse Forgotten
Sheila Fitzpatrick

4030 wordsRemember  perestroika? That was Mikhail Gorbachev's ill-fated experiment in reform in the late 1980s which ended with the sudden collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991. The perestroika story, as we read it in the West, was about an enlightened Soviet leader's effort to democratise internally, while at the same time ending the Cold War. The first part failed; the second succeeded, but ended up looking like a victory for the other side. After the Soviet collapse, which involved the dissolution of the old state into its constituent national republics, a new story about the Soviet Union emerged, namely that it had been a Moscow-based Russian empire oppressing its colonies (the former Soviet republics). This didn't fit with the old perestroika story (was Gorbachev after all a quasi-emperor and not a democrat?), but Gorbachev was already old news, so nobody noticed. In the West, Gorby remained a hero. In Russia, his name was mud because it was under his watch that the country disintegrated, losing its superpower status and the world's respect.
Those of us who were in and out of Russia in those years were left with some bizarre impressions. Take late Soviet free thinking and interest in the paranormal. From perhaps the early 1980s on, I noticed that some of my Russian friends had become open-minded to a fault. Russian Orthodoxy, Zionism, astrology, ESP, yoga - you name it, they were into it, without feeling any incongruity or need to choose between them. In 1989, at the height of perestroika, the TV hypnotists Allan Chumak and Anatoly Kashpirovsky suddenly became enormously popular; their performance involved staring intensely through the screen to direct healing rays at the glasses of water that viewers had been instructed to place in front of their TVs. Western journalists made private jokes about this odd deviation from Soviet norms. But that wasn't the big story of perestroika, so they kept filing articles about Gorbachev and democratic reform.
Joseph Kellner has now provided a frame into which to put some of those strange phenomena of the Soviet Union's last years. (He is too young to have seen these events for himself; this book is based on his PhD at Berkeley.) His is one of a number of new stories of perestroika which are now emerging. Most have a grassroots, out-of-Moscow perspective, but Kellner's has Moscow in it too. His subject is the upsurge of fascination with the spiritual, paranormal, occult and extraterrestrial that occurred in Russia (and other parts of the Soviet Union, but his is basically a Russian story) as the Soviet Union went into free fall. He calls it the 'seeking phenomenon'. But it could equally be understood as something like Joan Didion's 'magical thinking' - not, as in Didion's case, an individual response to personal trauma, but rather a collective manifestation of shock as the familiar contours of Soviet life suddenly dissolved.
The Soviet Union had brought up its citizens as believers in scientific atheism, scornful of the tradition-based 'superstition' of the unenlightened masses before the Revolution. Yet by 1990 surveys showed that a majority of Russians gave some credence to astrology, telepathy, 'supernatural forces' and faith healing via the TV screen. Advertising and street preaching, virtually absent before perestroika, were now present in force: on Moscow's Arbat, 'Adventists, Scientologists, Baptists, anti-fascists, telepathists and eunuchs preached their faith; people in rags were saving Russia from Zionist conspiracy; sharply dressed people in glasses were saving Russia from a pogrom,' while others touted weight-loss programmes and ice-water baths. This is the description of a then 16-year-old Muscovite, now a Putin supporter, looking back from the sober distance of 2015. He remembered feeling confusion as well as shock: had his 'fairly enlightened' country gone mad? Was this exuberant parade a manifestation of Gorbachevian openness (glasnost) and sincerity (iskrennost), or of the decadence which, in Soviet speak, was always threatening to flood in from the West?
The years between 1989 and 1991 were an apocalyptic time in which old rules, values and habits were overturned, and flux became the new norm. For many, spiritualism of various kinds seemed to be the answer. In pre-Soviet times, before spiritualism was put into the same 'false consciousness' box as religion, the Russian popular world had been full of spirits, benevolent and malign, which had to be placated or otherwise dealt with in everyday life. These became largely invisible after the revolution, and the authorities hoped they would disappear under the impact of Soviet enlightenment and science-based education. There was more official concern about the periodic rumours of apocalypse and the coming of the Antichrist, historically linked with popular resistance to rulers like Peter the Great and Stalin whose reforms threatened the old ways. But it was sixty years since Stalin's collectivisation had sparked the last big alarm.
As Kellner tells it, the upsurge of spiritualism accompanying perestroika had Soviet roots, namely fascination with the cosmos in the 1960s, the great age of the Soviet space programme. Side products were an intense interest in UFOs and the spontaneous creation of clubs of UFO watchers (tacitly accepted by the state), as well as Kellner's 'seeking phenomenon'. For Kellner, this is a Soviet not an anti-Soviet phenomenon - hence his title, The Spirit of Socialism, which I read as only partly ironic.
The Soviet Sixties, like their US counterpart (but without the drugs), were an age of 'new thinking' that wasn't specifically focused on political institutions. It came to encompass something called dukhovnost (spirituality), a word that could mean either a faith in communism or, more broadly, a responsiveness to the non-material. Spirituality went out of fashion as a positive term in the Brezhnev period but made a comeback in the mid-1980s, and Gorbachev sometimes called for a 'spiritual [dukhovnaya] perestroika' in his speeches.
'Seekers' were typically members of the Soviet intelligentsia, in particular scientists and mathematicians. They were not dissidents; organised politics interested them even less than it did the philosophically and legalistically minded Moscow dissidents of the 1970s. In contrast to the dissidents, who looked to the West for understanding and an audience, seekers tended to turn east, particularly towards 'Oriental' religions. They were more successful than the dissidents were in using Soviet spaces and institutions to serve their purposes, particularly the popular science journal Znanie ('Knowledge'), with its associated network of adult-education clubs, and the official atheist journal Nauka i religiya ('Science and Religion'), whose editors gradually stopped treating the two concepts as opposed. Soviet socialism, in Kellner's telling, left space for 'seekers' while at the same time unintentionally creating a need to seek by failing to provide a proper substitute for religious belief or an outlet for spiritual needs. Enthusiasm for the Space Age initially pulled people's gaze heavenwards; even after that waned, the gaze remained upwardly turned, seeking answers from the stars.
This is the genesis story Kellner tells, and it's unexpected but plausible. Still, once one starts thinking about possible antecedents, an even broader field might be discerned. Having written a Shortest History of the Soviet Union in which the word 'spirituality' never appears, I thought it would be an interesting game to run through Soviet history and collect all the spiritual bits that got left out as marginal. This counter-history could start with the interest in the occult and psychic contact with the dead which Russia shared with other countries in the wake of the First World War. Mikhail Bulgakov, one of the most popular writers of the 1920s, wrote a short story called 'The Seance' and then made Satan, in the guise of a Professor Woland who performs magic tricks at a variety show in Moscow, the protagonist of The Master and Margarita. That novel wasn't exactly standard-issue socialist realism, but still managed to become a classic until the end of the Soviet period and beyond.
Nikolai Fyodorov, the turn-of-the-century philosopher of 'cosmism' who saw the prolongation of individual human life not only as a scientific possibility but as a moral imperative, comes into the story too, not least because his admirers included some prominent Bolshevik intellectuals. There were surely Fyodorovian undertones in the decision - bizarre, in Soviet materialist terms - to embalm Lenin's body after his death in 1924, build a mausoleum on Red Square and put the body on public display, inspiring the populace with the slogan 'Lenin lives.' (The staying power of this particular strain in Russia was recently illustrated in a hot-mic incident when Putin and Xi Jinping were overheard discussing the possibility of physical immortality.)
The counter-history would include all the various psychics and shamans rumoured to have been consulted by Soviet rulers from Stalin to Brezhnev. Officially, there was no room for psychics in the Soviet state; in practice, they occasionally became celebrities in the lively world of popular gossip, often neglected by historians. The Polish mind-reader Wolf Messing achieved his celebrity in the Soviet Union during the Second World War, when he may or may not have met Stalin. After the war, he took his act to the circus and (like Bulgakov's Woland) the variety theatre, both familiar territory for Soviet 'mentalists'. During perestroika, Messing's autobiography was serialised in Nauka i religiya.
The history of Soviet parapsychology also needs telling. Under Stalin, parapsychology - along with psychology as a whole - was out of favour. But as psychology re-established itself after Stalin's death, so did parapsychology. Scientists in Moscow, Leningrad, Tbilisi, Alma-Ata and elsewhere investigated claims about hypnosis and thought transference, with an open mind as to their validity. Western parapsychologists, who had been in touch with their counterparts in the Soviet Union since the early 1970s, found them a bit sloppy in their scientific methods, but not significantly constrained in their activities - perhaps even encouraged - by the authorities. The possibility that some of this might have military uses added a Cold War dimension. During the Carter administration, some US intelligence people sounded the alarm that in the area of parapsychology (as earlier in space exploration), the Soviets had got dangerously ahead, and the US needed to catch up. Similar arguments were probably being made to Brezhnev about American efforts; in the event, neither Carter nor Brezhnev seems to have been convinced. But the idea that distant hypnosis, thought transference or something else from the parapsychology toolbox might be the next big breakthrough in the practice of warfare bubbled away beneath the surface in the latter phase of the Cold War.
It perhaps doesn't belong in a scholarly counter-history, but I have a few memories of my own to contribute. My Soviet room-mate at Moscow State University (MSU) in 1970 was the first person I had ever met who practised fortune-telling from tea leaves. I made nothing of this at the time (if she had been interested in Gramsci or the dissidents I would have taken notice). It was probably in the 1970s that I picked up the term ekstrasens - a person with ESP, often used for healing purposes as well as telepathy and clairvoyance - which was coming into general currency in Moscow, though it wasn't in any Soviet Russian dictionary. Around 1988 I actually met an ekstrasens: we were guests on the same TV show in Sverdlovsk (now Ekaterinburg), the capital of the Urals. His shtick was interpreting blobs of ectoplasm on a screen; mine was commenting on the discovery of Romanov remains in Sverdlovsk and the question of their disposal. As we were waiting to go on air, I developed a terrific fit of sneezing. The friendly ekstrasens offered to direct healing rays at my back to stop the sneezing (it worked).
Although Kellner begins his book with Chumak and Kashpirovsky, the TV hypnotists, neither hypnosis nor ESP lies at the heart of the story. His focus is on spiritual seekers - mainly from the Soviet scientific and technical intelligentsia - whose investigations began in the 1960s and who during perestroika became involved in four specific movements or cults: astrology, Krishna consciousness, the Vissarion sect and Anatoly Fomenko's 'New Chronology' movement.
Mikhail Levin 
, who became a guru of astrology in the 1990s, was a mathematician and son of scientists. In the 1970s he fell into a circle of 'esotericists'. 'There were Buddhists, there were parapsychologists, there were young Christians,' Kellner writes; some studied Agni yoga (living ethics) while others were Hare Krishnas, but all felt 'spiritually kindred'. Levin came to astrology by way of a fascination with astronomy that started with Sputnik when he was a teenager, and developed his interest while working in a computing lab at MSU. Astronomy was, of course, recognised as a science in the Soviet Union while astrology was not, but Levin apparently saw no problem in being interested in both. He continued his old work as a scientist even after establishing the Moscow Academy of Astrology, which became hugely popular in the early 1990s. The Academy offered a three-year programme ending in a degree, constructed much like a university science course. For Levin, astrology was 'a perfect fusion of science and the transcendent'. Still, he never ceased to think like a mathematician, regarding astrology as a 'hard science' based on crunching of data on the locations and movements of stars and planets. By what an outsider might see as a leap of faith, this celestial data happened to provide insight into the individual and collective fates of people on Earth. Like much of the new thinking about the transcendent that Kellner explores, these insights made conventional history look pretty pointless, since the story the planets told was so much better at predicting the big events: 'Saturn and Neptune come into conjunction every 36 years and did so again in 1989 ... Tsar Alexander II was killed in 1881, there was revolution in 1917, Stalin died in 1953, European communism unravelled in 1989.'
Scientific and technical training, easily abandoned or sidelined during perestroika, was also characteristic of the adherents of the Hare Krishna and Vissarion movements Kellner interviewed almost two decades later. It came as a surprise to me to find Kellner describing Hare Krishna as a Russian sect. I had noticed the sudden prevalence of saffron-robed Hare Krishnas on Moscow streets and near Metro stations at the beginning of the 1990s, but it didn't occur to me that they were actually Russian - I saw them as part of the great invasion of foreign proselytisers for various religions that became visible in perestroika. I'm still not convinced I was wrong. The Hare Krishna guru, Swami Prabhupada, was an Indian who built up a following in the US and then, in the 1970s, went international, tapping into the hippie movement. With success came pushback in a number of countries. The Hare Krishna operation in the Soviet Union was thought by the KGB to have ties to the CIA; as a result, the Hare Krishnas were persecuted, along with Jehovah's Witnesses and other sects, between the mid-1970s and the end of the 1980s.
As Kellner shows, however, there was a local Hare Krishna story. Russian seekers felt that their needs could be met by a movement which offered spiritual peace by means of freeing oneself from material concerns and recognising one's part in karma-driven cycles of death and rebirth. Kellner traces the origins of this response to Nikolai and Elena Roerich, occult seekers of the 1920s with a following among the Russian intelligentsia; their search took them to Tibet and India and produced the doctrine of Agni yoga. Helped by the Soviet state's diplomatic rapprochement with India and by the return from Indian emigration of the Roerichs' elder son, a renowned Orientalist, spiritual Orientalism flourished in intelligentsia circles in the 1960s.
Fifteen years of Soviet state persecution left surprisingly little impression on the Russian devotees of the Hare Krishna movement whom Kellner interviewed. Escape from a tumultuous world was what they had sought as converts in the early 1990s. That meant abandoning worldly concerns: 'plain living and high thinking' was the message one woman remembered hearing, principles that tapped into the familiar values of Soviet dukhovnost, anti-materialism and anti-consumerism, at a time when Western-style materialism and consumerism seemed to have flooded in. Krishna consciousness in Russia under perestroika was a movement 'with social nostalgia at its heart', as Kellner puts it. Explicitly, the nostalgia was for the ancient Vedic way of life in India, free of conflict and material striving; implicitly, it was for the old Soviet Union, construed in a similar manner. 'In the former Soviet Union, it was easy to realise that goal [of renunciation of material things],' one woman remembered, 'because we didn't have so many ways to gratify the senses - supermarkets, restaurants, casinos, the advertising industry, the glorification of sex, violence, alcohol and narcotics.' Now everything had changed: the perestroika period was seen by Kellner's interviewees as a cycle of 'degradation'. The lens of Krishna consciousness provided assurance that this cycle, too, would pass.
The movement that formed around the charismatic Vissarion in the early 1990s also involved a retreat from the world, but in this case with apocalyptic overtones. Clothed in scarlet robes cinched around the waist, with Christ-like (or hippie-like) long hair and beard, Vissarion taught that 'Mother Earth ... would soon react against cities like these, whose impositions were driving her to the brink.' He encouraged the faithful to take refuge at a safe distance from the 'toxic and irradiated post-Soviet world', more precisely in a series of remote villages without electricity or other modern conveniences in south-central Siberia en route to a sacred Mountain. Vissarion, born as Sergei Torop, had once been a traffic cop in nearby Minusinsk, a dreary provincial administrative centre (avoiding Soviet cliches, Kellner doesn't mention the fact that Lenin spent some years of exile in the area in the 1890s). He came to his mission via the local UFO Club, whose extraterrestrial contacts picked him as a leader in 'humanity's imminent evolution to a higher spiritual stage'.
Vissarion offered no dogmas and seemed to be accepting of all religions and belief systems. Kellner beavers away to see if Vissarionism can be made intellectually coherent, and concludes that what Vissarion was offering was just 'a beautiful and empty vessel' for his admirers to fill. They did so by building new lives in the remote villages leading to the Mountain, lives based on very hard collective physical labour (building a road in icy conditions with no power tools), mastery of trades such as carpentry, and the construction of homes and a temple (very attractive, judging by the illustrations) in Russian fairy-tale style. Their daily lives, once this was all built, were filled with artistic activities such as decorative carving, writing poetry and performing music and drama. What they didn't fill their lives with, at least according to Kellner's report, were the bitter sectarian fights over doctrine that generally bedevil such communities, so perhaps Vissarion's insistence on intellectual incoherence was strategic. Apocalypse forgotten, the members seem to have realised their dream of a quiet collective life, close to nature. Their biggest reported problem lay in convincing the Russian Ministry of Education that their schools were not in violation of the national syllabus for history, which the Vissarionites preferred 'cleansed of all mention of war, retribution and similar manifestations of cruelty'.
A puzzle that remains from these case studies is how people who had worked as scientists or engineers - as most of Kellner's interviewees had - could move so seamlessly between the scientific and the spiritual. Kellner pressed them to talk about any sense of rupture they might have felt on crossing the divide, but they never admitted to anything of the kind. Given that the boundaries between astronomy and astrology have been strictly monitored in the West since the 17th century, it's a little shocking to see how casually Levin ignored them, and he's not the only one. Is this something specific to Soviet science? Or is scientific rationality just a professional convention that can always be discarded in favour of magical thinking when things get tough?
'The end of history' can mean the apocalypse, according to Russian folk belief, or US victory in the Cold War, according to Francis Fukuyama. But it's used in a different sense in the title of Kellner's last chapter, 'Anatoly Fomenko at the End of History', about a man who did a very thorough demolition job on history and those who write it. Fomenko was (and perhaps still is, at the age of 81) a brilliant mathematician, internationally recognised as a specialist on topology, with a position at MSU. To the outrage of professional historians, he came out with a 'New Chronology' asserting that the 13th-century Mongol invasion of Russia, one of the milestones in the national history, never actually happened. This conclusion was based on a statistical analysis of the few available sources, mainly chronicles, which showed them to be ignorant, imitative, contradictory and generally worthless. It was an anomaly in celestial mechanics connected with the Moon's gravitational pull that got Fomenko the mathematician interested in the human measurement of time: unlike Levin, the other number-cruncher in Kellner's story, he was not otherwise a seeker (the Moon is a red herring here). As far as the purported expertise of professional historians was concerned, he was a sceptic to the nth degree.
Left-field claims about history usually have support at least from a marginalised minority of the profession. Not in this case. Russian historians to a man and woman denounced Fomenko and tried to prove him wrong. This, of course, is very difficult to do in any field relying on specialist knowledge (how and on what kind of paper the chronicles were written, for example), and historians' arguments made absolutely no dent on the huge popularity of the New Chronology in the 1990s. No doubt that popularity owed something to a nationalist sub-theme in the story: in place of the barbarian Mongols, Fomenko's chronology includes a short-lived Great Empire which, from its base on the Volga, ruled over 'all Christian lands, including Europe, Siberia, China, India and Turkey' in the 14th century until broken by the split in Christianity and the rise of Islam. This offered a moment of past Russian greatness to lessen the pain of present humiliation. But Kellner, as well as Fomenko in the interview Kellner conducted with him in 2014, is inclined to downplay the national theme.
Fomenko's immense scepticism about the wisdom of experts and other authorities is the main source of his appeal to a disillusioned public. Indeed, scepticism and spiritual seeking seem to have run in harness in Russia in the 1990s. When, during perestroika, Soviet historians scoured the archives for documentation of Stalinist repression, the West hailed it as 'truth-telling'. In Russia, it seems, the takeaway was different: of course 'they' (the authorities, the historians) had once lied about Soviet history, which was bad; but now 'they', and the West along with them, are trashing our country and saying we ought to be ashamed of it, and that's no better. In his interview with Kellner, Fomenko said he personally found the collapse of the Soviet Union 'deeply regrettable', since in Soviet times there was less crass materialism and more space for culture. This was a sentiment that all of Kellner's seekers shared.
Soviet Marxist-Leninist ideology taught that history necessarily progresses upwards. No Russian believed that after 1991. But there was a question as to whether the collapse of the Soviet Union was the apocalypse, the 'end of history', or just a cycle of degradation which, in the nature of such cycles, would eventually pass. The eclectic Vissarionites seem initially to have held both beliefs. Twenty-five years later, when Kellner visited, they remembered that they had taken refuge in Siberia to escape the apocalypse, but exactly what or when that apocalypse was (1989? 1991?), and whether it had been merely the threat of apocalypse or the real thing, was no longer clear to them. What's more, they didn't care. History might have stopped, but life had more or less gone on. Even apocalypse, so long a fear or hope of alienated Russians, turned out to be a bust.
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Poem
Actual Outer Margins
Ian Patterson

679 wordsOnce at a gate with cherries. Know this quickly buried now
or less to file history brief stuffed full of pen force, the time
it takes to various accounts echoing in my library to ensure
passage broke the last moment fall to tout trees demand skin
bite raw love font for bodies of water. Slip meaning work or
walk grey weight access to immediate profit, little pamphlets do
voices and lead stone by weekly basin anchored and written
down enveloped in rest from a material thing at once hollow
fallow and eclipsed. Stoat stopover reception dreams a large
paper as will be after all an agent on behalf, geomantic back
black for improper sale naked for express sake showing you
round drains or transit crossing pupae behind the yellow clock
emerging to recall a room. Partial desires marshalled to exist
otherwise in the ideas indicated ivy calibration taken in elided
still all there underneath each one almost the same cross fold
imagined space beams returning or expelled crushed down how
can space not be here? Reposted in wide areas daily buzzards
of that kind of delusion, jackdaw polemics devoted ideas even
states top refined tiers and real capable system they argued to
change impact empires or later outset fossilised order forgotten
or best forgotten anyway. Art swept far from eclectic cares that
only dwarf capitalist overwhelm where it did lie closer to some
material orbit haunted shop for radical intervention in one respect
as ready balance rarely spoken, made to burn down free profiles
of leased cases of planetary reach. Fascism addressed coding
proof of bodies key to devalue based on the same line in line
a purer form and thrill stake skim currency's slim figures at the
flood, no further need for a world to rebrand minting negation
on the way there, winnowing. What hope be banished in a dim
view derived or alleged in the margins shaking mess in parcels as
had it not been engulfed with images and nervous upsurges well
little else, no option of rural streaming streams and failed trees
to this very day. Deep instinct flannel help us without precedence
form ongoing fears often framed for the latter universal thing, every
thing preferring the seabed pattern of novel subjection to thin air
or elastic plywood art society as self-restraint is so apical no it isn't
present by risk nor will be. What greenfinch anxiety who assumed to
know would be meaningless reduction disrupting rough trusty scale
if modified out of nothing so as not to be based on anyone else's idea
of breakfast or angels when looking up plot conduct irksome interval
work of substance on a stack. Know what trial front spotted with
skill stapled to hidden intelligence, last days last oatmeal taken as iconic
as another leaf over life soars or wants to grow into account spinning
for them any decade you find a self licked clean to the edge you never
discard as ready to slice and slither. Wooden hunches data to resist
day after dazed faster to tighten hold keys agog precarious the song
of will, thorny plants ground grip taken as given, image house receives
cardigan vision injury, a seam crisis erotic machine torment happens
to sleep a chance modern classic. Now file first racket hurtled to film
time to occupy returned space unwrapped expansive matters very much
sound and movement, the shiny window structure forbidding at the site
idea of home memory never to talk change fixed to a bourgeois version
more's the dismantled alignment. Clearly down by known terms global
fossil as they point about assets locked into overt story, outside again
like a new suit worn away and stranded, pretended place of dreams
only now and then never now and any fund will tend to bend the end
of all time being thrown away. A fiction in common is still as cast to catch
brute future chance among drains in ritual in the sea out of the blue. Bleak
stumble shake questions anchored off from rest, a lament in faces a buzz
predator poor dunnock refuge in a fresh gesture slippage no home but that.
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Heart, Head, Life, Fate
Steven Shapin

4089 wordsWhat  are the people in our lives really like - inside? Seeming and being may not be the same. Smiles may be false and vows of love insincere. Appearances are deceptive; you can't tell a book by its cover; beauty is only skin deep. Yet, in ordinary circumstances, surfaces are all we have to go on. We do often infer something about books from their covers.
Physiognomy was the name the Greeks gave to the art of judging character and mental tendencies from the body's surfaces and visible behaviours. Aristotle's Physiognomonica considered all sorts of surfaces and bodily presentations - complexion, hair colour and texture, timbre of voice, gait - but as the art developed over the centuries, through the Renaissance and after, the physiognomical gaze was focused largely on the face, its overall size and shape, and the arrangement of its constituent parts. From the early 19th century, the adherents of the related practice of phrenology felt the bumps and declivities of the skull to gauge the strength of distinct underlying mental faculties - benevolence, combativeness, wit, wonder and so on.
'An alteration in the state of the soul produces an alteration in the state of the body,' Aristotle wrote. This general sort of inference from exterior appearances to interior states also belongs to ordinary social interaction, the way we take the body's surfaces and movements as suggestive, if not definite, signs of states and intentions. Faces, and more specifically eyes, are traditionally said to be 'the window to the soul', though not everyone has been convinced the window is transparent. In Macbeth, King Duncan confesses that he has disastrously misread the traitorous Thane of Cawdor: 'There's no art to find the mind's construction in the face.' But the audience at the Globe knew very well that such an art was widely advertised and practised, even if there was no certainty in it. And in the very next scene, Lady Macbeth counsels her husband on how to arrange his face: 'Your face, my thane, is as a book, where men/May read strange matters. To beguile the time,/Look like the time. Bear welcome in your eye.'
As a sign of what's inside, the face has pride of place: it is, after all, hugely expressive. It is where the organs of speech are to be found, and is capable of communicating much while saying nothing. Volitional facial expressions and speech belong, as the sociologist Erving Goffman wrote, to the domain of 'expressions given', while poorly delivered compliments or facial expressions not intended to be noticed are 'expressions given off' - information about what you're like and what you think that aren't in your 'script'.
But the body has another major organ for conveying meaning and emotion - or, rather, it has two of them. Through the hand and its gestures, we can greet, promise, threaten, console, assent or reject, and much else besides. The hand can direct attention or outline a rough but reliable picture of the world - 'It's over there'; 'It's that big'; 'It's shaped like this' - while sign languages translate the spoken word into hand movements. The hand is also a major instrument of the will, acting on and in the world: through its muscular motions, the hand grasps, strikes, plucks the strings of a guitar, lifts food to the mouth, and so on. Through touch, it is an instrument for conveying rich information about the world to the brain. There are dense neural connections between hand and brain, and each leaves its mark on the other. Some late Victorian anatomists and physiologists believed that all the brain's thoughts influenced the hand, and early 20th-century phenomenologists liked to say that 'the hand is the visible part of the brain.' It's an organ through which we know about the world, and in its expressive mode it helps others know something about us. But the hand might also be thought to contain information about the mind; it might, indeed, have information inscribed on it, making it a surface to be read and interpreted.
It isn't obvious how to read the information a hand has to offer - though some things seem straightforward. Othello tells Desdemona that her 'hot and moist' hand 'argues fruitfulness and liberal heart'; a handshake 'like a wet fish' signals disengagement; and the 29-second-long handshake in 2017 between Trump and Macron was a macho war of wills. A delicate pale hand might indicate that someone doesn't do manual work; the aged were said to be 'hoary-handed' (grey and withered), while sons of the soil are 'horny-handed' (rough and calloused). But there was also a purportedly expert practice of reading the hand, called chirology (from chiro, 'hand', and logos, 'knowledge') or chiromancy (divination by the hand).
Decoding the Hand tells a story, extending from the deep past to the near present, about the way the hand has been read, the meanings that have been discerned, the different sorts of people who have interpreted the signs, the links between hand-reading and philosophy, science and medicine, and the stances taken on these matters by law, religion and government. Alison Bashford is an Australian historian whose previous books have included a close study of Malthus's Essay on the Principle of Population and a remarkable biography of the Huxley family, but here she has produced something altogether surprising and hard to categorise - a story which is, on the one hand, just about a bit of the human body and, on the other, about the changing, contested and consequential practices through which we have sought to know ourselves and others.
The Greeks had no monopoly on hand-reading. It was described in the Kabbalah, in ancient Sanskrit texts, and in writings from Persia, China and Arab cultures. Most consequentially for European history, in the 19th century hand-reading was associated with ancient Egypt - from where it was believed to have diffused to Greece and Asia - and with the Gypsies, so called for their supposed Egyptian origins.* That is, the exoticism of reading signs on the hand was linked to distant times and cultures - which made it an object of both fascination and repulsion.
Chirology was the fancy term for hand-reading while palmistry was the more demotic form, and the two designations largely coexisted until 19th-century product differentiation painted palmistry as unsatisfactorily crude and folkish. For both, the surfaces to be interpreted included the now well-known lines on the palm - the heart, head, life and fate lines (their length, depth, continuities and discontinuities), and their many tributaries - but practically every other visible feature of the hand too: overall shape, colour, texture, length of fingers and their mathematical relations to one another, the appearance of the nails, 'mounts' (or raised bits below the fingers), papillary ridges on the fingertips and so on. Hand patterns were hugely complex, and if you wanted your hand read, you needed to consult an expert. Even that might not resolve matters since there was much disagreement over which signs were significant and how to read them. Did you read the right or the left hand, and were there informational differences between them? What about men versus women? Which palmar marks testified to the lived past and which to the future?
'Nothing is so secret in a human being that it does not have an outward sign,' the Renaissance natural magician Paracelsus pronounced. The 'doctrine of signatures' held that the visible surfaces of plants revealed interior natures, essences and powers. The same applied to what was inscribed on the human hand. In traditional palmistry, the marks might be understood as God's handiwork, indicating what people were like, or, formally distinct from theological frames, the hand's surfaces might testify to celestial influences. Hence the mounts of Venus, Jupiter, Saturn and the Moon, the physical characteristics of each signifying aspects of human nature - sensuality, authority, steadfastness and the like - just as, in astrology, people born under the sign of Virgo tended to be detail-orientated. Palmar lines also had a geometry, and Kabbalistic palmists devised elaborate numerological schemes to decode lines, proportions and geometric relations. So the hand could be read because your body was marked with cosmic meaning in a not yet disenchanted world.
Reading the hand was a way of telling you what you were like and what the future held for you. Future-telling was as attractive in the marketplace as it was problematic in theology and law. Renaissance and early modern religious authorities took a dim view of claims to know what properly belonged only to God. Drawing on Old Testament authority, the Catholic Church banned 'all forms of divination', explicitly mentioning 'palm-reading', and in some strands of Protestantism your fate was sealed when you came into the world but the only ways you could know that fate were through the inner glow of faith, the embrace of righteousness, or the doing of 'good works' - taken as an outward sign of an inner state of grace. There were also worries about the circumstances through which your fate might be known, if such a thing were possible - divination might involve the devil.
In 16th-century English legislation, those who practised palmistry, physiognomy and other modes of fortune-telling were put under penalty, imprisoned or required to leave the country. These fortune-tellers were foreigners - 'certayne Persons calling themselves Egyptians' had come into the country - and hand-reading was branded an alien import. The law, however, did not then see palmistry as diabolical. The Witchcraft Act of 1735 made it illegal to tell fortunes, but palmists weren't considered to be witches - there were no such beings. Instead, they were frauds. Fortune-telling was later subsumed under the Vagrancy Acts; the reasoning, again, was as much about fortune-tellers being a certain sort of foreigner as it was about their taking money through deceit. Section 4 of the Vagrancy Act of 1824 classified as 'rogues and vagabonds' anyone using 'subtle craft, means, or device, by palmistry or otherwise' to deceive the people. Renaissance and early modern scholars produced erudite chirological texts, convinced that, given sufficient bookish expertise, the meaning of palmar lines and mounts could be powerfully decoded. But hands were read by the non-learned too: the Roma - or those tricking themselves out with what was taken as Gypsy gear - continued to ply their trade through the 19th and 20th centuries, as some still do. The criminalisation of fortune-telling and the historical shift from witchcraft to vagrancy were about many things, but the Roma were among them. Prohibition was an effort to 'take back control'. An enduring feature of hand-reading was the cultural and legal contest over the right to do it, and over what one could discover when it was properly done.
In Edwardian Blackpool, Roma pitched their tents on the beaches, serving the fortune-telling needs of the holidaying working classes, while the entrepreneurial (non-Roma) Ellis family set up in respectable brick and mortar premises, publishing a monthly magazine titled Know Thyself and offering the middle classes health advice that included physiognomy and phrenological skull-reading as well as palmistry. Chirologists with scholarly and professional credentials (including fellowship in the Royal Society) serviced the fashionable, reading the hands of politicians, artists and intellectuals - their many devotees included William Gladstone, Joseph and Austen Chamberlain, Virginia Woolf, George Bernard Shaw and Oscar Wilde. (A hand-reader pronounced Wilde's head line 'very strongly marked, showing extraordinary brain power and profound scholarship'.) The high-end chirologists advertised distinctions between what they offered clients and the vulgar palmistry that was practised on the piers and the beaches. The Roma were 'charlatans, thieves, rogues or vagabonds who have unfortunately trespassed in all ages upon the fair domains of Cheirosophy', and the professionals eagerly looked forward to 'the extinction of the Gypsy fortune-teller'. Polite chirology, they held, was no merely mechanical art: real skill was needed holistically to assess 'the form of the hand, its consistency, and ... the relative sizes of its different parts'. Not any old fool could do it; you needed proper training and long experience. The chirologist was to be transformed from seer to scientist.
Different sorts  of hand-reader delivered different interpretative goods. There continued to be a market for palmistry as fortune-telling in the 19th and 20th centuries, but upmarket versions tended to veer away from telling you what would happen in favour of telling you who you were. Prudence encouraged probability: your hand testified to what might befall you, not what certainly would. If you had a life line showing serious illness on the way, you were encouraged to adopt healthy habits and so avoid disaster: forewarned was forearmed. Hand-readers told fortunes in just the same way as the physicians did, inferring bodily futures from present signs. 'We can diagnose a case just like a doctor,' according to a text from the 1920s titled Medical Palmistry, 'and tell a client things which may happen under certain conditions.'
In the chirological tradition, astrally or divinely marked hands were signs of internal states, but in the 19th century there were practitioners who deployed a secular causal idiom. The shape and markings of the hand must have something to do with parental legacies, but so too did a person's way of life, which tracked back to their inner mental and emotional make-up. 'As certain habits and characteristics produce certain developments of bone and muscle,' one Victorian chirologist wrote, 'so from the appearance of those developments in a hand may the habits and characteristics of a subject be unmistakably inferred.' The hand then appeared as an 'index of character', and a natural history of the hand might take the place of natal influences from the gods and the stars. George Orwell wrote that at fifty 'everyone has the face he deserves' - that is, physically formed through an interplay of experience and innate endowment - and the same sort of thing could be said about the hand. Into the 20th century, physicians and scientists worked to find out when the main palmar lines were laid down and which natural processes caused them (in the foetus, by about twelve weeks, through flexion), whether they changed during a lifetime (a bit) and (as it turned out, crucially) whether the pattern of an individual's hand was unique.
In traditional medicine, what you were like could be described through 'temperament', 'complexion' or 'constitution'. This language - inherited from ancient dietetic medicine - was still current in the Victorian and Edwardian periods, but 'character' and 'personality' were increasingly preferred. Chirology emerged as a mode of psychological analysis and, by extension, of therapy. Bashford writes that the vocabulary of chirology, in its linking of surface appearances to deep psychic structures, 'anticipated' later categories of 'psychological archetypes and psychoanalytic interiors'. 'Nothing is hidden' from the skilled hand-reader, Katharine St Hill, a therapeutically inclined hand-reader, declared in the 1920s. 'The human soul is unmasked to your eyes, its motives, principles and strings of action revealed.' And in the 1940s the physician Charlotte Wolff, a London-based German exile from the Nazis, glossed palmar lines with Freudian vocabulary: one pattern was a sign of 'conflict between the ego and the id'; 'the left is the hand of the subconscious mind and the primary emotions.' Hand-reading was, Bashford says, 'part of the history of a modern search for a self', its language changing with historical changes in conceptions of the self's structure and dynamics.
In the 19th and 20th centuries, while hand-reading might tell what you were really like as an individual, Darwin's work supplied a new vocabulary for describing what whole groups of people were like. For those in the West looking for ways to grade the races on an evolutionary scale, the human hand was an attractive sort of evidence. The varieties of humankind were also matter for medicine, and particularly for those branches of medicine that dealt with the mental and the moral. In the 1860s, John Langdon Down, medical superintendent of the Earlswood Asylum for Idiots in Surrey, noted that the faces of certain patients had the characteristics of different ethnic groups; he named one syndrome 'Mongolism' and the afflicted as 'Mongoloids'.
Down's successors turned their attention to these patients' hands. The roughly parallel palmar heart and head lines - clearly distinct in 'normals' - joined together in one continuous transversal line in 'congenital idiots'. In the 1870s, a French anthropologist observed similarities between this kind of human hand and the hands of apes - hence the designation of the 'simian line' as a then-accepted mark of Down's syndrome and other mental disorders. Later, the physician Francis Crookshank maintained that Down's syndrome babies were atavistic evolutionary leftovers. Not all of those with hands so marked were 'idiots' or 'imbeciles': instead, he insisted, they might 'pass' as normal (the title of his notorious study from 1924 was The Mongol in Our Midst), so tapping into a panic about British racial degeneration that had been growing for decades. Physicians' interest in the shape of hands and their marks persisted into the mid-20th century. Neurologists are now sceptical that the single transverse palmar crease is a reliable diagnostic sign: it is said to appear in only about half of Down's syndrome people and is associated with foetal alcohol syndrome and other chromosomal irregularities, but it crops up in between 1.5 and 3 per cent of the population, many of whom have no abnormal conditions or health problems at all.
In the 1880s, the parts of the human hand that most intrigued the statistician and eugenicist Francis Galton were not palmar lines but fingerprints, their patterns endlessly complex and seemingly packed with information - if only the code could be cracked. Galton hoped to find the marks of character, talent, class or race in fingerprint patterns, but failed. What he did find, and what his successors fleshed out, were the reliable marks of individuality. If you could determine that a pattern was specific to a particular person and that it didn't significantly change over time, then fingerprints could be used in all sorts of practices that involved the firm fixing of individual identity - a bodily signature taking the place of, and more reliable than, one's signature on a legal document. By the 1890s, fingerprints (and palm prints) had entered forensics - under the name dactylography, to distinguish it from disreputable palmistry - and became a notable feature of policing and the criminal justice system. In Arthur Conan Doyle's 'The Adventure of the Norwood Builder' (1903), Sherlock Holmes not only uses thumbprint evidence to solve a crime but shows Inspector Lestrade that he knows more about fingerprints than the police. Today you don't have to be a criminal suspect or an immigrant to have your fingerprints read and your identity established: optical and ultrasonic scanners regulate access to all sorts of institutions and make sure your phone responds only to its rightful owner. Fingerprinting isn't about knowing yourself: it is about the state, and other corporate bodies, having the means to know you - not your interiority, but your unique identity.
'Know thyself,' the Delphic Oracle instructed those who consulted it; Polonius told Laertes to be true to himself; and Alexander Pope said that self-knowledge was 'the proper study of mankind'. It's a common counsel, but there is a tension in it. Knowing yourself is supposed to be substantially within your own competence, but the injunction to do it comes from an authoritative source, who may then signal when it seems you have achieved it: in the great work of self-knowledge there have always been helping hands. Robert Burns reckoned that other people can know something about us that we do not or cannot know: 'O wad some Power the giftie gie us/To see oursels as ithers see us!' Some of that external expertise involves reading the surfaces we present to the world. Palmistry and physiognomy were two enduring modes of reading bodily exteriors to discern internal states.
By the middle of the 20th century, geneticists could look inside our cells and see that Down's syndrome is a condition caused by the presence of three copies (instead of the usual two) of chromosome 21. They had got behind surface appearances - faces, palmar lines - to genetic realities: genotype not phenotype. You can now spit in a vial, send it off to a commercial lab and, within days, get a report that tells you who you really are - provided you accept that you are your genes. And, if you like, you can have your fortune told at the same time - the likelihood that breast cancer, late onset Alzheimer's or Parkinson's disease lie in your future - and what you might do to reduce the risk. Then there are the technologies such as fMRI that look inside our brains and produce images that tell us not so much what we're like but what we like, what designs, products or advertisements float our boats - again, provided we accept that our experience of liking and disliking is accurately indexed by the 'lighting up' of distinct areas of the brain.
Where is palmistry in all this? In 1917 Max Weber declared the modern world 'disenchanted'. Natural scientific progress spelled the end of supernatural forces and of the magical beliefs that invoked them. For we moderns, whatever is believed about the hand can have no connection to the divine or the astral, and any link between the hand, personality and personal futures has to be described in terms of wholly natural processes. So palmistry belongs to the discredited past just in the sense that it isn't done in the departments of research universities. But hand-reading is still very much with us. You can make an appointment today for a reading at Selfridges on Oxford Street, and there are about a dozen palmists within walking distance of my home in Cambridge, Massachusetts. Unlike the chirologists of the Victorian period, none of my local practitioners represent what they're offering as science-like: apart from hand-reading, most of them offer a suite of psychic services, including tarot card and crystal reading, aura analysis, candle meditation, energy balancing and spiritual cleansing.
Satisfied customers post reviews online. Some pay for future-telling, but what people now mostly seem to want is insight - discoveries that may count as revelatory but are held to the standard of pre-existing self-knowledge. Clients of a palmist in Harvard Square applaud her for telling them what they're really like, deep inside: she 'told me things about myself that were so realistic that there is no way it could be a statement for anyone else': she is 'a gem, she is very insightful and very accurate'. As I finished writing this piece, I thought I really ought to book a reading and get a personal sense of what's what. The entry-level fee was only $40, but my nerve failed me, and anyway I was unsure I could control my facial expression well enough to appear sincere and open-minded. But then I discovered I could get a free reading online, done by AI. I uploaded a photo of my dominant hand and, within seconds, ChatGPT told me what I'm really like. My hand is of the Earth type, indicating a 'practical, grounded personality and a strong work ethic' (yes). I am 'reliable' and have a 'balanced emotional nature' (exactly). I am 'loyal in relationships' (of course!); I have 'mental endurance' (that's right, how insightful); I 'prefer working with tangible results v. abstract ideas' (it's true: I do occasionally write in favour of pragmatism). I'm impressed - by the technology at least.
Bashford describes Decoding the Hand as 'a continuous history from chiromancy to genetics' - from Renaissance palmistry to 20th-century dactylography. She isn't interested in recuperating the reputation of palmistry, but does note the retention of traditional terminology - the mount of Venus, for example, or heart and head lines - in modern expert practices. 'The hand and its meaning,' Bashford writes, 'are always and everywhere.' Even so, over time, different physical aspects of the hand have attracted attention, different accounts of the origins of its shapes and marks have been given, and radically different interpretations of their meanings have been proposed. Lineage-tracing is one way of telling the story; pastiche is another - the same pastiche of supposedly past and supposedly present that almost delivered me to the local palmist and that made it possible for AI to tell me what I am really like. 'It is only shallow people who do not judge by appearances,' Wilde wrote in The Picture of Dorian Gray. 'The true mystery of the world is the visible, not the invisible.'
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Short Cuts
Tactical Voting
William Davies

1338 wordsPolitical  scientists and psephologists are quick to warn us not to read by-election results as proxies for national outcomes. By-elections are so often an occasion to give the incumbent party a bloody nose. Yet it did feel as if the by-election in Gorton and Denton on 26 February was telling us something, less in the probabilistic way the number-crunchers warn against, and more in an atmospheric or paradigmatic way, providing a glimpse of what our democracy is going to look like for the foreseeable future.
 Opinion polling shows that, over the past year, England has been shifting steadily towards a five-party system (six in Scotland and Wales). The local elections in May 2025 made clear the threat posed by Reform to the two main parties, which translated into a national polling lead it has not given up since. The election in September of Zack Polanski as leader of the Green Party, on a bold left-populist platform, was a further disruption to the Labour-Conservative-Liberal Democrat cartel. Since then, Reform has mostly polled at between 25 and 30 per cent, with the four other parties hovering between 15 and 20 per cent. Feeding this into a first past the post voting system is a recipe for chaos, grievance and deceit.
 The Gorton and Denton by-election suggests that tactical voting is becoming the default logic of political campaigns and voter behaviour. Virtually every party campaigned on the basis that it was the only one which could prevent another party from winning: in Reform's case to stop Labour, in Labour and the Greens' case to stop Reform. Even Kemi Badenoch, never shy of the absurd, followed up her party's deposit-losing result of 706 votes by claiming 'there was only one sensible candidate,' and that was the Conservative one.
 If this is the way democracy is going to be conducted from now on, then local polling will be critical if voters are to make even vaguely rational choices. But in contrast to national polling, local polling can be hard to conduct with any great degree of scientific confidence, since the panels of respondents are much smaller and therefore less securely representative of the population being studied. The bigger problem, however, is that campaigners of all parties have an incentive to twist, cherry-pick and even fabricate polls, as a way of persuading tactical voters to back them. In the days before the by-election, the Greens accused Labour of producing leaflets containing data from a fake tactical-voting website, instructing anti-Reform voters to vote Labour. Polling experts find themselves dragged into the war of words, their research repackaged as campaign material. In one focus group conducted by More in Common before polling day, people in Gorton and Denton expressed deep confusion as to what was going on and how they should best respond - a reflection at least in part of the sheer intensity of campaigning to which they had been subjected.
 YouGov has recently conducted surveys on tactical voting, which confirm how influential it is likely to be. Most people say that if their favoured party appears to be out of the running, they will happily cast their vote for their second or third choice. This seems to be especially true of Labour voters. The evidence shows that tactical voting is most co-ordinated and determined when its aim is to block Reform: indeed, in a two-horse race against Labour, the Conservatives, the Greens or the Liberal Democrats, Reform would lose in each case through tactical voting (part of the confusion in Gorton and Denton was that it looked like a three-horse race). But that still depends on voters having clear information they can trust: they need to be sure what the best non-Reform alternative is.
 The landscape could well change again before the next general election, for example, if Reform and the Conservatives announce a pact. But we can expect that election to be mired in confusion, dodgy polling claims and accusations, with profound uncertainty regarding the outcome and what to make of it. (Reform's allegations of 'family voting' in Gorton and Denton are no doubt a preview of the tactics it intends to deploy.) More substantively, Britain has now joined countries such as Germany and France in arriving at a democratic settlement in which elections frequently become referendums on ethnonationalism. What is heartening about the YouGov tactical voting research is that, despite the misinformation and alienation that have led so many citizens to regard democracy in general with despair or contempt, a majority of people have a clear understanding of what Nigel Farage stands for, and an equally clear belief that it must be stopped.
 Even so, this is not a healthy place for a representative democracy to end up. The need to stop Farage will occasionally work in Labour's interest (though not as often as Keir Starmer's advisers have assumed), but will hardly represent an affirmation of Labour or its politics. British democracy has become characterised by a mood of defiance, in which the primary motivation of parties and voters is to stop, to resist, to topple. Ejecting morally disgraced elites is becoming a national specialism (certainly when compared to the United States) and it is now taken as read that Starmer himself will, sooner rather than later, be the sixth prime minister to lose the job since Gordon Brown went in 2010, with only one of those six going because of a general election defeat. Serial decapitation has become the British democratic style.
 It is also unclear how executive influence over Parliament is expected to work in this situation. The fact that Labour, one year after a general election which delivered the second largest parliamentary majority since 1945, was unable to get its welfare reforms through Parliament, demonstrates that the mood of defiance stretches to the back benches of the House of Commons. Imagine a coalition government, involving some combination of Labour, the Greens, the Liberal Democrats and the Scottish National Party (effectively an anti-Farage 'people's front'), attempting to take a fiscally difficult decision and gaining assent for it. Now imagine that the fiscally difficult decision involves the question that will hang heavily over European politics for some time to come: defence spending. For left-populists and anti-fascists, an attitude of 'No pasaran' is cause for hope and celebration. For progressives seeking effective long-term government, that mood is certainly preferable to the nationalist alternative, but drastically insufficient as a plan.
 It has become a cliche of contemporary British politics that the country is crying out for bold solutions to its problems, resulting in a mutinous spirit among voters, MPs and opposition parties alike. It is intriguing, sometimes thrilling, to watch the Westminster cartel being upended. A poll for Sky News conducted after the by-election has Reform and Greens as the two largest parties, on 23 per cent and 21 per cent respectively. The Greens are the overwhelming preference among 18 to 24-year-olds, while government legislation to extend the franchise to 16-year-olds is currently moving through Parliament, testing to destruction the old maxim about turkeys voting for Christmas.
 While this democratic spring gets under way, Britain remains hemmed in by harsh macroeconomic and geopolitical realities, which no party is being entirely honest about. A democracy with a long-standing tradition of four or five-party politics might have developed the ethos and the culture with which to mediate it and even translate it into effective government. But Britain has been reared on first past the post, which nearly always punishes smaller parties, and still treats politics as a boxing match featuring a delegate of His Majesty's Government in one corner and His Majesty's Opposition in the other. Any chance of a sustainable and effective anti-Reform coalition government requires that this style of politics be abandoned as soon as possible, in which case it would be a great help if the voting system didn't incentivise boasting and truth-twisting. The best time to have introduced proportional representation would have been forty years ago, when the traditional bases of Conservatives and Labour were visibly fragmenting. The next best time would be now.
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Bleeding in the Dishes
Joanna Biggs

4853 wordsTime  is fake, and it is the realest thing there is. You can't avoid the evidence, even if you aren't looking: only four days in a year are 24 hours long; before the industrial revolution the weekend lasted until Tuesday; the day your mother dies is not the same length as the day you do your taxes. We have created seasons and years, adolescence and senescence, stories that take their meaning from their endings. And we know that our deaths will be an end to it all: no more weekends, no more taxes, no more history, mothers, seconds and hours.
A novel is a place where time can go slowly, leap forward, be reversed and repeat. In 'Christmas Every Day', a children's story by William Dean Howells from 1892, a father tells his daughter 'a moral tale' about a girl whose wish for endless Christmas Days was granted. In 1915, Einstein declared the girl's wish theoretically possible. Time could loop. What would that be like? Until the publication of the first book in Solvej Balle's planned septology, On the Calculation of Volume, the serious philosophical novel of time, in the mould of Proust and Joyce, had distanced itself from the time-loop story told to children and sold to moviegoers. Balle's serial novel takes the idea of repetition and uses it to make these ancient, impossible problems of time new again. What is astonishing about her novel is the way she makes us see that we have constructed our world so we don't have to think about time's scalding realities.
The day that repeats in On the Calculation of Volume is 18 November, the day Proust died. The person stuck in that day is Tara Selter, who is 29 when the story begins, though we won't know that until Book IV. The novel starts with the entry numbered 121 in Selter's diary, written while she is hiding in her own house listening to her husband, Thomas, as he goes about his 18 November again. The kettle boils, rain falls, shopping is put away, documents are printed. He pees. A fire is lit, and the house goes quiet. Thomas is reading. Then he goes for a walk. Tara emerges to eat and bathe, and with time to herself, she writes about 17 November. Her entries are split into small paragraph fragments, the sharded ruins of her life, and dated with the number of times the day has been repeated: #129, #136 and so on.
One of the first questions that comes to the reader's mind in a time-loop story is why is this person stuck? What do they have to learn? Phil Connors, the weatherman played by Bill Murray in Groundhog Day (1993), is grumpy and selfish: he needs to be taught the value of being in a community. The Christmas-loving girl is greedy: she needs to learn to make do with less. What about Tara? The day before time stopped, she was in Paris, buying antiquarian books for the business she and Thomas run. She has breakfast in the hotel, visits a few dealers, calls Thomas at home to tell him which books she's found, and visits a friend called Philip Maurel in his shop, where he sells ancient coins. The reader might notice a ripple of trouble in what Tara tells us about her marriage: they used to travel together but have stopped; their phone conversation 'lapses imperceptibly into a kind of audio link, a muted love mumble'. Maurel introduces Tara to his new girlfriend, Marie. 'They had a closeness ... which reminded me of the time, five years ago, when I first met Thomas. The sudden feeling of something inexplicable, a sense of wonder at the existence of the other - the one person who makes everything simple - a feeling of being calmed and thrown into turmoil at one and the same time.' Time does something to love: it dulls it, makes the strangeness ordinary, even kills it. Has time stopped to help them save their marriage? Time is the way you show your love, in a sense, and so its passing could also mean more love, not less. One of the best things about Groundhog Day is that Murray gets the girl in the end, just as he thought he'd blown it.
Balle began thinking about this novel in the early 1990s. She got divorced twice in the period between beginning to imagine her world and writing it, and has said that in earlier drafts she gave more of her own experiences to Tara, but began to feel she was crowding out her creation. Tempted by autofiction, Balle resisted: she put the novel aside to disentangle herself by writing a memoir. Born in 1962 in Bovrup, Denmark, she is influenced by a Danish minimalism associated with the Forfatterskolen, the creative writing school in Copenhagen, where she studied in the late 1980s. Danish minimalism, whose hallmark is repetition, was itself influenced by the Norwegian punktroman, which is made up of many fragments like a pointillist painting. While Balle's septology shares some of the ambition of the epic Norwegian septologies of Karl Ove Knausgaard and Jon Fosse, one of the questions she seems concerned with in Book I is not how much she can cram into a novel but how little can she get away with: will one day, one character, one house be enough?
In interviews, Balle says her life is simple too: a Danish-English son, two faraway exes, an old wooden house on the island of AEro, her garden, her writing. According to the Law, a collection of short stories, each one governed by a particular rule drawn from fields as varied as physics and religion, was a hit in 1993. Seemingly burned by this brush with literary fame, she founded her own micropublisher, Pelagraf, to print the septology. She says she thought the book would be rejected by a mainstream publisher, but it also seems that she wanted to publish it the way she wanted to publish it. The Danish editions are bare: a plain coloured cover, no author photo, no blurbs. When she won the Nordic Council Literature Prize in 2022, she was asked about the cover of Book IV. 'This book is very beautiful,' she said. 'It's a bit piss yellow, yes, but it also looks like lemon custard.'
The need to make something epic out of a handful of elements is one of the first things that strikes Tara when she realises she's stuck and starts to discover the limits of the day. She wakes up in a hotel room in Paris, and at breakfast notices a slice of white bread falling in 'a gently swerving descent' from another diner's table just as it had the previous day. That was the first sign. She calls Thomas at home in the fictional village of Clairon-sous-Bois in northern France, and it is clear from their conversation that he doesn't remember the day they have both just lived. Two of the books she bought yesterday are missing, so she buys them again. She returns to Maurel's shop and no one remembers her last visit. She buys a sestertius, a copper coin from the Roman Empire with Pius on the obverse side and Annona, the goddess of grain, on the reverse, as a present for Thomas. When she tells him on the phone that there is a rift in time, unease creeps into his voice, which she now thinks is almost charming: 'It seems so odd to me now, how one can be so unsettled by the improbable. When we know that our entire existence is founded on freak occurrences and improbable coincidences ... That each of us has come into being as only one of untold possibilities. The unthinkable is something we carry with us always.' Tara's time loop might not be about her marriage after all, but about the existential condition we all share, the continual forgetting of the fragility of our enterprise. Some objects stay in the time loop, but others have to be convinced, through Tara sleeping near them. She has to wear a new dress for a number of days, as if she is persuading it, seducing it, before it will remain in her world.
Back in Clairon (Tara has discovered that she can travel freely), she starts to notice that what she eats does not reappear the next day, while Thomas's food is replaced. On the afternoon of the 18th, he makes soup, pulling a leek from the garden. When she pulls one, there is one leek fewer in the world. Time is non-renewable. Her bank account fills back up, but food is gone for good, and you can't grow a leek in a day. In Marlen Haushofer's novel The Wall (1963), an invisible barrier springs up overnight around the mountain lodge the heroine is staying in, and she must learn how to live cut off from everyone, with a cow, cat and dog, and not quite enough paper to write about what's happened. She works out how to live with reduced means, as well as the threat of no means at all. In both The Wall and On the Calculation of Volume, the vast finitude of the planet is shrunk to a domestic scale. 'I am a monster,' Tara thinks. 'How long can my little world endure me?' Just as the wonder of the improbable underwrites our lives, so does the terror of the unendurable, the world we are using up, day by day.
The first days after Tara returns to Thomas in Clairon are another honeymoon. The repeating day is also a bubble. They make love on the rug, talk about the meaning of life and the rift in time, and cook. They experiment with the limits of the day, staying up all night to see at what point the day resets. One night, they fry eggs, close to midnight. They practise noticing everything - the warming oil, the stray fleck of shell, 'the moment when the whiteness reaches the edge of the yolk' - until suddenly the frying pan is gone and Thomas cries out. Why is he in the kitchen? Why isn't Tara in Paris? Does the meaning of a life lie in these details, in truly being able to see what's there? In Sartre's Nausea, Roquentin is sickened by a stuffed egg in an epicerie: a dark red drop on the mayonnaise reveals a vision of someone who has 'fallen face down and was bleeding in the dishes'. To observe a thing as the phenomenologists advise might be dangerous: your love won't know you, and your food will be tainted with blood.
Tara's days of milk and honey do not last, because the emotional difficulty of telling Thomas every day that she is in a time loop comes to feel intolerable. She begins writing, after she discovers that paper remembers, and she starts hiding from Thomas, then living somewhere else. If she returns to Paris on what should be the next 18 November, will she be able to exit the day? She asks Thomas to go with her, but he 'wanted to stay in his pattern. I knew it and he knew it and there was no reason to contradict him.' She tiptoes out of their bed in the dark and makes her way to Paris.
Each of the books so far finishes on a cliffhanger like this. It's a nod to the rom-com, sci-fi nature of time-loop stories. But as the next one begins, the cliffhanger immediately vanishes. 'As if my 366th day marked a new beginning,' Tara writes, at the start of Book II, recalling our January new-me delusions. But the sadness and loss of the first book has subtly dissipated: if this is life, why not just live it? It occurs to her that she could travel within Europe and find winter, spring, summer to add to her eternal autumn, constructing 'slender, homemade' seasons.
First, she goes home to her parents and sister in Brussels, and persuades them to have Christmas early for her. 'Well, you know where the spare key is,' her English mother says, 'with a happy note in her voice', when she finds Tara in the kitchen, as if her place in the family is eternal. Her Belgian father asks her to stay for a few more days. Her sister wants to travel with Tara, see the seasons with her. Turkey, roast potatoes, Brussels sprouts, buche de Noel - though Tara is afraid the leftovers will vanish and so packs them into a cool bag which she leaves under her bed while she sleeps. The next day, after she explains again, they eat the leftovers (what was left in the fridge has vanished) and Tara's mother buys her a new dress, telling her that she believes her daughter will find her way back to normal time. Tara thinks she can solve her time-loop problem 'through careful listening ... If you really listened. The great questions in life. Everything.' But for her mother, a teacher, it is education that can change things, in its repeated small actions. 'In her life,' Tara says, 'every day was Christmas ... because every time a child was born she saw this as yet another opportunity to make the world a better place.' Children are to be treated 'with care, like plants'. It is for mothers to maintain the belief that time will heal, will make a newborn daughter into a woman who can deal with living in a time loop. The purpose of time is to allow the learning to take place. Tara says her goodbyes, and moves north through Bremen, Odense, Copenhagen, Malmo and Lund, to find 'consummate winter', then to London and Plymouth for an 'Easter in England' and then south to Montpellier, where she lives a 'concentrated summer' dancing in clubs and drinking 'cocktails with ice cubes in them'. Time, you won't be surprised to learn, is culturally constructed.
Balle,  who is 63, has joked in interviews that she doesn't think Tara Selter would enjoy hanging out with a boomer like her. But just as her English translator, Barbara J. Haveland, came out of retirement to translate the first two books then handed over the next two to a younger duo, Sophia Hersi Smith and Jennifer Russell, so Tara has a generation-spanning quality. Balle has said that her younger readers connect her book with different ideas from the ones she was thinking of as she wrote it, with Ursula Le Guin's carrier bag theory of fiction, for example, which contends that the first carrier bag was more important for humanity than the first axe. For Le Guin, stories can be like a bag, bringing together different sorts of thing in a single container. Perhaps women's stories are especially like this, since we live accompanied by a bag. Sling another thing in the bag-day - Christmas, parents, a fried egg, whatever you have - and let's see how it affects Tara. Time is a container. How much can we get in it? From its minimalist beginnings, On the Calculation of Volume gains elements: a family, a milieu, and as Tara learns how to convince them to stay, more and more objects.
After her seasonal wandering, Tara settles in Dusseldorf and finds contentment in an apartment overlooking a medlar tree. 'Time is my backyard in afternoon sunshine,' Tara writes. 'My day is a container filled with a mild breeze and sunshine every day around three.' Looking at the sestertius one day an 'engine' is started in her. 'All at once,' walking along the Rhine, 'I felt that I knew them, the Romans.' She begins learning about the Roman Empire, about walls and roads and amphitheatres and wheat and salt and rye:
It starts with a blank morning. A sudden awakening. I lift my laptop over onto my bed, I turn it on and my day begins. Every day the same thing happens: I key in my password only to discover that all the information I had found is gone, but that doesn't stop me. That is just how it is. I cannot save documents or files, I have no search history because everything disappears overnight. That is how I work. I wake up in the morning. I switch on and start up. I explore the world of the Romans, I find and collect. I felt myself be led in random circles. I follow a whim, a question, a curiosity, I am led onwards, I roam around, torch in hand, lighting up corners, I lift a curtain, I blow the dust off a sentence.

It is another idea to put in the carrier bag: time is history. The repetition of this passage, which itself halts and starts again in the middle, builds to a list of comma-spliced sentences, like beads on a string. The sentences are simple, the vocabulary unpretentious. The Roman Empire, she realises, had limits in both time and space: walls at its edges and a fall that followed its rise. 'That is what scares me,' she writes. 'That everything has become a container.' When she walks around Roman sites she feels she has 'fallen into the container and I cannot get out'. She is not carrying the bag, she is in it. As Book II ends she is continuing her research, slipping into university lecture halls, when she suddenly announces that she is waiting to meet someone in her local cafe. 'His name is Henry Dale, but I didn't know that. There was a lot more I didn't know. That he is trapped in a November day, for example. The 18th. That I am not alone.' Are we back in the marriage story? Really?
Henry's first reaction to being stuck in a time loop is deeply relatable: thank God, I can finally catch up on my emails. He's a sociologist who came to Dusseldorf from Oslo on the 16th for a conference. Trapped in time, he worked through his to-do list, until he realised his emails, his tracked changes, his phone calls had all vanished. 'Everything would have disappeared anyway, only more slowly,' he tells Tara. He believes that he has been 'ejected' from time because of the way he approached his intellectual life: learning not for itself, but for what he could instrumentalise in his next academic paper. 'He had been an owl: silent, efficient and intent only on the prey he was about to catch.'
In Freud's essay 'Recollection, Repetition and Working Through', repetition isn't a moral issue, but a signal of repression. The analysand will unwittingly keep re-enacting a situation because they can't get a grip on it any other way. It is the analyst's task to point out the repetition, so that the patient can become conscious of their behaviour, and even come to act differently. Time is change. With two people now stuck in the same day, psychoanalysis is theoretically possible. But one of Henry's ideas from his life as a sociologist is that humans succeeded because of their adaptability, what he calls 'our abruptive capacity', something he is now not so sure about. Time stopping might not have a moral dimension or a psychological meaning. But it might have a social meaning.
Tara's feeling isn't that someone has been brought to her to fall in love with, it's that her container has burst. 'I was interested in the Roman Empire. In the boundaries of it. Or I had been, until recently. Now the boundaries seemed to be crumbling. My horizon has broadened.' Tara and Henry met at a lecture on the importance of grain to the Roman world; they had both attended it several times, and Tara noticed that Henry's shirt was a different colour - those not repeating a day would always be wearing the same clothes. Her interest in the Romans makes sense to Henry: 'For who could doubt that we live in a time which resembles theirs? That we are the Romans, heading for disaster. That the meltdown is already well under way?' He has also noticed that what he eats is not replaced. He moves into Tara's flat, sleeping on a sofa bed, and follows the ways she has developed to step lightly through the day: she only buys food that would have been thrown out anyway; she learns to enjoy things without owning them, 'like wandering along country paths and plucking wildflowers with your eyes'. They make an exception on the 200th day after they met, going out for dinner to celebrate what they call their second centum.
A man and woman stuck in a time loop together - a Hollywood premise repeated in Groundhog Day, About Time (2013) and Palm Springs (2020) and so on - must fall in love. Love is the way you exit the loop, through finding, perfecting or at last deserving it. But what Tara most wants, after 1144 days of being alone, is someone to talk to. And so she and Henry talk about history: isn't Tara fed up with it, because of its concentration on great white men? She, almost despite herself, makes a passionate argument for the interwovenness of the world: there is no Odysseus without Penelope. 'How could we possibly know which stories had been crafted by men when everything small children heard came from women?' she says. When Henry leaves to visit his small son in Ithaca, New York, she returns to Thomas and Clairon, and as she is about to leave France again, having failed once more to convince Thomas to come with her, she realises there are women's stories missing. Who has heard of the prodigal daughter? Where are the stories of women about to embark on great journeys? 'Maybe women are just alone at the exact moment they set themselves in motion.' And she remembers her mother's faith in her, that she will find a way, that 'I have always done what I thought was right.' And on the back of the sestertius, Annona, the goddess of grain. History is for men, but time is for women.
Soon, another woman in the time loop, Olga Periti, who is in her early twenties, seeks Tara out in Clairon to ask for help finding her friend Ralf Kern, who has gone missing after they argued. Could he have found a way out of the loop? They put up posters in the train stations they pass through on their way back to Henry in Dusseldorf. Olga doesn't understand why Tara is trying to leave no trace, since she knows why she is in the loop: 'She didn't want to return to standard time, as she called it, without having seized the chance to change the world. She saw the repetition as an opportunity. To see things clearly. To get your fucking eyeballs polished, she said.' She and Ralf had argued because he wanted to prevent as many accidents as he could on the 18th, and though Olga agreed, she thought the real problem was structural. When Ralf finds them, he is elated and suggests the four of them team up and form a central hub for co-ordinating information about car crashes, fires, drownings, accidental deaths that take place on the 18th, in order to intercede. 'The act of repairing what's broken can itself give rise to something new,' Ralf says, 'a tremor in the foundation, a fruitful unease, a rewiring of life, the mind, reality.' It feels like the beginning of a new society.
On 18 Brumaire 
, Revolutionary Year Eight, Napoleon took power in Paris. Around fifty years later, in 1851, with France having returned to the Gregorian calendar, his nephew Louis-Napoleon took power in Paris, beginning a twenty-year period of authoritarian rule. 'Hegel remarks somewhere that all great world-historic facts and personages appear, so to speak, twice,' Marx wrote in The 18th Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte. 'He forgot to add: the first time as tragedy, the second time as farce.' This 18th is also Marx's 18th, but perhaps reversed: from a farcical premise made for the movies, we are arriving at, if not tragedy, at least a Marx-ish reorganisation of society. This society is arranged around principles of care and repair: ideas in the novel that are associated with Tara's mother, and now with Ralf. The book's limits keep crumbling: On the Calculation of Volume is starting to circle ideas about our interwovenness as people, and what we owe to one another while we are stuck in this container together. If time is exhaustible, and we die at the end of it, what should we do while we're here?
Tara, Henry, Olga and Ralf move to Bremen (where Engels once lived) and set up a sort of commune. The task is overwhelming: 'The stream of events, the world's faults, all the grief that no one is prepared to stem.' By the beginning of Book IV, a society is forming. More and more people, who have seen the posters Tara, Henry and Olga put up to find Ralf, have turned up in Bremen after realising they're not alone in the loop. They come with their stories: someone who thought she had been thrown out of time because she stole a hospital gown from work to use as a nightdress; someone who was glad the day was repeating so he could spend time with his father without his Parkinson's disease worsening; a couple who met on the 18th and have fallen in love. The togetherness helps Tara see her role as writer and counter of days. 'We are guests,' she writes, 'and when we have guests, it reminds us that everything is on loan, that we've been sitting on borrowed sofas and chairs, with arms and legs that are ours, belonging to bodies that are ours, and all the words and sentences, all the gestures, none of which are truly our own.' Time is loaned.
Like Vincenzo Latronico's Le Perfezioni, a novel inspired by Georges Perec's nouveau roman Les Choses, strands of Balle's work can be traced back to that mid-century French challenge to the text made out of character and incident. Latronico has said his book is better in its English translation, Perfection; Balle has joked that the English translation of her book may be its true version, because why would the Anglo-Belgian Tara write in Danish?* The novel is gloriously Schengen-y: patched together from German political philosophy, French fiction, Norwegian fragmentation. But what if all these styles were people, in one room, trying to co-ordinate their effort to save the world? They would need to decide on words for what they'd lived through, a calendar, a way of feeding everyone. And yet the Bremen house seems to work: topics for discussion are dropped into a cracked cup, and then drawn out and discussed for as long as they can manage. Olga works out how to make rolls that don't disappear during their overnight proving, Tara bakes them in the morning and the boy just arrived from Andalusia is happy to eat the burned ones. Tara begins to say 'we' in her diary instead of 'I'. No one is trying to work out how to get out of the loop any more. Instead, they are wondering whether things inside the day will grow. Someone found that potatoes forgotten at the back of a cupboard had sprouted, which they hadn't previously thought possible. 'If the world could be trained or coaxed or cajoled,' someone offers, 'why couldn't you kick-start biology too?' Time is life. Could a child be born into this world? A day in the life of an embryo, after all, is all the life they've ever known.
It took me two years to read A la recherche du temps perdu, and I've forgotten many parts of it already - who threw those endless dinner parties, when does Marcel's grandmother die - but I remember what it was like to read the last volume. It was strange, like no other reading experience, an elemental whoosh where all the patched-together reading over months suddenly made sense. It was as if a novel, usually experienced sequentially, became a painting I could see all at once. I could hold the whole thing in my mind, just about, and now I had something that I could think about and with for years to come. Balle's work has something of that quality too: from the slow, repetitive, quiet, almost depressing solo of Book I, we've progressed to a symphony of voices, kind, curious, various, energetic and possibly healing, in Book IV. On the Calculation of Volume is almost more fun to think with than to read - and for a novel of ideas, that's no bad thing. There are still three more books to come (one more in Danish): let no one tell us while we're waiting for Book V that time isn't real.
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At the Movies
'Wuthering Heights'
Michael Wood

1221 wordsEmily Bronte's  novel,Wuthering Heights, ends in a graveyard where the narrator wonders 'how anyone could ever imagine unquiet slumbers for the sleepers in that quiet earth'. Emerald Fennell's film of the same name opens with a public hanging, and we wonder if things will quieten down. Is this a connection? Not really, except that both works deal in surprises, and readers and viewers are supposed to get things wrong. Heathcliff's ironic comment in the novel on the misapprehensions of his unwanted guest describes pretty well the state of things in the book and the film: 'Unhappy in your conjectures, sir.'
There are quiet moments in the movie. When they are children, Heathcliff (Owen Cooper) shows his care for Cathy (Charlotte Mellington) by taking the blame for something she has done. The camera captures his happiness when a quarrel is finished. Fennell doesn't know how to care for these moments; she is already seeking something else: more wuthering, or a close-up of Cathy looking fierce, all amusement gone. Perhaps the most inventive scene in this part of the film is the one where Cathy (now grown into Margot Robbie), taking part in a game of reprisals, leaves a few uncooked eggs on the bed belonging to Heathcliff (Jacob Elordi).
After the hanging, we spend a lot of time - the rest of the film, actually - in rural Yorkshire. (It was shot in the Dales.) The execution, in a city, was just a bit of time-setting, aided by the costumes. This is the 19th century. There is a certain setting of theme as well: these people, including children, are enjoying the hanging a lot, especially when it produces an ejaculation just before death.
Fennell has said that in her adaptation, she 'wanted to make something that made me feel like I felt when I first read [Bronte's novel], which means that it's an emotional response to something. It's like, primal, sexual.' The remark makes sense, but the sense doesn't help the movie. Almost everything about it - the artistic photography, the heavy orchestral music, the gestures and speech of the actors - signals the ambitions of a director seeking interesting effects. And she finds them now and again. But the stylistic wobbling of the film suggests that if Fennell occasionally found what she wanted, she didn't recognise it. She left it behind or trampled on it.
Yorkshire, at first, is a house that looks like a couple of barns, and lots of moors where children and others roam: Cathy; the housekeeper, Nelly; Cathy's father, Earnshaw; the foundling, Heathcliff. The movie plays some interesting games with the novel. It gets rid of Cathy's brother, Hindley, and hands his vices to his father. Earnshaw is a jolly fellow at the start, the only person in the film who knows how to smile or is likely to have adopted a child he found on a Liverpool street out of kindness. But he soon turns into an angry drinker, and by the end of the movie he is a venomous monster (brilliantly played by Martin Clunes).
The chief event at this point in the narrative is the arrival of some neighbours who will live down the hill. They are the brother and sister Edgar and Isabella Linton (Shazad Latif and Alison Oliver). They are not that posh, but they are posh enough to bring out lots of social anxiety in Cathy. She is already imagining that she might marry Edgar (as she does later) and tells Nelly, who has reminded her of her intense relationship with Heathcliff, that it would 'degrade' her to marry him. Unfortunately, Heathcliff, who is in another room listening to this conversation, takes this in, and the story changes, or rather gets started. He leaves Yorkshire immediately and comes back after five years. He is a rich man now and owns the house where he overheard the conversation.
As far as I know, every film adaptation of Wuthering Heights includes these scenes - the overhearing and the return - but their meaning differs greatly from version to version, shaped by the social assumptions of the time and place in which each film was made, as well as by the abilities of the filmmakers involved. William Wyler's film is not Luis Bunuel's; Merle Oberon is not Juliette Binoche. In Fennell's case, it seems clear that the problem - the psychological peg on which the whole film hangs - is not what Cathy says, or that Heathcliff heard it, but that she didn't know he had heard it. She would have been able to fix things if she had known. Cathy, like a lot of people in this film, suffers from a self-absorption that means she's incapable of imagining the way other people think or feel. The second half of the movie abounds in examples of this. If we want to consider for a moment how widespread the tendency is, we might turn to Nelly's comments on Cathy in Bronte's novel: 'At fifteen she was the queen of the countryside ... And she did turn out a haughty, headstrong creature! I own I did not like her, after her infancy was past.' These words may make us like Nelly less, and the possibility is taken up in Fennell's film.
When Heathcliff returns, Cathy is married to Edgar. All is peaceful (if uninspired) and we get to admire Isabella's artwork: painting, wallpaper, a doll's house. Rather belatedly, Cathy becomes pregnant and the whole tidy scene is upended. What follows is the most interesting sequence in the movie, even if it is far too long and runs out of steam.
Cathy acknowledges her lifelong love for Heathcliff. ('He's more myself than I am,' she says.) But she does not tell him that she is expecting a child, nor does she show any concern for what Edgar might feel about what is happening. Fennell's idea of intense fulfilment is repeated sex scenes in different locations, and not a word spoken. Still, the reunited lovers' energy is impressive and helps the film get back to the mess where it belongs.
Cathy breaks off the relationship for the sake of her child and Heathcliff responds predictably. He seduces Isabella as a form of generic revenge. There is a brilliant pathology here - the inverse of Cathy's self-possession. Isabella doesn't seem at all attracted to Heathcliff, but there is something in her that wants to be enslaved. She stares in welcoming silence at the person who will invade her. In later scenes, she behaves like a trained animal, able to do only what her master commands. Her eyes droop and her tongue hangs out. These scenes are very well acted, and we almost feel that we can understand her.
Another troubling moment before the film ends is Nelly's refusal to deliver the letters Heathcliff writes to the dying Cathy. Instead she burns them and Cathy believes that Heathcliff is ignoring her. This small but systematic meanness sends us back to the ugly behaviour of almost everyone at the beginning of the film. They must yell and be cruel to prove that they exist. They and not the wind are the wutherers. The hanging may stand, after all, for more than we thought.
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My Mother's Prison
Daniella Shreir

11,558 words[image: ]

At the age  of fifteen, Chantal Akerman sneaked into a screening of Jean-Luc Godard's Pierrot le fou. She was in the habit of skipping school with her friends and the cinema was one of their preferred hangout spots. But until that moment, Akerman had thought of it as a place for flirting and kissing, which were 'the same thing as dancing'. She hadn't heard of Godard but liked the film's title. She discovered something more enticing than flirting: 'I knew there was someone there in front of me and I had to be present, too. [The film] required me to exist.' The experience was unrepeatable. Every film to come would be 'less good than Pierrot le fou'. This is the story Akerman repeated, and was often asked to repeat, throughout her life, as if it might provide the key to understanding how a high school and film school dropout, whose parents had no interest in cinema, might at the age of 24 make Jeanne Dielman, 23, quai du Commerce, 1080 Bruxelles (1975).
Until recently, most people had their first encounter with Akerman in the classroom. The rise of the women's movement coincided with that of film studies and Akerman's films were disseminated and dissected by women film professors. Early feminist film journals claimed her work as the embodiment of a feminist counter-cinema. You only need to see a still from Jeanne Dielman - of its middle-aged protagonist, played by Delphine Seyrig, wearing a housecoat and doing domestic tasks - to understand why. The film came out in the same year as Laura Mulvey's essay 'Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema', and just as the Wages for Housework campaign was taking off on both sides of the Atlantic.
In the early 1970s, Akerman had attended meetings in Paris of the Psych et Po research group, organised by Antoinette Fouque, who co-founded the Mouvement de liberation des femmes. She was invited to join the crew of Fouque's first feature film - a response to Freud's essay 'The Psychogenesis of a Case of Homosexuality in a Woman' - in which a teenage girl falls in love with her father's mistress, played by Seyrig. Rushes for the unfinished film show Akerman holding a clapperboard for Scene 15, but neither the cinematographer, Babette Mangolte (who would shoot Jeanne Dielman), nor Akerman are mentioned in Fouque's account of the film: they had walked off the set in protest at the dogmatic approach of Fouque and her feminist collaborators.
In 1975, Akerman appeared on a French television programme to promote a women's film festival in Paris. Later, she made a point of refusing invitations from feminist, gay and lesbian, and Jewish film festivals - this may be the only recording of her speaking with other women about a 'woman's cinema'. Akerman is slouching on a sofa, along from Marguerite Duras; they are separated by Duras's handbag and a packet of cigarettes, which Akerman chain-smokes, bringing her palm to cover her face each time she inhales. She is both self-assured and adolescent: she plays with her watchstrap and her shoe and looks rather disengaged. Her answers are straightforward. To the interviewer's question about her use of an all-woman crew for Jeanne Dielman, she answers that girls often don't get hired and that, being less experienced, they don't try to challenge her experiments. The interviewer asks her to summarise Jeanne Dielman, forgetting its title for a second time:
It starts in the evening when Jeanne makes dinner for her son, so she puts the potatoes on to boil, and, after a while, the doorbell rings, and a man comes in so she goes into a room with him, she comes out of the room with him, he gives her money, she puts it in a soup tureen, she turns off the potatoes, she sets the table, her son arrives, she eats with him, she gets him to recite the poem he's learning for school, she goes out for a walk with him, she goes to bed. The next morning, she gets up, she makes him breakfast, she goes to wake him up, she gives him pocket money, she makes the bed, she cleans the house, she goes shopping, she comes back, she eats, she leaves ... In the afternoon, she buys him some things he needs, she has a coffee, she comes back, a man arrives etc. So, she always does things in the same order, without ever messing up. There are no gaps in her life, meaning there's no anxiety, there are no hollow moments, everything is very, very compact. She knows, for example, that in the morning, when she puts on her dressing gown, she knows that she's going to start with the top button and finish with the bottom button, which means she has no worries, that's her life, it runs smoothly, without any problems.

A third participant, Liliane de Kermadec, interrupts, arguing that Jeanne, in fact, has nothing but worries, that her routine is just a way of masking them. Akerman defends her interpretation, but allows that others are equally valid. Seyrig interjects: as a young woman, she argues, Jeanne might have thought that having a husband and child and keeping house would bring her happiness. This is too much interpretation for Akerman, who wants to continue her plot summary. Things start to go awry for Jeanne when she forgets to turn off the light after a visit from a client and has to double back on herself. The next morning she wakes up too early, meaning she has an unscheduled hour to fill. Akerman doesn't spoil the ending - which, at the film's premiere at Cannes a month later, would cause Duras to shout: 'That woman is mad!' Seyrig had to tug at Akerman's skirt to stop an argument from breaking out.
In her native Belgium and adopted France, distribution for Akerman's films was never certain. Recognition came from a few appreciative programmers, cinephiles and critics. Cahiers du cinema was slow off the mark, fluffing its first interview with Akerman (a faulty tape recorder) and dismissing the second as 'a bit too personal'. But the magazine soon made up for its neglect, publishing an essayistic review of Jeanne Dielman that read the film through a psychoanalytical lens (repetition, compulsion, the uncanny). Several interviews and essays followed and Akerman became the magazine's house autrice, alongside Duras. One month, each woman was said to 'see herself as the privileged, and, in a way, sole spectator of her film'; the next, they both made 'a cinema for everyone, a popular cinema. And if Duras, or Akerman, doesn't entirely manage to reach the popular public for whom they make films, that is because the "popular" no longer goes to the cinema.'
Something close to a 'popular' Akerman was visible last year, when Jeanne Dielman was shown in cinemas across the UK. After it was judged Sight and Sound's 'Greatest Film of All Time' in 2022 Akerman suddenly became vastly better known (the poll is run every ten years; the previous winner was Vertigo). The BFI capitalised on this by releasing two DVD volumes including around half of her films and BFI Southbank hosted a full retrospective. After more than one sold-out screening of Jeanne Dielman last year I overheard departing cinemagoers complaining that they would never get back those three hours, but Akerman would not have been offended by this. If they didn't feel the time pass, then it had been 'stolen'. Other viewers sized Akerman up against Andrei Tarkovsky, Bela Tarr. I heard one man listing to his female companion the sequences Akerman had lifted from 2001: A Space Odyssey (Akerman knew that audiences, in particular their male members, had 'many resources to protect themselves' from Jeanne Dielman). Women compared Jeanne's gestures, like her way of peeling potatoes, to those of their mothers and grandmothers. Other viewers obsessed over the age of Jeanne's son - he is played by a 25-year-old - or the fact that he sleeps on a sofa bed in the living room. But most of the discussions centred on the climactic event that Akerman had refused to mention in the television discussion. What is the expression on Jeanne's face just before she murders her client? Is it an orgasm? Or was that with the previous client? In some ways it seems even harder now 'to feel the film and not just understand it', as Akerman wished. Its ambiguity is what makes it fascinating.
'I don't know everything about myself,' Akerman told Cahiers du cinema in 1977. 'I'm just making assumptions.' In interviews she spoke as both an insider and an outsider with regard to her work, oscillating at times between self-deprecation and grandiosity. On Jeanne Dielman, for instance: 'When I made the film, I didn't think I was going to have an impact. Now I can analyse its almost philosophical meaning; how, with a woman washing dishes, I almost managed to talk about all of humanity.' Although she often responded to questions with anecdotes and talked about the role of chance and the necessity of pragmatism, Akerman was a fine theorist of her own work. She couldn't understand why she was seen as an 'intellectual' filmmaker, but she has left a rich glossary with which to talk about her films. And if most readings of her work fall into the identitarian categories to which she objected, it is in part because she spoke compellingly on these subjects. It might help to bear in mind an early warning from Cahiers du cinema: 'Taking Chantal Akerman at her word can lead to disastrous results.'
Oeuvre ecrite et parlee begins with a memo of just a few words on Akerman's first film, Saute ma ville (1968), and ends with a 'note d'intention' (a director's statement) for a project left unfinished at the time of her death in 2015. The first two volumes bring together, in chronological order, Akerman's writings: entire novels; scripts, many of them unrealised; preparatory documents; dialogue lists; dossiers de presse; letters; and extensive interviews. There is no distinction between the ecrite and the parlee because Akerman herself wouldn't have made one. All this material comes from the archives of the Fondation Chantal Akerman, which was established after her death. The film critic Cyril Beghin, who edited the volumes, had his pick of the archives, but much has been lost, and there is almost no personal correspondence, no diaries. The third volume contains a theoretical essay by Beghin, which guides the reader through the mass of material. Critics and academics will be grateful to him for establishing a reliable timeline for her work and life: errors about both have been repeated too often.
Akerman was the daughter  of immigrants. Her father, Jacob, was born in the Jewish district of Krakow in 1919. The family left for Danzig in 1923, where they remained for a year. The restoration of Polish sovereignty after the First World War had led to pogroms and they considered moving to Palestine, but at the port in Marseille, Mosjek Akerman, Jacob's father, ran into a friend who warned that the 'malaria and swamps and mosquitoes and rocks' made it unsuitable for young families. He recommended Belgium, which had often served as a temporary stop for Eastern European Jews emigrating overseas. The Akermans settled in Brussels. During the Nazi occupation, the family went into hiding and Jacob's sisters were taken in by nuns. But he continued to go to work making leather goods and refused to wear the yellow star. Akerman liked to tell an anecdote about the time an SS officer sat down next to her father on the tram, 'despite his Jewish nose'. The officer got off first. Asked why this story appealed to her, she replied: 'I like little things like that.'
Akerman often said that she made films to fill the 'hole' created by her mother's refusal, or inability, to share her history: 'to fill the silence, or cover up words that were not said, or words that are said to hide others'. Natalia Leibel was born in Tarnow in 1927. In 1939, after the Nazis invaded, the city's entire Jewish population was deported. The Leibel family tried to hide: Natalia's parents and maternal grandfather were soon discovered and sent to Auschwitz, where they were murdered on arrival, but Natalia managed to remain hidden with three aunts and her maternal grandmother until 1944, when they too were discovered. They survived Auschwitz, and the march west to Germany after liberation. Natalia's aunts were careful to chew up what little food they had before giving it to her, to ensure it was digestible: 'People started eating anything they could find ... and they died. All that suffering, and they died afterwards, at the liberation.'
When Natalia finally told this story, in 2003, Akerman was there with her camera to capture it. Or was it that the camera gave her the courage to start the conversation? Akerman's first recording was of her mother 'entering a high-rise and opening a letterbox', and her last film, the documentary No Home Movie (2015), shows Natalia's final years. But Akerman's repeated statement that her mother was unable to talk about her past wasn't quite true. Every 'little thing' Akerman could extract from her mother served as material for her work. She was delighted when she learned that her grandmother had been a painter, even when all Natalia could say about the work was 'c'etait des tres grandes toiles' - very large canvases.
Jacob and Natalia were married in 1948. In Belgium, they went by the Frenchified names of Jacques and Nelly. On the birth of their first daughter, they asked a cousin for an exemplary French name, 'so that if anything happens we won't have to change it'. He suggested Chantal. The family name could stay: 'Akerman is fine. Akerman could be German, Flemish or even a brand of champagne.' Mosjek, who spoke only Polish and Yiddish, lived with them. To please him, Jacques and Nelly sent their daughter to a Jewish school, save for a brief period when, aged seven, she stopped eating and they decided to send her to boarding school in Switzerland. Asked years later why she had stopped eating, Akerman replied: 'Maybe because I didn't want to cost my father and mother anything, or maybe I didn't like it, or maybe not eating was a way of rebelling against the sacrificed generation ... You don't have the right to rebel against the sacrificed generation. They've already sacrificed enough as it is.'
At Akerman's funeral, a cousin recalled that she began to read Sartre and detective novels at the age of twelve. Where she found books and how she chose them is unclear: Akerman said that the house she grew up in was devoid of books and records. She remembered enjoying nouveaux romans, which she read against the grain: 'I could visualise the characters and completely identified with them. I felt like they were describing my life.' After Mosjek's death, her parents sent her to a non-religious school in a fancy part of Brussels. The student newspaper from 1963 contains a brief description: 'Good at maths, weak at Latin. Hobby: reading. Future plans: literary critic.' Yet around the same time a teacher marked one of Akerman's essays with the comment 'style populaire'. Because her parents were immigrants, Akerman took particular care to write correct French and the criticism haunted her. Decades later, in a radio interview, she realised why: 'When you attack language, you're attacking the mother.' It's perhaps not surprising that the voice of her two semi-autobiographical novels - Ma Mere rit (translated into English as My Mother Laughs) and Une famille a Bruxelles (translated as A Family in Brussels) - slips between that of the narrator and that of her mother, often in the same sentence, without a change in pronouns. The mother tongue was already present in one of Akerman's early and most celebrated films, News from Home (1976), in which she overlays long, static shots of New York with the letters she received from her bereft mother back in Belgium: banal details of her small world, which Akerman reads in voiceover, and which are often drowned out or made unintelligible by the sounds of the road or the subway.
In the short film Lettre de cineaste (1984), commissioned for television by the Institut national de l'audiovisuel, Akerman, lying in bed, speaks directly to the camera: 'If I make films, it's because I didn't dare take up the challenge of writing.' Was this insecurity or false modesty? When Akerman sought funding for Jeanne Dielman - presenting it as though it were a project in development, when, in fact, it had already been shot and invited to Cannes - the script was dismissed as a nouveau roman. The prototype for Jeanne Dielman, a screenplay called Elle vogue vers l'Amerique, is included in Oeuvre ecrite et parlee. The detailed description of the flat's interior, which closely resembles the set dressing for Jeanne Dielman, was that of her parents' home: 'glossy tiles in a brighter shade of white', 'modern and functional furniture', a glass coffee pot, a fireplace with fake logs, vases placed on doilies, nesting tables. This is where the nouveau roman influence ends. The woman of the title has left her husband and tells her neighbour Marie: 'I'm free ... I have visitors, they give me money, I'm what you call a kept woman, a whore.' Jeanne and Marie grow closer as they become more aware of the patriarchal and capitalist forces operating against them. And there is a happy ending. On the final page, Marie kisses Jeanne; Jeanne learns she has won the lottery; and Marie's husband leaves on a boat trip, waved off by his children, Marie and Jeanne. Akerman was candid about the failure of the script: it was 'a series of scenes that illustrated ideas', and the comparison between marriage and prostitution was too obvious. She knew the film wouldn't work, she said, when she realised she couldn't imagine the way the characters were dressed.
After finishing school, Akerman spent three months studying film in Brussels before dropping out. She funded Saute ma ville by selling fake shares on the Antwerp diamond exchange. She was briefly caught up in the events of 1968 but couldn't take going on marches or 'sticking things to walls' seriously. She moved to Paris, where she became involved in theatre and went to hear Levinas discuss the Torah each week at the Ecole Normale Israelite Orientale and Deleuze and Lacan lecture in Vincennes. Saute ma ville had some success on Belgian television, prompting Akerman to return to Brussels. But her hopes of making more films there were quashed when the government intervened over a funding application: she wanted to make a film about a girl who kills her parents with poisoned orange juice after finding them in a post-coital embrace.
Akerman responded by going to America. She was 21 and had 'fifty words of English and fifty dollars in my pocket'. In New York, she took in work by Philip Glass, Robert Wilson, Richard Foreman and Yvonne Rainer. Babette Mangolte introduced her to the celluloid experiments of Stan Brakhage and Hollis Frampton, Andy Warhol and Michael Snow. At Chelsea's Elgin Theatre, they watched Snow's La Region centrale on a loop: 'a three-hour film about a landscape with stones, blue and grey, and all the possible camera movements over this landscape ... I have never been so moved, so enthusiastic: because it is language itself, without interference, without any identification possible.' Akerman completed two films in New York, using the money she saved from her job as a booth girl at a gay porn cinema (men coming to see gay movies didn't always check their change, or wait around for it). The first, Hotel Monterey, is an hour-long silent documentary about a 'welfare hotel' where Akerman herself had sometimes stayed. La Chambre, a short self-portrait, begins with three rotations of a 360deg panoramic shot that slowly completes itself. It could not have been made without exposure to the work of Snow and others. But Snow taught her something about narrative too: she compared the suspense in his films to Hitchcock.
Akerman also began work on what would have been her first non-fiction film (though she was adamant that 'there is only fiction'). Hanging Out Yonkers was an ambitious project about a 'rehabilitation and prevention' centre for adolescents and she envisioned wide distribution in Europe, with the possibility of both a cinematic and television version. Only 44 minutes of silent rushes remain: most of the footage was left on the subway. Akerman wanted the film to begin with a survey of Yonkers. The Black part of it was 'a ghetto, where people are condemned to remain unless chance or a tremendous effort on their part overturns this almost fatal situation'; the white part, she said, had the feeling of The Birds. Perhaps because of her mistrust of groups, Akerman was particularly interested in the centre's group therapy, which is documented, albeit from a distance, in the rushes. Most characteristic of her later work are what would have been four extended monologues in which young people describe their neighbourhoods, their families, what led them to drugs, their perceptions of the centre and their hopes for the future.
The transcripts were translated into French by Akerman and mirror the style of her own spoken and written language: no complex punctuation; repetition; disordered syntax; sudden jumps from one subject to the next. The film theorist Ivone Margulies calls these passages 'blocs de texte'; others have described them as 'naked' and 'unilateral'. The bloc de texte in Jeanne Dielman is often the first time an audience encounters Akerman's humour. Jeanne is reading aloud a letter from her sister in Canada. Her tone is dispassionate and doesn't change as she goes from descriptions of the snow and driving lessons to a line imploring her to remarry: 'A beautiful woman like you shouldn't remain alone.' Seyrig thought she should smile at this part, but Akerman told her to concentrate on the form and rhythm. She wanted the delivery to be 'psalmodic', like the repetitions of the prayers she'd heard at the synagogue as a young child. There was 'something about my sentence structures', she thought, that came from Yiddish and Polish. 'The balance of a sentence in French is important, but here I break that ... again, not on purpose.' Her first instinct was to correct this imbalance, but she thought better of it.
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The bloc de texte monologue comes into its own in her third feature film, Les Rendez-vous d'Anna (1978), which marks the first appearance of Akerman's actrice fetiche, Aurore Clement. At times Akerman rejected biographical interpretations of the film and at other times encouraged them. It concerns a woman filmmaker, a second-generation Holocaust survivor, who, like Akerman, sometimes sleeps with women. Anna takes a train from Paris to Essen, then to Cologne, to tour her new film, but a note in Oeuvre ecrite et parlee - intended for the producers and the crew - instructs that nothing in the film should 'contribute to the myth of cinema' but 'the lights of a cinema going out in front of or behind her'. The film records the dead time between screenings, the half-empty hotels and odd encounters, emphasising the spaces Anna moves through: stations, trains, hotel rooms, bits of towns. After the film's release, Akerman agreed to appear in a documentary about trains and cinema. The producers probably didn't get what they bargained for. Akerman is shown sitting in a cart, which appears to be bumping along some train tracks (a green screen), as she free-associates:
Childhood and love are two of cinema's big subjects. And children love trains because of the rocking motion which reminds them of their mothers. The sensual aspect of a train resembles the cinema, or when you're close to your mother. The train is a permissive space. There are transgressive things you'd only ever do on a train that you sometimes allow yourself to do in a cinema.

She giggles when the producer asks what she is referring to. In Les Rendez-vous d'Anna, Anna changes trains in Brussels and reunites with her mother. They decide to share a hotel room. Naked in bed with her mother (played by Lea Massari, only twelve years Clement's senior), Anna tells her in stilted detail about having slept with a woman: 'For some reason I thought of you.'
Because Anna is only ever passing through, she has the kinds of encounter that transience makes possible. Strangers, dissatisfied with their lives, confide in her (Akerman called them 'des Madame Bovary hommes ou femmes'). One man invites her to his young daughter's birthday party and regales her with his life story (the history of his house, his intimacy with his wife before she left him for a Turkish man, his loneliness), which somehow merges into an account of 20th-century Germany history ('1933 ... the war ... the peace ... the reconstruction'). He doesn't mention the Holocaust. Anna stands on the grass, listening, visibly cold but attentive.
In interviews for the film's release, Akerman wondered if filmmaking hadn't allowed her to fulfil the 'vocation for exile' she described Anna as having:
Since Jeanne Dielman ... I'm always being invited to festivals. I always have an excuse to leave, but I can also refuse to go ... I think this can be explained by my Jewish background. I don't have a sense of belonging to the land; on the contrary, I feel that I am only attached to the ground where my feet are. And, even then, it's often a little shaky.

Les Rendez-vous d'Anna was badly received. The French considered it overly stylised, and compromised by its production: some of the funding had come from Gaumont, which was known for its highly conventional films de scenaristes (screenwriters' films). Godard had been badmouthing Les Rendez-vous d'Anna as 'un film de Gaumont' since its premiere, even though his Ici et ailleurs (1976) was a Gaumont production. It was a year later that Akerman first met her 'hero'. Godard asked her to take part in a series of interviews he was conducting with other filmmakers. In the recording, he asks Akerman to describe the way she spends her time. Her seemingly innocent reply - 'I get up early in the morning and try to write' - triggers a series of rebukes, as Godard demands to know why she writes instead of taking photographs. 'But in the end, won't the film consist of taking photographs?' Perhaps she had touched a nerve: as Chris Marker once pointed out, cinema 'allowed Godard to be a novelist'. Even after Akerman moves on to her notion of fixed and inscribed images, Godard still wants to catch her out: he chastises her for using a word associated with writing (inscrire) to talk about cinema.
Yet Godard was one of the few filmmakers who might have understood Akerman's predicament. He too had a fraught and changing relationship with narrative, and found himself constantly reflecting on his earlier work. Akerman liked her early films better than Godard did his, but the success of Jeanne Dielman cast a long shadow. The cult status of the film, particularly among feminists, had become so great that, decades later, her great aunt (who lived at 23 quai du Commerce) was still receiving fan mail. Whatever she did was judged through the prism of Jeanne Dielman. Akerman's friends and collaborators have always maintained that she didn't set out to shock audiences - whether with the murder in Jeanne Dielman or the twelve-minute lesbian sex scene in her first feature, Je, tu, il, elle (1974) - and didn't think of her films as very radical. But she couldn't do things by halves. If she was going to be accused of being too close to literature, or pandering to the industry, her inclination was to double down on the perceived offence.
After the commercial failure of Les Rendez-vous d'Anna, she decided that her films' limitations were the result of her writing style. She adapted two novels by Isaac Bashevis Singer, The Manor and The Estate, both written in Yiddish, which follow several interconnected families in Poland at the end of the 19th century. She found in them the roots of 'all the spiritual and intellectual ideas that triumphed in the modern era', the elements of the 'great epics of cinema, from Gone with the Wind to The Godfather'. But in Singer's work she also felt she had uncovered what could have been her family history: the history 'of this postwar generation whose parents threw themselves wholeheartedly into oblivion'.
Her ambition was to make two three-hour films and 'eight or nine' hours of television based on the novels. This wouldn't be cheap and she knew she wouldn't get that sort of funding in Europe. In her director's statement she describes reading Singer's books 'feverishly and greedily'; hiding her copies when her friends came round in case they disappeared; dropping their titles into conversation, only to see other people's eyes light up, too. She had obtained Singer's blessing and even visited him in Miami. (Her account of their meetings betrays some bewilderment at his intimate questions but, as a fan, she let it go.)
In the books - and in the script written with her longtime friend and collaborator Eric de Kuyper - we can recognise Akerman's preference for declarative sentences, for equanimity, no matter the event described, and a stable aesthetic distance from the characters. Her scripts leave out much of the material in the books and are just as concerned with love affairs and partner-swapping as with religious belief and modernity. There were problems with the process: Akerman was worried about the stories looking 'folksy'; she didn't like the countryside and she certainly didn't like filming it - 'because there are no lines'. Perhaps inevitably, the project failed. Akerman diagnosed the problem: producers in Hollywood didn't want to give her money because they didn't want to remember 'that they had once been poor little Polish tailors'. They echoed what her father had told her whenever she asked about her history: 'Enough with these old stories.'
The failure of the Singer project was especially difficult because, up until that point, Akerman had believed that she could make commercial films if she wanted to. The smaller films that came next bear traces of the Singer adaptations in their proliferation of characters and romantic entanglements. Toute une nuit (1982), a film that plays with Hollywood cliches, is harder to characterise than the earlier films, in large part because of the absence of autobiographical themes (except for the appearance of Nelly Akerman, smoking outside a house, while a voice off-screen calls 'maman, maman, maman'). When I try to encourage people to watch it, I say that the film is like having sex and being betrayed at the same time. In Akerman's words: 'We dream of a dazzling feeling that will burn us, consume us. But, if this feeling conjures up an image, it looks like throwing oneself into the other person's arms.' The film takes place over a single sweaty summer's night, as frustration and restlessness slip into eroticism, betrayals and impulsiveness. The colours are sumptuous, charged: midnight blues, the yellows of streetlamps, the reds of jukeboxes and low-cut evening dresses. Akerman wanted to convey what she called the 'incestuous chain' of desire among her small group of friends in Brussels. It couldn't have been filmed in Paris: she wanted to capture Brussels's straight lines; Paris, like the countryside, had too many curves.
The idea for Toute une nuit came by chance. Akerman had discovered some old notes and was interested in the form the notebook suggested: if each printed line was treated as a cut, then the prose turned into fragments. In his essay, Beghin notes that a traditional script for the film exists, but he thought it more helpful to include the lists Akerman made for it: a dialogue list, a list of attitudes (an attitude being 'between gesture and posture, between physical action and psychological suggestion') and a list of sequences - all with their black lines. Between two lines, a scene's entire dialogue could be: 'I'm hot, I've drunk too much. How hot it is. Why did I drink so much. Stop me from drinking. I'm scared' or 'What a beautiful night, why don't we go out?/Now?/Yes! Let's go!/Let's go into town, let's go dancing./Yes.'
Akerman  once said that 'everything was already there' in her first film, Saute ma ville. As in Pierrot le fou, it ends with its character blowing herself up, and this is too often interpreted as Akerman foreshadowing her own suicide. She also referred to the film as 'burlesque' and Chaplinesque, and later said that it 'bordered on the psychiatric ... it was pathological.' She knew it was a good film, although she couldn't bear to rewatch the manic dance she performs in it. This is what had upset her about Duras's pronouncement at Cannes: 'I'm afraid of madness. Very afraid. I know a thing or two about it. I don't like it. I think for Marguerite, it must have had something romantic about it. Not for me.' In her autobiographical essay 'Le Frigidaire est vide. On peut le remplir', Akerman describes herself as 'a child who doesn't have the right to explode', but goes on: 'In 1984, everything changed. I sang so loudly that I exploded. Since then, I explode from time to time.' The 'explosion' was a breakdown that led to a diagnosis of bipolar disorder. She didn't directly address this in her work until much later, in 2009, in a multiple projection video installation called Maniac Summer, which included 'images of everyday life and their destruction'. She had been inspired by a physicist's lecture about the 'human shadows' created on walls in Hiroshima by radiation from the atomic bomb.
It's unfashionable to talk about Akerman's condition, perhaps because bipolar disorder is thought to be the preserve of psychiatry rather than psychoanalysis, and so isn't as amenable to the type of analysis her work normally attracts. And it still feels too sensitive, even though she talked about it in interviews. But we can't avoid the fact that, if Akerman's is a bedroom cinema, it might well be because she spent months at a time in bed. And if it's also a manic, joyful cinema, this might be indebted to her highs. During the prolific period that followed her breakdown, she made Letters Home, a feature-length video based on Rose Leiman Goldemberg's play about Sylvia Plath and her mother; a review in Cahiers du cinema praised Akerman's ability to capture the 'time of madness' and the way the rhythm of the film 'follows the meanderings of the heroine's mind'. In the early 1990s, Akerman's line about her process was either, 'It took me three or four seconds. There was nothing to correct,' or, 'It took me four hours. There was nothing to correct.'
Although  family history, Nelly's in particular, often found its way into Akerman's films, their starting points were usually something small, a chance encounter. In 1981, three years before her breakdown, Akerman told Jeanne Moreau that she was interested in making a comedy but felt she needed a co-writer. Moreau suggested she talk to Jean Gruault, who had co-written Jules et Jim. Akerman procrastinated, still bruised by the rejection of the Singer project, but when she finally called Gruault, 'he spent half an hour telling me that he had bought frozen fish, because he really believes in frozen food, and with the fish he was going to make rice: a whole story like that.' She realised they were a good match: 'It's exactly the kind of thing I love ... because what I don't like is when the French try to be witty, and he wasn't trying to be witty, it was really flat humour, which suits me perfectly.'
Having previously renounced the use of music, considering it 'pornographic', Akerman, with Gruault's encouragement, made the project a musical: the lyrics came to her in a flash. The song titles include 'Puisque l'amour est plus fort que tout', 'Robert Camembert/La Vierge Marie' and 'Voila notre Romeo'. The orchestration included synth and frantic strings; there were slow, acoustic numbers and even a muzak track. Akerman pitched Golden Eighties as a 'tender, frenetic' film about 'love and commerce', inspired by her mother, who was always 'made-up and well dressed'. Nelly had worked in a mall, which was the perfect location for Akerman: 'A space where everyone watches everyone else ... Everything is a spectacle. Characters move like heroes ... the shop windows and dressing rooms appearing like stages.'
Akerman hustled: first, she was given some Belgian money with which to make a short 'proof of concept'; she turned this into a feature film, Les Annees 80, which captured the audition process for Golden Eighties. 'At your age, heartbreak won't last' are the first words spoken in the film, delivered over a black screen. The actress who speaks the line isn't revealed, but we recognise the voice of her interlocutor, Chantal Akerman, as she offers different prompts: 'Try a higher intonation'; 'Not too low, not too high'; 'You're too inside the text: try it with your eyes closed.'
Akerman scholars haven't always known what to make of the postmodern, kitschy Golden Eighties. It would have been easier to accept an Akerman film about love - its fantasies, its hopes and fears and disappointments - if it embraced irony or critiqued heterosexuality, or indeed capitalism. But Akerman was too much in love with her characters, even the cheating cads. No one in an Akerman film is ever mocked or caught off-guard. Golden Eighties was also the first of her features to make explicit reference to the Holocaust. Jeanne, a Holocaust survivor, is played by Delphine Seyrig. But it is the 'flat' (plat) humour that Akerman appreciated in her collaborator that is key to understanding the film. When Philippe Garrel interviewed her for his documentary about their generation of filmmakers, who came up after the Nouvelle Vague, Akerman's theory of le plat was all she wanted to talk about: 'Everything is on the same level [in Golden Eighties] and this is very much linked to a Jewish vision of the world. Catholics have heaven on one hand and earth on the other. For us [Jews], heaven touches earth ... It's a film without a hierarchy. There's no difference between the flesh and the spirit.' This attitude is captured in a line near the end of the film, when an older shopkeeper consoles a heartbroken Mado:
Love is like dresses, Mado. You like a dress, you think you have to have it, but maybe it's too expensive, or else it's beautiful but poorly made, or it's well made, not too expensive, and on top of that it's marvellous, but it doesn't suit you at all. So you have to go buy another one. After all, you can't run around naked in the street.

French critics were divided and the film was a commercial flop. On its release, Akerman told a journalist that she would like to do away with press and interviews altogether. She had, in a sense, been doing publicity for the film herself: she had managed to smuggle the theme tune into several of the short films she made for television during the period and began her interview with Garrel by humming it. A short, Family Business, commissioned for Channel 4 in 1984, sees Akerman travel to Los Angeles to track down a mythical rich uncle to fund her film. Instead, she ends up at the wrong house and is mistaken for the English language coach for a French actress, who happens to be Clement. The script they are practising is the translation of an early version of Golden Eighties: 'Is it an American movie?' Akerman's character asks. 'No, it's a Belgian-Swiss co-production and the director wants to break in here,' Clement replies. The rest is goofy comedy:
Clement: I never shitted on my husband.
Akerman: [correcting her] Chee-tud.
Clement: In business they say there is no one tougher than me.
Akerman: [correcting her] Tug-ger.

Gags and language games characterise Akerman's most Jewish film: the fragmentary Histoires d'Amerique: Food, Family and Philosophy (1989). When Serge Daney asked: 'Why now?', Akerman replied that the Jews had spent forty years in the desert, Claude Lanzmann's Shoah had been released forty years after the end of the war and now it was her time. She had found a book of letters sent to a Yiddish socialist newspaper in New York between 1906 and 1970, 'a bit like when people write to Marie-Claire to get advice on their romantic problems'. In this case, it was about 'life problems, integration problems, all kinds of problem'. She translated some of these into French and interleaved her own stories, which she said had come from her unconscious, before translating them back into English, while trying to ensure the Yiddish rhythms and cadences weren't lost. Then she punctuated them with jokes that are far from plat - ghetto humour, misunderstanding, the comedy of self-hatred, the absurdities and hypocrisies of traditional Jewish life - because 'we all know what jokes are: a kind of distancing technique that makes reality more palatable.'
Akerman auditioned more than a hundred people for the film, which features both amateurs and professional actors (including Judith Malina from the Living Theatre and Eszter Balint, who'd appeared in Jim Jarmusch's Stranger than Paradise). It was shot on a neglected plot of land under the Williamsburg Bridge, where the lighting made the characters look like ghosts. Akerman was more relaxed in her direction than usual, and was even charmed by interpretations of the text which were far from what she had envisioned and might not be considered well acted. A stray note about this appears in the script and is included in Oeuvre ecrite et parlee: 'Claudia ... changed the punctuation, reading some sentences very quickly, without any apparent logic, provoking an emotion I hadn't imagined.'
The long opening sequence is shot from a boat approaching Manhattan by night: a radically different view from the one immigrants would have encountered, but the same ocean. As the vessel approaches land and the city's skyscrapers loom overhead, Akerman, in a voiceover, reads a story which also appears in Gershom Scholem's Major Trends in Jewish Mysticism:
A rabbi always passed through a village to get to the forest and there, at the foot of a tree, and it was always the same one, he began to pray, and God heard him.
His son too always passed through the same village, to get to the forest, but he could not remember where the tree was, so he prayed at the foot of any old tree, and God heard him.
His grandson did not know where the tree was, nor the forest, so he went to pray in the village, and God heard him.
His great-grandson didn't know where the tree was, nor the forest, nor even the village, but he still knew the words of the prayer, so he prayed in his house, and God heard him.

She adds: 'My own history is full of holes, full of blanks and I don't even have a child.'
Rewatching Akerman's short film Lettre de cineaste, I realised that the line I had remembered from the start - 'If I make films, it's because I didn't dare take up the challenge of writing' - is not the first thing we hear. I had missed what the script records as a 'priere juive'. In the film, over a black screen, we hear Akerman say: 'And God arrived. We couldn't see Him; He was behind a cloud in a country whose name we didn't know.' She goes on to read the words of the Second Commandment in a childlike, breathless voice: 'I am your Eternal God, and you will honour me. You shall not make for yourself an image, or any likeness of what is in the heavens above, or on the earth below, or in the waters under the earth.' Akerman often expressed anxieties about image-making and idolatry, but, by the time of Histoires d'Amerique, she had reached a sort of conclusion:
I think that by creating frontal images the way I do, I make way for God somehow. I'm embarrassed to say this because it's such a huge statement. I feel that with the type of images I create [there is] a relationship between one person and another. I am facing the person. The person who goes to the cinema and is facing me. It's not a relationship where I take someone by surprise.

Godard, by contrast, believed that 'when you go to the cinema, you look up.'
Akerman  entered the art world with a commission: in 1990, she was asked to make an installation about 'the coming together of the European Community' after the fall of the Berlin Wall. Instead, she went looking for the cracks, proposing to examine 'what was left out of this union ... and the concomitant rise of nationalism and antisemitism', and accepting on the condition that she would also be allowed to make a feature-length film with the material: this became her ethnographic, experimental documentary D'Est (1993). In her director's statement, included in Oeuvre ecrite et parlee, she sets out her plan to shoot 'everything that touches me' in 'my usual way: documentary bordering on fiction'. The statement also records Akerman's characteristic anxieties about falling into traps: it's as though by writing them down, she can protect against them. The text is palpably anxious, characterised by long sentences that double back on themselves. She was aware that she was witnessing a great historical transformation, but didn't want to accept the imposed binary of 'before' and 'after'. 'The perversion was already there,' she argued, 'in the existence of these two blocs, which were not as contradictory as they seemed at first glance.'
D'Est is a record of urban and rural landscapes (it was the first time Akerman had filmed the countryside) as well as public and domestic spaces. The film begins in East Germany at the end of summer and finishes in Moscow in deep winter. In between are Poland, Lithuania, Belarus, Moldova and Ukraine, but there is almost nothing to ground the viewer in any particular location, bar the odd sign for a biergarten or a glimpse of Cyrillic. Cultural cross-contamination is the point. In the director's statement, Akerman listed the things she thought might touch her, including: 'stations and plains, rivers or seas, streams and brooks, trees and forests. Fields and factories and more faces, food, interiors, doors, windows, the preparation of meals'. Viewers might cling to background voices as a way of anchoring themselves in place, but the voices (which are never subtitled) are often drowned out and anyhow the sound becomes out of sync with the footage around half an hour in. For the sections filmed from the road, Akerman mounted her 16mm camera on top of the type of car used by Communist Party officials. In a scene at a Moscow bus stop, captured in one of Akerman's characteristic long, slow pans, a group stands waiting, some in fur coats, others in puffa jackets, some wearing budenovkas and ushankas, others woolly hats. The car and camera seem to raise little suspicion, and even a couple of half-smiles. According to Anne Eakin Moss they are saying: 'Look - they're photographing.' 'Are you satisfied? What is this? Two hours and no bus.' 'So you're taking a picture of this mess, huh?'
The film's limpid syntax and lack of establishing frames lent themselves well to the installation format: eight pillars with three television monitors mounted on each. A 25th monitor stands on the floor, either in the same or a different room, depending on the gallery. It's easily missed. Over a hard to decipher image, Kol Nidre - which begins the Yom Kippur service - can be heard on the cello. First in Hebrew, then in French, then in English, Akerman reads a text, which begins with the Second Commandment, and then: 'Writing a film before even knowing it. Writing to close it off. Writing the letter to the father. From Kazimierz on the Vistula.' Is she talking about the work of filmmaking, of the texts she writes to raise funds (which populate Oeuvre ecrite et parlee), or of her fear of determining in advance a form of non-fiction whose chance aspects were precisely what she sought? The 'letter to the father' might be a reference to Kafka (she loved his letters, which were published in French as Lettre au pere), but it could also be a response to Godard. The last two paragraphs go like this:
Yesterday, today and tomorrow, there have been, there will be, there are even now, people whom history, which no longer even has a capital H, has struck down, and who wait there, herded together, to be killed, beaten or starved, or who walk without knowing where they are going, in groups or alone.
There's nothing to be done, it's obsessive and it obsesses me. Despite the cello, despite cinema. When the film was finished, I said to myself, that's what it was: once again, that.

I saw the installation in Paris more than a year into the genocide in Gaza. The images conjured by 'herded, killed, beaten, starved' weren't abstract. I asked myself whether Akerman would have allowed for this comparison. Her later documentaries, Sud (1999, filmed in Jasper, Texas, following the lynching of James Byrd Jr and inspired by her reading of James Baldwin) and De l'autre cote (2002, filmed in Agua Prieta and Douglas, on either side of the US-Mexico border), use the same formal strategies as D'Est. If, in Europe, there were 'murders or even genocides because of or in the name of an excess of history: history of territory and land, race, religion', in America, a 'lack of history, past, culture, or the vague memory of a culture, of a place they had left to go elsewhere, where it was big, new, where it was elsewhere, has also led them to eliminate what bothers them.' In all three films, Akerman held shots for a long time, as a way, she said, of inducing 'a bit of truth'. She described the tree that becomes a focal point in Sud:
And then a tree. If it's filmed in the American South and it's been there for a certain amount of time, then you might recall that in this same South, not so long ago, they hanged men and women.
The song 'Strange Fruit' might come into your head, sung - again, not so long ago - by a singer whose name was and still is Billie Holiday.
In the same South, you might also look at an empty, humming cotton field.
And, again, it's difficult, if you look at it for a certain amount of time, not to remember the Black slaves who laboured there not so long again, under the yoke of their white owners.

But truth was never straightforward for Akerman. Cause and effect were often blurry. In a text written before production, she says that she was drawn to the Mexican border story because she had read quotes from Arizonans talking about illegal immigrants using the words 'dirt' and 'invasion', which made her think of Nazi propaganda. When her mother watched some of the rushes on the editing table, she saw a shot (that didn't end up in the final film) of a hole in the ground and asked her daughter: 'Doesn't that remind you of anything?' Akerman was struck that she hadn't thought of the camps and their mass graves during the shoot.
Around the same time, Nelly collaborated on Demain on demenage (2004), a burlesque comedy about a woman (Sylvie Testud) who lives with, and sometimes shares a bed with, her Holocaust survivor mother, played by Clement. The signifiers in this film are sensory: the smell of burned chicken and disinfectant (which, in the script, reminds the mother of 'the smell of Poland in the 1940s'). The film contains a scene in which the daughter asks her mother to read from her grandmother's diary: this was Nelly's mother's real diary, which Akerman had rediscovered as an adult. A behind-the-scenes documentary shows Nelly translating the diary from Polish and explaining to Clement the way it should be read. 'This isn't cinema,' Nelly says of the scene. 'It's truth. And it becomes cinema.'
People sometimes ask me whether Akerman was a Zionist. My responses sound to me like equivocation: sometimes I describe her as a liberal Zionist, while believing this to be an oxymoron; sometimes I stress her almost constant adoption of her mother's perspective and her intense concern for her mother's welfare (Nelly said that Israel was the only place she didn't 'cling to the walls' and could 'walk in the middle of the street'); sometimes I emphasise her celebration of the diaspora and her 'maternal language', Yiddish, which the Zionist movement tried to stamp out. I tell people to watch La-bas (2006), the film that Akerman made in Israel, describing it as 'ambivalent', while putting off rewatching it myself. (The English title is Down There, but a better title might be Over There, since 'La-bas' was the oblique epithet Nelly used for the camps.) In some quarters of the internet Akerman has been 'cancelled', while in others the question of her Zionism is avoided for fear of uncovering something that would undermine the politics we associate with her. Akerman herself was curious about the 'other': she had learned the concept and the ethic when she went to see Levinas analysing the weekly Torah portion. Through these lectures, she developed 'the art of questioning and contradicting', as she called it, that runs through Oeuvre ecrite et parlee. She wanted 'less idolatry in this idolatrous world', and might not have been pleased by her lionisation either.
When the producer Xavier Carniaux asked Akerman to make a film about Israel, she at first refused, considering it 'impossible' and 'paralysing'. In her director's statement she describes her 'fear of burning my fingers and reason, fear of the pitfalls of subjectivity, but that was all I had, my subjectivity ... neutrality doesn't exist.' She knew it would be unpopular. The statement is long and sprawling, but the ambivalence of La-bas is there, as is my sense that her Zionism was a pathological mental state:
I feel so disconnected that I can't even manage to keep a house with bread, butter, coffee, milk, toilet paper. And when I buy them, I feel like I'm performing a heroic act. Basically, I don't know how to live. Or go anywhere. When I take the bus, it's also an act of heroism. And all of this has to do with that. With Israel, or not Israel. Of course, not the real Israel. With an Israel where, all of a sudden, I would belong.

In La-bas, these words are spoken in voiceover. Most of the film, shot on a low-quality digital camera, takes place inside an apartment in Tel Aviv: the semi-transparent blinds divide up and obscure the view of the apartments and balconies opposite (again, her preferred straight lines). There is nothing in the image to tell us we are in Israel. La-bas is rare in Akerman's work for not looking at its subjects head on; its long takes are not given a chance of inducing a 'bit of truth'.
The chronology and scope of Oeuvre ecrite et parlee allows us to trace Akerman's changing relationship to Zionism. In the 1970s, when her existence was, by choice, nomadic, Akerman spoke about Israel as a 'collage ... a copy, which doesn't work for the majority of Jews'. In the late 1980s, she told Daney: 'To create this state, it was necessary ... to exchange "being" for "having" ... It was still about finding a place that wasn't completely our own, but where we could have peace. But in Israel, we don't have peace, we have war.' In 1992, Akerman wrote her first play, Hall de nuit, which included an Algerian Muslim character. A couple of other unrealised scripts include Arab characters, and one takes place in Tunisia.
In the mid-1990s, after travelling to Israel, Palestine, Lebanon, Jordan and Syria in an attempt to 'see through an Orientalism that has almost rendered the East superfluous as a real thing', she wrote a director's statement for Du Moyen-Orient, a continuation of the D'Est project. This time, her words exhibited greater awareness of the paranoid European unconscious: 'When we touch on the Middle East, we feel that we are also touching on the underground forces that clash and stir both in our society and within ourselves.' The text confronts her personal history: she remembers, as a child at her Jewish school and after the Suez Crisis, being 'taught to have an enemy'. She writes that she doesn't want to focus on the desert, which she thinks would almost be a contravention of 'you shall not make for yourself an image, or any likeness.'
Yet this is where No Home Movie (2015) begins: with a seven-minute shot, from the middle distance at which she shot most of her protagonists, of a tree in the desert being battered by wind. Akerman's film editor Claire Atherton has said that its inclusion was unplanned and, in response to requests for an explanation of the tree's prominence, replied that Akerman wasn't that kind of rhetorical or conceptual filmmaker. This has not prevented others from according it symbolic value: the tree is dying, as Akerman's mother was at the time, or it's about to be deracine, as Akerman will be on Nelly's death (she killed herself eighteen months later). Akerman refused to name the desert - it appears on five different screens in her final installation, Now - for the same reason she didn't want to reveal whether a shot from D'Est was filmed in Lithuania or Poland. But it is, of course, the Naqab. The final text in Volume 2 of Oeuvre ecrite et parlee is a director's statement for a non-fiction film called Lod that would have focused on a Russian immigrant to Lod/al-Lidd and her difficulties integrating into the city with the highest crime rate in Israel (Akerman compares it to Clichy-sous-Bois during the 2005 riots), the site of massacres in 1948. Claire Denis recalled a plan Akerman had, no doubt in a period of mania, to build a tunnel from Russia to Israel, imagining that mass Russian immigration to Israel would swing the polls to the left and solve Israel's problems.
In  2004, Akerman was asked to write an autobiographical essay for the retrospective of her work at the Pompidou. The text of 'Le Frigidaire est vide' is in part a document of her struggle to write it. It begins with the voice of the film industry:
People tell me, it would be good for the reader, for the viewer, to have a hint or a whisper as to why you began with a tragicomedy in which you play yourself.
Then why you seemingly turned your back on all of that, and went on to make more experimental, silent films.
Why, having barely finished a film on the other side of the ocean, you returned to France and to narrative.
Why you no longer act and decided to make a musical comedy.
Why you made a series of documentaries and then decide to adapt Proust.

Among these films were stranger films, films that don't correspond with the Akerman we think we know, films that never got off the ground. Critics and fans couldn't understand why Akerman had compromised her sensibility with the Franco-American apartment swap rom-com, A Couch in New York (1996), which she said she made to show her father she could make money. In Contre-chant erotique (2000), an unrealised short film, Thomas tells his friend of his affair with a woman called Jeanne. In a flashback (unusual for Akerman), we see Jeanne making the first move: going up to Thomas's table in a restaurant, kissing his hand, then his fingers, and then putting them in her mouth. It is hard to imagine a gesture like this in an Akerman film, where intimacy is usually conveyed by allusion. Thomas takes Jeanne to her apartment, where they have sex. She disappears for a few days, but then he arrives home one night to find her naked and asleep in his bed. He kisses her all over, moves her arm, opens her legs and lays his head on her pubis; she remains asleep. He puts his face to her vagina and smells her. As Thomas penetrates her, Jeanne opens her eyes and orgasms. In the present day, Thomas's friend asks if he would have carried on had she not woken up; he says he thinks he would. Jeanne disappears again for a few days, until, one night, he thinks he hears her enter his apartment. Is it really her or just a fantasy? Now, it's Thomas's turn: he pretends to sleep, his eyes flickering as he tries to watch her undress. She inserts his hard penis inside her. Like her, he opens his eyes only when he orgasms. This continues for nights on end, until, one day, Jeanne enters his apartment to find he's still awake. They have a coffee in the kitchen and make small talk. It isn't at all the same thing.
In Nuit et jour (1991), a small, clever film at the commercial end of Akerman's range, Jack and Julie have sex half-asleep, but that is because Jack, who works nights as a cab driver, has made a pact never to sleep, so that he can spend his days in the domestic cocoon he has created with her. Besides, the narrator (voiced by Akerman) tells us, 'he slept a lot as a child so now he has some sleep saved up.' They never tire of having sex and need no other sustenance: nothing interrupts their intimacy. Julie has also vowed never to sleep and spends her nights walking around Paris until she can reunite with Jack. One day, the day driver offers to drop the taxi at Jack's house in the morning, which gives him an extra half-hour with Julie. The effect is similar to that in Jeanne Dielman, when Jeanne wakes too early. Julie walks Jack to the cab, where she meets the day driver, Joseph. Julie will now spend her nights in hotel rooms with Joseph. One night, she falls asleep. The narrator says: 'It was the first time he had seen her sleep'. The camera follows Joseph's head as he moves down to her crotch and parts her legs, and tracks up his body as he penetrates her (this shot, in an Akerman film!). She opens her eyes, gasps. Day has broken, and she must hurry back to Jack. In one of Akerman's most overtly feminist conclusions, Julie leaves the two men; the film ends as she walks through a bustling Paris, this time in daylight. Akerman called Nuit et Jour 'a thoroughly moral film about an amoral story'.
La Captive (2000) was 'an obsessive film about an obsession'. In an early scene, Simon climbs onto the bed where his girlfriend, Ariane, is sleeping: first moving her arm then, when she doesn't stir, kissing her and moving across to embrace her from behind. He thrusts his crotch against her; she moves in rhythm with him, her eyes still closed. It doesn't take him long to orgasm and, after he does, she seems to be in the throes of her own unconscious pleasure. But, when a name leaves her mouth, it isn't his: 'Andree' is the female friend we met in an earlier scene. In Proust's original, the climax is described only as a 'breathless ecstasy of pleasure'. Ariane is Albertine; Simon is the narrator, Marcel. Decades earlier, speaking against literary adaptations, Duras had asked how 'the defined face of Albertine [could] ever replicate the magic of the undefined face of Albertine in Proust's novels'? While raising money for the film, Akerman didn't tell anyone that it was an adaptation of Proust, and no one guessed; Akerman and her co-writer, Eric de Kuyper, did away with most of the other characters and wrote from their memories of the text, before rereading the book with 'the floating attention of a psychoanalyst' and adjusting the script. Perhaps financers would have realised had Akerman used the word 'jealousy', but in talking about the project she spoke only of 'obsession'.
But how to give it a form? The sound of footsteps was one way, and the image of Simon's black brogues at a safe distance behind Ariane's high heels as he tries to discover what she's getting up to with her women friends. La Captive's form is fairly conventional, which partly explains its commercial and critical success: there are point-of-view shots and the viewer is never unsure about whose perspective she is occupying. Scholars have wondered why Akerman chose the perspective of Simon/Marcel over that of Ariane/Albertine. Some have argued that she was interested in interrogating lesbian desire from the outside or that she perhaps wished to draw attention to the tantalising mystique of womankind. But like those other, strange films that question how two people can coexist, this film asks who is captive here? Akerman knew that Sylvie Testud, who plays Ariane with an airy opacity, was right for the role when she said: 'Ariane is an independent woman.'
A couple of years before she died, Akerman was invited by a Proust scholar to give a talk at the College de France. The video is available on YouTube, and, although we never get the reverse shot, it's clear, from the volume of laughter, that the lecture hall is full. The professor is wearing a suit, has a clipboard of questions on the desk and a pen in his hand; Akerman is wearing a white shirt and blazer, but has sunglasses on her head and is empty-handed, save for her phone, which rings during the session. The students are laughing because Akerman is an amazing performer. I'm an autodidact, she says at one point. I don't know Proust, she says at another. 'Help me out,' she keeps saying to the scholar; but, before he can answer, she's off again. She suggests what Proust could have done better, before adding 'mais ce n'est pas grave.' The scholar's only defence is to say that the novel was an unfinished, posthumously published work. 'You mean, he could have done with one more month to work on it?' she asks. It's as if she's acting out her school years: slouching on the desk, gesturing wildly. By the time she's finished talking, she has already rendered the scholar's questions redundant, usually by negating them. Of course, Akerman is talking about her own Proust: she embraces herself as she says that she sees Marcel as her little brother, while Albertine is her, 'une femme libre'. 'Proust talks about "time regained" and all of my work is about time, but unfortunately it's about lost time,' she says, at one point, making a pantomime sad face. The audience laughs again. She explains that she recognised in the book the prison her mother had constructed for herself, and that she, in turn, was her mother's prisoner. Everything is there, it seems, in La Captive and in this talk, and the students have never experienced anything like it. She even tells them the name she gives its form, a word that appears as an adjective, verb and noun throughout these volumes, the epithet her father gave her when he told her 'enough with these old stories', which she latterly reclaimed: ressassement - a 'turning over', a 'mulling over', a 'rehashing', a 'persistent return'.
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At the Wellcome Collection
'Expecting'
Christina Faraday

1522 wordsAround  the year 1500, in Eisenach, Thuringia, a woman gave birth to a mouse. According to rumour, this 'beautiful and virtuous' woman had, during her pregnancy, encountered a dormouse on which a neighbour had tied a little bell to scare away other dormice. This unexpected vision imprinted itself on the foetus in her womb. In the days after the birth, news spread through the community, reaching a young Martin Luther, then studying in the town. Decades later, writing his commentary on Genesis 30:39, Luther recalled the story and noted it as evidence of the risks facing pregnant women: 'miscarriages, monsters and various deformities'.
At almost the same moment that the unnamed Eisenach woman was delivered of her gliriform offspring, someone in England was making a parchment scroll designed to guard against the dangers of childbirth. This scroll, Wellcome Collection MS 632, is an exceptionally rare survival from a once common genre. It forms the centrepiece of Expecting: Birth, Belief and Protection (until 19 April), which juxtaposes contemporary artworks and historical artefacts to illustrate the protective practices surrounding pregnancy, childbirth and infertility, past and present.
The scroll itself is more than three metres long and just ten centimetres wide, constructed from four strips of parchment stitched together. It contains a series of prayers invoking St Cyricus and his mother, St Julitta - early Christian martyrs associated with childbirth. Its images, drawn in red and black ink, relate to the Passion of Christ: holy nails with drops of blood; the Arma Christi (instruments of Christ's torture); a crucifix; the five wounds. The reader is encouraged to meditate on the number of drops of blood that fell from Christ's body (547,500), glossed here as 'a devotional and calming technique' akin to mindfulness. An inscription on the reverse of the scroll explains the way it should be used: 'Yf a woman travell [travailing] wyth chylde gyrdes thys mesure abowte hyr wombe ... she shall be safe delyvyrd wythowte parelle [peril] and the chylde shall have crystendome and the mother puryfycatyon' (i.e. both will survive long enough for salvific rituals to take place). The text emphasises physical contact with the parchment for greatest effectiveness. The scroll could be wrapped around the stomach and perhaps also between the legs in a cross-like formation, literally 'girding the loins', and bringing the inscriptions and images into direct contact with the woman's skin.
Demonstrating that surviving birth scrolls were actually deployed in labour has proved difficult. Until now, this scroll's worn surface and suggestive staining constituted the main evidence for its use in childbirth. However, new research by Sarah Fiddyment, presented in the exhibition, reveals that human proteins found on the scroll's surface indicate the presence of cervico-vaginal fluid. This is an important breakthrough in the burgeoning field of biocodicology, which seeks out the invisible traces left behind by users of manuscripts, as they held, rubbed or kissed a parchment. Previously, such analyses required invasive sampling methods, removing physical fragments from the page. For this investigation, however, Fiddyment deployed an innovative technique called triboelectric extraction: a PVC eraser is wiped across the surface, transferring substances through static electricity from the parchment to the eraser rubbings, from where they can be analysed.
Other artefacts in the exhibition help the visitor to imagine the medieval birthing scene. An English adaptation of Eucharius Rosslin's advice manual for pregnant women, The Birth of Mankynde: Otherwyse Named the Womans Booke (1540), is open at a page showing a woodcut image of a birthing chair and two illustrations of the foetus as it was imagined to lie inside the womb. In one of them, the child is depicted in a breech position, ready to emerge feet-first. A 15th-century recipe collection, open at a drawing of a swaddled baby in a rocking cradle, provides a wider context for the other proteins found on the birth scroll's surface: honey, milk, egg and legumes. All were common in medieval medical recipes, both consumed and applied to the body during pregnancy and labour.
An anonymous Italian painting from the 15th century offers a more comprehensive view of the lying-in chamber, where the pregnant woman would retreat for weeks before and after giving birth. A new mother sits in a four-poster bed, listening to a seated woman who has just cast the baby's horoscope on a table. A nun holds up a warning hand to the astrologer, but another woman leans in eagerly. The other women busy themselves with washing the baby and warming cloths by the fire for drying and swaddling. A man, presumably the father, pauses on the threshold at the back of the scene, hesitating to enter this female space.
[image: ]

The four-poster bed, magnificent fireplace and high coffered ceiling, and the use of real gold pigment throughout the image, suggest a high-status setting. But the walls and bed hangings are plain: the only patterns are on the ceiling and floor tiles. For fear of the same mechanism that caused the woman in Eisenach to give birth to a mouse (the theory of 'maternal impressions'), the decoration of confinement chambers was often strictly regulated. In 1489, when Elizabeth of York retired for the birth of her second child to King Henry VII, ordinances required that the chamber should be hung with 'rich cloth of blue arras [tapestry incorporating gold and silver threads] with fleurs-de-lys of gold, without any other cloth of arras of imagery, which is not convenient about women in such cases'. During Elizabeth's seventh, and fatal, pregnancy in 1502, the privy purse paid out six shillings and eight pence 'to a monke that brought our Lady gyrdelle to the Quene'.
The exhibition also considers the medicinal and protective use of scrolls in other cultures. Two Ethiopian scrolls, dating from the 18th and 19th centuries, are on display, though the use of protective scrolls in the region can be traced back to at least the 12th century. The Ethiopian scrolls are much like their English equivalents: strips of parchment adorned with texts and images - an angel with a sword and a cross surrounded by eyes, a seraph-like entity with five faces and four wings - designed to ward off malicious demons and the evil eye in one case, and to protect against vaginal haemorrhage and miscarriage in the other. The former is displayed alongside its leather pouch; such objects could be carried, discreetly rolled, for protection on the move.
Common to the Ethiopian and English scrolls is a belief in the protective power of significant dimensions. The inscriptions on the Wellcome scroll include the line 'Thys moetyn [measure] ys oure lady seynt mary length,' suggesting that the span of the scroll - a startling ten foot nine - corresponds to the height of the Virgin Mary. Elsewhere the text refers to the legend that its dimensions were sent from the Virgin Mary to (an unnumbered) Pope Leo via an angel, with the promise of protection to anyone 'who so beryth thys mesure uppon hym'. The length of some Ethiopian scrolls was determined by the height of the person they were made for, guaranteeing protection from head to foot.
The meaning embedded in the scrolls' dimensions tells us something about the interplay between religion, science and folklore. But it also points to a particular notion of touch. At the time the Wellcome birth girdle was created, sight itself was conceived as a form of touch, involving contact between the viewed object and beams emitted from the eyes (extramission) or - theorists weren't decided - between the eyes and particles emitted by the object (intromission). It was the tactile power of sight that made pregnant women, such as the one in Eisenach, vulnerable to monstrous births.
The exhibition also includes works by contemporary artists that address themes of protection and childbearing. The Senegalese artist Seyni Awa Camara's two terracotta figures emphasise the collaborative nature of parenthood. Each has a discernible head, feet and arms, but the pair's elongated torsos are made up of many smaller heads and hands - whole families, or dynasties, in a single body. The anxiety and isolation of fertility treatment is evoked by Tabitha Moses's hospital gown, which is embroidered with a version of the female reproductive system (the uterus looks like lacy knickers) surrounded by apotropaic symbols, pill bottles, syringes and a drop of blood. The accompanying photograph, 'Melanie', shows a woman on a hospital ward wearing the gown: the embroidered section falls across her stomach in a modern version of the birth scroll.
The curators make the point that, even in wealthy countries, childbirth continues to be dangerous, and many of the contemporary pieces underscore this effectively. But the parallels between the world of the 15th-century birth scroll and our own are a little too quickly drawn. There is much room for improvement in today's maternity care, but few in Britain would choose to give birth in 1506 rather than 2026, and an ultrasound, though magical in its way, is more useful than a crucifix pressed to the stomach. What remains unchanged is our desire to ensure the success of conception, pregnancy and birth, and our need to find ways of managing the fact that we cannot.
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Soup at La Marmite
Neal Ascherson

3053 wordsJust north  of Oxford Street, at its eastern end, a dim entry called Newman Passage curves away from the plate glass and glitz into a silent Victorian alley. Wet cobbles gleam; the narrowing walls have survived slum clearance, redevelopment and the Blitz.
 In one sense, the Paris Commune of 1871 - the mightiest urban insurrection in history before the 1944 Warsaw Rising - ended up in Newman Passage. As the Commune foundered in defeat and slaughter, survivors fled abroad. The largest group, about 3500 refugees and their families, headed for London, where so many European revolutionaries of that century (French, Russian, Polish, German, Italian, Hungarian) had been allowed to settle. Fitzrovia, the web of streets around Fitzroy Square, had always attracted French exiles, and it was in Newman Passage that the Communards set up their main soup kitchen. They named it La Marmite ('The Cooking Pot'), after a Paris bistro that had fed the defenders of the barricades. An English observer remembered that the new Marmite 'was situated on the top floor of so wretched a building that there was no place for a staircase ... the room was reached by means of a ladder with a very greasy rope ... But here any refugee who could prove that he had fought for the Paris Commune was able to obtain a meal for twopence.' Other, less basic venues soon sprang up. In Charlotte Street, the prosperous Communard Victor Richard opened a grocery which became a centre of advice and help for arriving refugees - and a haunt for police spies. A few doors along, Elisabeth Audinet - a militant in the radical socialist Blanquist faction - ran a restaurant. These places resounded with furious political argument as exiles defied their own political impotence, until an amnesty in 1880 allowed most of them to return to France.
 Laura Forster's new book aims to explore the impact of the Paris Commune on early socialist movements in Britain, as transmitted by this revolutionary emigration. It's a lively, scholarly account, full of bold personalities and surprising connections. In 1888, for example, it was to the red flag of the Commune that the founders of the Scottish Labour Party looked, imitating the Commune's defiant autonomy to frame the matter that still torments the Scottish left: 'London has shown itself to be unable to organise Scotland. Therefore be resolved: That a Scottish organisation be formed.' In the wake of an uproarious visit to Edinburgh and Glasgow by 'sixteen French socialist workmen', the orator John Bruce Glasier proclaimed: 'We are hastening to reach the City of the Commune before night falls.'
 But as Forster points out, solidarity with Commune veterans on the part of British working-class movements was usually more symbolic than active. Plenty of 'Vive la Commune!' and 'Down with Capitalism!', but no barricades or storming of town halls. Most people in the country had swallowed the 'reptile press' version of the Commune: the myth of ragged petroleuses setting streets and palaces on fire, the mass murder of priests and nuns, the total abolition of private property. It was true that, after hearing that the army was executing all prisoners, the Commune took hostages, including the archbishop of Paris, and shot them in its final frenzy. And it was true that Communards deliberately set fire to historic buildings, including the Tuileries Palace. Britain did not yet know that the overwhelming majority of atrocities had been committed by the army; instead, the nation read its newspapers and shuddered at the depredations of the Communards. Les Anglais have a long tradition of enormous property-wrecking riots, but not of deliberate political violence. (I remember how shocked old Manchester workers were by the 1956 Budapest uprising: 'Nobody has the right to go out gallivanting and put his wife and kids at risk. It's just irresponsible.')
 As Forster shows, the use of the 1871 Commune by the left in Britain has changed sharply over the years. In the 1880s, as socialist ideas began to coagulate into organised political parties and trade union movements, the Commune and its rich legacy - the banners and slogans, the songs and the cast of martyrs - became their supreme reference. This changed rather abruptly after 1891, when May Day parades, whose political origins lay in demonstrations in favour of an eight-hour working day, were endorsed by the Second International as a global working-class festival. The anniversary of the Commune, 18 March, was gradually replaced as the main socialist celebration by 1 May, with its flowery processions and 'feasts of oratory'. In Britain, the memory of the Commune began to fade. The other day, no one in the tiny pub off Newman Passage had heard of it.
 The Commune was a consequence of France's defeat in the Franco-Prussian War of 1870. Louis-Napoleon's Second Empire was quickly overthrown and replaced by the Third Republic. Paris endured a five-month starvation siege by the Prussians. The members of the new French government had moved first to Tours and then Bordeaux during the siege and most of the remaining rich and propertied Parisians fled the city as the siege ended on 28 January 1871, leaving Paris under the control of the armed and radical National Guard. Fighting broke out on 18 March when the right-wing government, led by Adolphe Thiers and now based in Versailles, tried to seize the four hundred cannon left in Paris but was prevented from taking the 170 parked on the heights of Montmartre. The Central Committee of the National Guard then declared Paris a revolutionary commune, a democratic, equal and self-managing society. The Commune lasted just 72 days until the army, which was under the control of the Versailles government, fought through the defences. It ended in the 'semaine sanglante', with the soldiers massacring more than ten thousand Communards and civilians found near the barricades.
 How to categorise the Commune? Forster describes it as having a 'heterogeneous anarcho-syndicalist programme born of federations of citizen organisations, artist associations and neighbourhood networks'. She goes on to consider some of the contrasting labels that have been hung on it over the 156 years since a working-class crowd fought the troops sent to seize the Montmartre cannon. For generations, Karl Marx and his followers dominated the analysis: the Commune had been a class war, the first victory of the proletariat over bourgeois capitalism. 'Working-men's Paris, with its Commune,' Marx wrote, 'will be for ever celebrated as the glorious harbinger of a new society. Its martyrs are enshrined in the great heart of the working class.' But he also referred to the Commune as 'that sphinx, so tantalising to the bourgeois mind'. Within months of its end, some said it had been simply a patriotic uprising against Prussian occupation. Much later, shrewder analysts recognised the Commune as a revolution, but not of a strictly Marxist proletarian sort. The ardent masses who joined the Communards in battle were seldom industrial workers (Paris in the 1870s had relatively few factories), but more often small shopkeepers, cafe proprietors, shoemakers, students and self-employed craftsmen of every trade. In other words the petty bourgeoisie, which together with industrial workers constituted the People, the fabled dragon which had carried French revolutions since 1789.
 Forster surveys these interpretations and others by recent generations. Was the Commune 'a vision of radical municipal democracy', she writes, 'an urban festival reclaiming the streets of Paris'? Or was it essentially political, a desperate attempt to head off the restoration of the monarchy by right-wing elements in the new Versailles government? Or, more convincingly, was it really about Paris itself, a tremendous assertion of the city's identity and independence within France?
 The protests of May 1968 in Paris saluted the Commune and copied its pave barricades. The 2016 Nuit Debout movement, resisting the reform of French labour laws, occupied the place de la Republique and renamed it place de la Commune. Some voices in Nuit Debout and in the enormous gilets jaunes protests which raged from 2018 to 2020 suggested that their new model of leaderless, formless insurrection was inspired by the Commune. But that is hard to justify. For all its direct democracy, the Commune did have identifiable leaders, men and women who made plans and gave orders. Individuals took responsibility. When all was lost, the Commune's final military commander - the frock-coated old Jacobin Charles Delescluse - slowly mounted the last barricade. He stood there for a few seconds until army bullets cut him down.
 Forster admires the French historian Quentin Deluermoz for offering a 'multi-scalar analysis' of the Commune's impact. In her view, he shows that 'the Commune created a Parisian identity: it also had national relevance as the French state built itself against it; and it was a global event, insofar as it took aim at French imperialism, reverberated in colonial centres ... and represented a major worldwide media event.' That it certainly was. No staged political spectacle until the fall of the Twin Towers would seize imaginations like the fall of the Vendome Column on 16 May 1871. Before a crowd of many thousands and the world's press, the great pillar glorifying the Bonaparte emperors was pulled down, breaking into pieces.
In  its short life, the Commune could fulfil little of its programme. But it transformed Paris into a network of elected democracies, cancelled rent arrears and abolished religious education. A minimum wage was set; trades were reformed into co-operatives and encouraged to take over empty factories. Contrary to the propaganda of its enemies, the Commune did not aim to abolish private property; as one of its posters put it, the idea was 'to universalise power and property', to combine individual and co-operative property in a single state-regulated system. Workers' control of production had scarcely begun when the Commune fell. Although it failed to grant women the vote, several outstanding feminists were prominent in the Commune, which took action to promote equality in pay and pensions. 'Women had been involved with the establishment of the Commune through politicised clubs and unions,' Forster writes, 'and they had defended the Commune on the barricades and in the streets.' Elisabeth Dmitrieff, a flamboyant Russian friend of the Marx family, set up the Union des Femmes, committed to fight both on the barricades and in the struggle for equal rights. Louise Michel, courageous in battle and on political platforms, survived imprisonment and deportation to New Caledonia to become an unrepentant exile in 1890s London, 'a familiar face at radical meetings and Commune celebrations'. She set up an anarchist school for the children of political refugees in Fitzroy Square, closed after a police raid found bomb-making materials in the basement, 'almost certainly planted by ... an undercover Special Branch agent provocateur' who had been working at the school.
 The Commune is often admired for its spontaneity. No organised forces planned it. Paris, especially the newer working-class arrondissements, certainly harboured plenty of revolutionary conspiracies, and the proud memory of 1789 and the century of urban revolutions that followed was still alive. The principal factions were the neo-Jacobins inspired by the French Revolution, Proudhonists seeking an anarchist society of workers' co-operatives, and Blanquist radical socialists who argued that proletarian dictatorship must follow a revolution. All these tribes later became strident and powerful in the Commune leadership, but none of them prepared or launched the insurrection itself. The ordinary people of Paris had been simmering for more than a year. Fury built up at the miseries of the defeat and the siege, at the callous greed of landlords and the rich and privileged. After the siege, the new republican government seemed to see Paris as an enemy to be suppressed. All these grievances flared up in debates held at the local headquarters of the National Guard, a huge plebeian militia that still had its weapons. Red flags were already flying over Paris when the failed army raid on the Montmartre cannon took place. Angry enthusiasm brought Parisians out into the streets. 'Vive la Republique Universelle!' was the war cry of people suddenly convinced that Paris was creating a new alternative world, an 'Utopie reelle'. They did not wait for instructions to form new associations and unions, but set them up almost street by street and office by office.
 The refugees in London brought their competing visions with them. Eleanor Marx, Karl Marx's daughter, who was for a time engaged to an ex-Communard, Hippolyte-Prosper-Olivier Lissagarey, wrote a few years later that 'in England most persons are still quite ignorant of the events ... To most English people the Commune still spells "rapine, fear and lust".' But Forster is determined to correct the conventional historians' view of an 'English exceptionalism' that sealed Victorian Britain off from Continental ideas. Much of her book records the connections between the Communard exiles and radical British reformers, including friendships, relationships, even pub conversations. Forster also wants to correct the view that in Britain 'a largely uncontested popular liberalism' dominated 'between the end of Chartism and the socialist revival of the 1880s'. In fact, there were 'important and influential currents of radical internationalism and cosmopolitan socialisms of which the refugees of the Commune formed a part'.
 Many pages are devoted to the tiny sect of English Positivists, humanist and radical. Almost alone in London, they instantly welcomed the Commune and when it fell led the campaigns to shelter and support the refugees. Their leaders were two middle-class intellectuals, Frederick Harrison and E.H. Beesly (one of the very rare figures whom Marx liked while despising his ideas). Politically insignificant, they wrote passionate and widely read articles in 'respectable' journals to counter Fleet Street's version of a Paris drowning in Red anarchy. Both, as Forster records, were privately tormented by bourgeois guilt. Harrison had to cope with the discovery that the refugees were not stainless socialist heroes but human beings. With noble exceptions, he wrote, 'most were conceited adventurers, fond of sneering at their English friends and speaking ill of their French colleagues.'
 The two Positivists disagreed with Marx's interpretation of the Commune, seeing it not primarily as a class struggle but as a revolt against centralised government. This view has had a remarkably long life. Influenced by the Communard refugee Victor Delahaye, some of the first members of the London County Council wanted to apply the Commune's pioneering principles of 'radical decentralisation'. The inspiration carried into Ken Livingstone's visions for the doomed Greater London Council and is there more recently still, for example, in the writings of the critic Owen Hatherley. In accounts like Hatherley's, Forster writes, 'the Commune emerges as a historic touchstone for municipalism - meaning socialised cities made through a "commitment to the provision of housing, infrastructure and public space for all" ... and administered, not via a top-down urban welfare state, but rather brought to life through radical direct action by workers, social movements, unions and creative interventions.'
 Outside London, workers' movements drew harsher lessons from the Commune. Members of the Aberdeen Revolutionary Socialist Federation wheeled a fish cart down the street bearing the slogan 'Vive la Commune!', with the effigy of a top-hatted capitalist swinging from a gibbet. In Edinburgh, the exile Leo Melliet (who had been on the executive council of the Commune) made a speech at a Commune celebration in which he told the crowd that 'without the shedding of blood, there can be no salvation - social salvation, I mean.' In the crowd was a young man from an Irish family in the Cowgate called James Connolly. In Dublin many years later, not long before the 1916 Easter Rising and his own execution, Connolly would write: 'Without the Shedding of Blood, there is no Redemption.'
Forster  reminds her readers that 'before it became fully canonised by socialists in the 1880s, the story of the Commune was available as a resource to a wide range of people and could be utilised to suit a wide range of agendas.' One of these agendas was Christian Socialism, which sought to rescue the working classes from the depravity caused by poverty and exploitation. She quotes from a forgotten but extraordinary novel called The True History of Joshua Davidson: Christian and Communist by Eliza Lynn Linton. Published in 1872 and 'wildly successful' (it went through eleven editions), it is the story of a young Christian carpenter who, shocked by the poverty around him, travels to France to fight for the Commune. 'The modern Christ would be a politician,' he declares. 'His aim would be to raise the whole platform of society ... Friends, the doctrine I have chosen for myself is Christian Communism.' Joshua returns to England, where he is lynched before the altar by a maddened Church of England congregation. The Jesus parallel is obvious, though Lynton herself was an agnostic Liberal, neither Christian nor socialist. Other Commune fiction in English included G.A. Henty's trashy A Woman of the Commune (1895), which joined his long shelf of Empire-building romances for boys.
 Despite all the ideas and examples that British radicals drew from the Communard emigration, Forster's book leaves the feeling that there was ample sympathy but a gap in empathy. Popular doubt about foreigners, especially French ones, was always in the background: as late as 1889, the socialist organisers of a Commune commemoration wrote that 'it is intended to make the celebration as distinctively English as possible,' even though foreign comrades were also due to speak. Two attitudes must have been especially hard for the British hosts to grasp. One was the Communards' sense of historical entitlement. They could look back on a century of violent revolutions in France, some crushed, others world-changing, and could say to their oppressors: 'We did it before. And if we have to, we can do it again.' A second sentiment was almost inaccessible to the Victorian English, who had been trained to forget that in the 1640s their own ancestors had set out to 'turn the world upside down'. This was the memory of revolutionary joy. For many, perhaps most, of the refugees the outbreak of the Commune had been a blinding moment in which they felt transfigured. The mountains walling in humanity turned out to be made of plasterboard, stage scenery; every stranger in the street was your brother and sister. To live through the ecstasy and mirages of early revolution, and then to see them disappear, is an experience never overcome. Once, the men and women waiting for soup in Newman Passage had believed that everything was possible. Now they knew it wasn't.
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Iran, Week One
Tom Stevenson

3628 wordsThe attack launched on Iran by the US and Israel on 28 February was a textbook case of international aggression, justified in only the most cursory fashion by fictional Iranian threats and undertaken with no clear aims and no clear demands or terms. In announcing the war Donald Trump described it as a wholesale attack on both government and state. The US and Israel would 'raze their missile industry to the ground' and 'annihilate their navy'. Benjamin Netanyahu called on Iranians to 'come out to the streets and finish the job'. The first week of operations was conducted with characteristic disregard for civilian casualties. Among the targets hit with airstrikes were medical facilities, the state broadcaster and a school. An Iranian frigate not engaged in combat was sunk in international waters with its crew. The official nomenclature matched the sense of euphoric violence emanating from the war itself: the US christened its campaign Operation Epic Fury; Israel chose Lion's Roar.
The attack was loudly telegraphed. The US military spent six weeks moving planes to regional bases and ships to local waters. Two aircraft carrier strike groups, one from East Asia and one from the Caribbean, were moved to the mouth of the Persian Gulf and the eastern Mediterranean. Trump described the naval force as an 'armada' heading for Iran. In the weeks before the beginning of the war, the US air force moved hundreds of fighter aircraft and cargo planes to the Gulf and to Muwaffaq Salti Air Base in Jordan. The combined forces reached a size not seen in the Middle East since 2003. Meanwhile US allies - France, Germany, the UK - deployed 'defensive' aircraft to Qatar and the UAE. With the flotilla almost complete, Iranian diplomats and the speaker of Iran's parliament repeated that Tehran was ready to negotiate with the US. Hours before the bombing started, Oman's foreign minister, who had hosted a round of negotiations on 26 February, said Iran had agreed to essentially all the US terms. It didn't matter: on the morning of 28 February, the air and cruise missile strikes began.
On the first day of the war, airstrikes on the central government compound in Tehran killed Iran's supreme leader, Ali Khamenei, along with the commander of the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps, the national security adviser, the chief of staff of the armed forces and the minister of defence. The CIA and Israeli intelligence both leaked information to international media celebrating the way they had cleverly tracked the Iranian leaders to the site. Mossad claims it hacked traffic cameras, bragging that 'we know Tehran like we know Jerusalem.' But no particular cunning was needed to choose government headquarters as a target for Israeli F-15s. The chairman of the US Joint Chiefs of Staff, Dan Caine, said the first American strikes were conducted by the navy, using sea-launched Tomahawk missiles. The US air force then quickly established air superiority, allowing long-range bombers free rein over most of Iran. Pete Hegseth, the US secretary of war, said the combined effect of the early strikes was to 'cut off the head of the snake'.
The Pentagon claims it is 'prioritising locations that pose an imminent threat', especially Iran's missile sites and grounded drones. Many of Iran's ballistic missiles are stored in hardened facilities that the US air force hopes to entomb. But most are designed to be launched from trucks that can easily be moved. There appears to have been some division of labour between the US and Israeli air forces. The US has been responsible for large military targets. The Israeli air force is focused on political targets and Iran's internal security apparatus, including police stations, the headquarters of the IRGC in Tehran and the command centres of the Basij militia. There have also been attacks on civilian targets, such as the headquarters of the state broadcasting company. In at least one case, US or Israeli planes struck a hospital. On the first day of the campaign an airstrike on a school in Minab that happened to be next to an IRGC naval compound killed 165 girls between the ages of seven and twelve. It is most likely to have been carried out by the US.
Evaluating the scale of the damage the Iranian state has incurred is difficult. By 3 March, the US military said it had struck 1700 targets, including air defence installations and military communications facilities. That day, the US bombed Bandar Abbas, Iran's southern fleet headquarters and the navy's largest port. On 4 March, it sank the Iranian frigate Dena off the coast of Sri Lanka as it returned from a multilateral naval exercise in India that was mostly a diplomatic mission. All but 32 of its 130 crewmen were killed. In total the US claims to have sunk more than twenty Iranian ships and says it will continue 'sinking the Iranian navy - the entire navy'. The head of US Centcom, Admiral Brad Cooper, described the first 24 hours of the campaign as double the scale of the 'shock and awe' campaign in Iraq in 2003. American officials keep warning that a higher-intensity stage of the air onslaught awaits.
In response, Iran has launched a major counterattack using one-way drones and ballistic missiles. The US military claims Iran is indiscriminately targeting civilians in Israel and the Gulf. It's true that Iran has attacked civilian infrastructure, but it hasn't been indiscriminate. Its first targets were regional military radar installations designed to track ballistic missiles. It struck satellite communications terminals at the headquarters of the US Fifth Fleet in Bahrain. In Qatar, it hit a ballistic missile early warning system at Al Udeid Air Base, Centcom's main forward operating base in the region. Al Dhafra Air Base, south of Abu Dhabi, which hosts the 380th Air Expeditionary Wing, has suffered damage. In Jordan, Iranian strikes destroyed the transportable radar accompanying a THAAD (Terminal High Altitude Area Defence) missile system. In Kuwait, satellite installations at Camp Arifjan and Ali Al Salem Air Base have been attacked and six American soldiers were killed at the port of Shuaiba.
US military sites in the Gulf are natural targets because most of Iran's arsenal comprises short-range missiles, and because the core American regional interest is its military protectorate over the Gulf Arab monarchies. In the first three days of the war, Iran fired 175 ballistic missiles at the UAE, around 100 each at Bahrain and Kuwait, 65 at Qatar and perhaps a dozen at Jordan. It struck the evacuated US embassies in Riyadh and Kuwait City and the US consulate in Dubai, as well as hotels in both Dubai and Bahrain, on the grounds that it was legitimate to target 'any location hosting Americans'. But it also appears to have attempted to strike civil sites that have no particular association with the US. In Qatar, Iranian missiles and drones struck a power station and the world's largest liquid natural gas plant. Iran's missiles, judged by their performance in past strikes, are much less accurate than those in American or European stocks. Some civilian sites were hit by debris from interceptions. But others appear to have been targeted directly. Iran's foreign ministry claimed that an attack on the port of Duqm (which also hosts a small British military base) on 3 March was a mistake, but Iranian forces later appeared to have hit the port again.
Iran has smaller stocks of the longer-range missiles required to strike Israel; it has launched missile salvos on each day of the war so far, though most have been intercepted. At first it held back from targeting Saudi Arabia, which has by far the largest stocks of Patriot and Talon interceptor missiles in the region. But Iranian drones, a poor target for those systems, got through at Prince Sultan Air Base, a hundred miles south-east of Riyadh. On 2 March, the Ras Tanura refinery on Saudi Arabia's east coast caught fire after it was hit by debris from an intercepted Shahed drone; it was attacked again on 4 March, this time without damage. This incident aside, Iran has refrained from targeting the region's oil infrastructure.
The deaths of so many Iranian senior leaders on the first day of operations is undoubtedly damaging to its war effort. But the basic structure of the leadership appears intact. After Khamenei's death, overall control passed to a three-member Interim Leadership Council: President Masoud Pezeshkian, Chief Justice Gholam-Hossein Mohseni-Ejei and Alireza Arafi of the Guardian Council. The influential speaker of parliament, Mohammad-Bagher Ghalibaf, is still alive, as are Ali Larijani, the head of the Supreme National Security Council, and his brother Sadegh Larijani, chairman of the clerical Expediency Discernment Council. The reviled chief of police, Ahmad-Reza Radan, lives. No member of the Guardian Council has yet been confirmed killed.
US intelligence was well aware that an attack on Iran would provoke a significant response. The Office of the Director of National Intelligence told Congress in March 2025 that 'Iran's large conventional forces are capable of inflicting substantial damage to an attacker, executing regional strikes and disrupting shipping, particularly energy supplies.' As the US began its military build-up, Iranian leaders made their position clear. In January, Ghalibaf said that 'in the event of a US military attack, both the occupied territories and US military and shipping centres will be legitimate targets for us.' On 1 February, Khamenei said that the US 'must know if it starts a war this time it will be a regional war'. After the war did begin, an Iranian government official told the Financial Times correspondent in Tehran that Iran 'had no choice but to escalate and start a big fire so everyone would see'.
It is tempting to frame the attack of 28 February as a spectacular aberration, an act of criminal aggression that could only take place in the age of Trump and Netanyahu. But for the US, the war is the culmination of a long history of coercive pressure and diplomatic isolation of Iran. In his first public address about the operation, Hegseth claimed the US objective was 'the elimination of a threat that has existed since 1979'. Under the shah, the US had been able to count on Iran to serve as what a past generation of American planners called 'its chief regional proxy'. After the revolution, Iran went from 'staunch ally to implacable foe'. During the Iran-Iraq War, the US provided support for the Iraqi offensive in the hope of destabilising the revolutionary government. Despite incurring hundreds of thousands of casualties, the revolutionary regime survived as a stain on the otherwise enviable American position in the Persian Gulf. In 1997, two former US national security advisers, Brent Scowcroft and Zbigniew Brzezinski, noted that after Operation Desert Storm, Iraq remained a threat to US dominance of the Gulf, but 'Iran represents a geopolitical challenge of far greater magnitude and complexity.'
After the invasion of Iraq in 2003, parts of the American national security bureaucracy pushed for a similar solution in Iran. The 2006 National Security Strategy celebrated success in Iraq, before declaring that the US 'may face no greater challenge from a single country than from Iran'. The authors charged the Iranian government with sponsoring terrorism, threatening Israel, thwarting peace in the Middle East and 'disrupting democracy in Iraq'. In the event, the US was sufficiently chastened by its experience in Iraq that it didn't attempt military confrontation. Instead, it adopted a strategy of financial blockade, initiated under George W. Bush in 2006, greatly expanded from 2011 under the Obama administration and only partly relieved during the two years (2016-18) of the Iran nuclear deal. Throughout the blockade, the US conducted covert actions and sabotage inside Iran, often with Israel's help, the most striking result being the assassination in January 2020 of Qasem Soleimani, commander of the IRGC's Quds Force.
The US girded its case for international aggression against Iraq by falsely claiming there was 'irrefutable proof' the government was seeking to add nuclear weapons to its arsenal of WMDs. Unfortunately for the Trump administration, that tactic wasn't an option when it came to Iran. In 2026, the official assessment of US intelligence remains that Iran has no nuclear weapons programme. As the Office of the Director of National Intelligence put it in its report to Congress, 'we continue to assess Iran is not building a nuclear weapon.' Claims by American leaders that Iran must be prevented from having a nuclear weapon - 'by any means necessary', as Marco Rubio put it - can have nothing to do with the rationale for war except as emotionally potent misdirection. A more plausible immediate motivation for the war was vulgar opportunism. The brutally repressed January protests, the largest in a series of protest movements, had revealed the Islamic Republic to be deeply unstable. It was losing the support of regional allies. And it had revealed itself to be vulnerable militarily: its missile strikes against Israel in April and October 2024 didn't display great precision, and the US and Israel had effectively destroyed its air defences in the campaigns of 2024 and 2025.
In the first days of the war, Trump described 'what we did in Venezuela' as the ideal scenario for Iran. Trump may imagine a repeat of Caracas but the situation is entirely different, and not just because Iran still has the military capacity to inflict at least some local pain. With Nicolas Maduro out of the way, the US could count on his deputy, Delcy Rodriguez, for compliance. Masoud Pezeshkian, now part of the interim ruling triumvirate, was never going to play that role. Reza Pahlavi, son of the last shah, has given a long audition as exiled saviour ready to be spirited to the capital. But it's difficult to imagine the US telling him to get on a motorcycle in Sulaymaniyah and ride into Iran to meet a CIA security team in Kermanshah, as it in effect did for Hamid Karzai in Afghanistan. The day before the attack, Pahlavi held a press event in Washington DC, where he was joined on stage by supposed representatives of Iranian ethnic minorities - Kurds, Baluch, Arabs, Azeris, one wearing what appeared to be a Qajar-era hat - in an effort to present himself as a unifying national figure. During the January protests there was evidence of some interest in monarchism. But Pahlavi's personal ambition for an American-assisted restoration remains far-fetched.
Whether the US has the appetite for a long war remains an open question. The White House has told tame American journalists that the CIA evaluated several scenarios: a chaotic uprising, a palace coup by the IRGC or the emergence of another ruler from the clerical establishment. These scenarios all assumed the IRGC would continue to be a pre-eminent force. US intelligence knows that even if it shatters the central state there is no politically coherent national opposition. With the military and security apparatus weakened, the likelihood increases of Baloch and Kurdish insurgencies, even Azeri separatism - and who is to say that isn't the intention? The Iranian government made token efforts to ease minority grievances - in 2024 an ethnic Baloch was appointed governor of Sistan-Balochistan, and an ethnic Kurd governor of Kurdistan province - but that didn't stop Kurdish and Baloch groups taking part in the January protests.
There are signs that the US is trying to tip the scales. There have been airstrikes on IRGC and police headquarters in Marivan and Sanandaj, where some of the units tasked with quashing Kurdish protests are based, and the Baloch People's Fighters Front has already engaged in attacks on Iranian security forces. Reports in the American media that the CIA is working on a plan to arm Kurdish auxiliaries in the north-west are concerning, but it's hard to know how much weight to give anonymised quotes from the present White House. Six days before the US-Israeli attack, a new political organisation of Iranian Kurdish groups calling itself the Coalition of Political Forces of Iranian Kurdistan sprang up. Trump personally spoke by phone with the president of the Democratic Party of Iranian Kurdistan, Mustafa Hijri. Whatever designs the US may have are complicated by the fact that one of the largest Iranian Kurdish formations, the Party for Free Life in Kurdistan, has been under US sanctions since 2009. On 1 March, Trump also placed phone calls to Masoud Barzani and Bafel Talabani, leaders of the main parties in Iraqi Kurdistan. But it's unlikely that Iraqi Kurdish forces would be willing to play a significant role in the conflict unless there were a clear collapse of Iranian state authority.
The war has been accompanied by exaggerated claims that it is widely supported by Iranians. Predictably, an influential segment of the Iranian diaspora in the US pushed strongly for the attack. Diaspora dynamics are easy to caricature, but there's no question that part of the Iranian diaspora in North America and Western Europe has traded political action against the injustices of the incumbent Iranian system for nostalgic monarchical fantasies and a dream of external deliverance. The political scientist Mojtaba Mahdavi, himself an academic abroad, has described Iranian diaspora agitation for foreign military intervention as the sorry consequence of an abandonment of principled political opposition. In the US, professional diaspora politics is a lucrative game wherever the players are willing to align with American imperial interests.
By contrast, the organised domestic opposition, which for the most part is either incarcerated or forced to keep a very low profile, has tended to be strongly against external military intervention. Mir-Hossein Mousavi, an opposition leader under house arrest (and sometimes more) since 2009, has consistently spoken out against it. On 3 March, a statement published by Haja, a secular and republican opposition group, condemned 'the military aggression by the United States and Israel' and described Khamenei's assassination as an escape from justice. Reformist figures in Iran responded to the attack with a sense of defeat. As the airstrikes began, Ahmad Zeidabadi, a prominent journalist who was imprisoned after the 2009 presidential elections, described his fears of a 'devastating war that will inflict enormous losses on our region'. Mohammad Taghi Karroubi, the son of the prominent reformist cleric Mehdi Karroubi (also under house arrest), called the attack an act of 'despicable aggression'. Even in the diaspora opposition, the attack doesn't have universal support. The human rights lawyer Mehrangiz Kar, a dissident who spent time in Evin Prison before fleeing into exile and who was once honoured by the US intelligence-linked National Endowment for Democracy, described the war as an attempt to dismantle Iran. 'They want to hand over a ruined Iran to the Iranians and say: "We have levelled the ground for you - now it's your turn to build democracy on the ruin."'
For Israel, the war is the final stage in a grand campaign of regional violence that has already resulted in the destruction of Gaza, deadly raids in the West Bank, mass assassinations of Hizbullah members, incursions into Lebanon and Syria, airstrikes in Iraq and Yemen, and a major aerial attack on Iran last year. Alongside the air campaign, Israeli forces have seized the moment to launch yet another major attack on Lebanon. The Israeli government and its professional advocates in Washington have been making the case for a full-scale American war in Iran for years. On 11 February, Netanyahu visited the White House to discuss it with Trump. It may well be true, as Rubio claimed, that Israeli officials told the White House they planned to attack Iran with or without American help. But to suggest that the US has been led by Israel into a war in which it otherwise had no interest is to ignore US policy towards Iran since 1979 and the emboldening effect of Maduro's removal. Nor should Israel's usefulness to American power be dismissed. The National Defence Strategy published in January described the retributive violence in which Israel engaged after 7 October 2023 as proof it was 'a model ally'.
The war was immediately condemned as a violation of the UN Charter by the special rapporteur Mai Sato. But among America's main allies it has attracted more uniform support than any major US military action since the invasion of Afghanistan. The UK was initially reluctant to provide the use of its military bases: Keir Starmer claimed his government 'does not believe in regime change from the skies'. But on the second day of the attack, he agreed to the use of British bases in Gloucestershire and Diego Garcia for 'defensive strikes'. In a reversal of 2003, European states have been more enthusiastic supporters of a criminal military action than the UK. Chancellor Merz said Germany was 'supporting the US and Israel to get rid of this terrible terrorist regime'. Countries that claim to oppose unprovoked wars have, with the commendable exception of Spain, welcomed this one.
Predictions about the course of the war should be approached with great caution. Once initiated, international aggression takes on a life of its own. But on a number of points it is possible to have confidence. There will be war crimes. Large parts of a population that was described as awaiting liberation will instead be made refugees. The caricature of a small, bandit leadership ruling over a people held at bay only by violence will have to be discarded. Iranians who now welcome the attack will find that the US cares as much about political freedom in Iran as it does in Saudi Arabia. American and Israeli leaders give conflicting accounts of their goals, and it's perhaps a mistake to ascribe a conceptual objective to incoherent, raging violence. Perhaps they imagine that the chaotic conditions that will ensue can later be exploited. One thing is certain: they have precipitated a crisis that won't be confined within Iran's borders.
6 March




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.lrb.co.uk/the-paper/v48/n05/tom-stevenson/iran-week-one



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



'We used to have fun'
Andy Beckett

2982 wordsIn August  2007, two months into Gordon Brown's premiership, two-thirds of voters approved of his performance: one of the highest rates of satisfaction for any prime minister over the last twenty years. Labour was well ahead of the Conservatives in the polls. The Tory leader, David Cameron, was in a difficult phase, no longer a fresh figure after a year and a half in charge, and facing growing internal opposition to his liberalisation strategy. Brown, long regarded at Westminster and by the media as a ruthless operator, was widely expected to call a general election to take advantage.
 The following month, with that expectation even stronger, I ran into a pro-Labour political journalist at a London bus stop. He had just come back from the party's annual conference, and his usual low-key manner was replaced by something approaching excitement. Labour people at conference had insisted an election was coming, he said, and they expected to win. They also expected this result to prompt a Tory split - liberal Cameroons on one side, reactionary Conservatives on the other - which would extend Labour's time in office even further. The party had already been in power for a decade, thanks in large part to Brown's extended, generally acclaimed tenure as chancellor, and it seemed perfectly possible that this dominance would continue. As had been the case during stretches of the 1940s, 1960s and 1970s, centre-left government seemed to be becoming Britain's natural state.
 Things didn't work out like that. Brown decided not to call an election and only a few weeks later his approval ratings collapsed and never fully recovered. His premiership lasted less than three years. Rather than a continuation of Britain's run of relatively long and stable governments since the 1980s, Brown's administration was the start of something else: a period when prime ministers quickly and consistently went from being seen as national saviours to being hated. It's a period we are still in.
 At the 2010 election, Labour received one of its worst vote shares since the Second World War. For four years after this humiliating defeat, Brown largely retreated from public life, 'very down and down on himself', according to an old friend quoted by James Macintyre in this well-sourced biography. He spent most of this period at home, a detached Victorian house in North Queensferry, a village looking across the dark waters of the Firth of Forth towards Edinburgh, where his political career had begun. He said and wrote little for public consumption about the reasons his administration had failed, after seeming to start so well. Journalists and voters turned their attention to the Tory-Liberal Democrat coalition, while his own party moved away from Brownite politics, under a new, much younger and less brooding leader, Ed Miliband. Brown's premiership was left as a bit of a mystery: an example of formidable talent, experience and hard work somehow not being enough; and of a politician highly successful at reducing poverty nevertheless failing to connect with many of the beneficiaries of his policies. Like Barack Obama, another centre-left leader with a seductively rich voice and extensive powers of oratory, in office Brown was a disappointment to many of his admirers. In 2015 he retired from Parliament.
 Since then, despite his government's grey, opaque quality, his reputation has gradually but substantially recovered. By 2024, Macintyre writes, 'the polling company YouGov reported ... that Brown was the most popular of all [living] Labour politicians ... above, for example, Andy Burnham ... Ed Miliband, Tony Blair and Keir Starmer.' According to Macintyre, a political journalist of long experience, he is 'also probably the most respected of the eight currently living former prime ministers'. It's not all that difficult to come top in a popularity league table that includes Liz Truss, Boris Johnson, the only slightly less discredited Cameron and the still intensely divisive Blair, Brown's former close comrade and then bitter rival. Yet, at the age of 75, Brown has regained much of the credibility and moral authority, even mystique, he built up during his relentless rise through Labour politics from the early 1970s. Some of this recovery is a matter of personal integrity. While many Westminster politicians find irresistible the opportunities offered to them by calculating rich people, an unnamed Labour MP tells the author that 'I have never met anyone less interested in money than Gordon Brown.' Macintyre says that he 'accepted no gifts while in office, declined his prime ministerial pension, paid his own way with suits, spectacles and decorating through his time in Downing Street and left office in considerable debt as a result'. It's not the only time in the book that Starmer's premiership, which began with many people hoping he would be a figure of Brown-like probity, suffers by comparison.
 Since the mid-2010s, Brown has also become a prominent campaigner: against Scottish independence, the two-child benefit cap and the continuing official silence around much of the Jeffrey Epstein scandal; for the restoration of pensioners' winter fuel allowance, global improvements in health and education, and closer co-operation between governments to deal with international crises. You don't have to agree with all of his causes, or believe they are practical, to accept that he has become a significant public figure again, making widely reported speeches, writing energetically researched and argued reports and articles, and arm-twisting Starmer's ministers. Unlike many veterans of New Labour, one of the most unrepentant cohorts in British politics, he seems to have become more open-minded. Once one of Westminster's most renowned bearers of grudges, he now sometimes takes part in respectful online discussions with former enemies such as John McDonnell, who stood against him for the Labour leadership in 2007.
 This relatively short biography devotes four chapters to Brown's life after Downing Street. Here, as throughout the book, the tone is occasionally critical but essentially admiring. 'During his ten years as chancellor and his three as prime minister,' Macintyre writes, 'he could be difficult, obstructive and needlessly suspicious ... But Brown ... pursued power for a purpose' and is 'more than due a reappraisal ... Talking to people away from Westminster, there appears to be a thirst for the kind of substance that Brown represents.' New Labour sources dominate the text, and are frequently quoted at length, while those who have perceptively criticised Brown from the Labour left, such as McDonnell, barely feature. Brown's former adviser, minister and key ally Ed Balls appears constantly, either giving detailed, sometimes fascinating but largely unchallenged accounts of his old boss's policy decisions, battles with Blair and more ambiguous Westminster manoeuvres, or providing summaries of Brown's unique qualities that could come from a party political broadcast:
 The thing which is distinctive about Gordon was that he didn't see being a politician ... as an end in itself, [but] as an opportunity to do things in government at the highest level, things which had been his purpose for all his life ... [such as] tackling poverty, or investing in the NHS or being tough with the public finances ... 

 Even Blair, who, as well as falling out with Brown in government, has moved a long way to his right since then, contributes a half-page paean to Brown's 'extraordinary intellect' and knowledge of Labour and Westminster politics. 'I learned an enormous amount from him,' Blair says, including 'how to make a [party] conference speech'. Later in the book, he adds: 'We used to have fun together. I mean, Gordon, he has got his very serious side, but he can be immensely entertaining company.'
 Brown is also quoted several times, but fortunately his statements are less upbeat and more revealing than those of his former comrades. About his brief competition with Blair for the Labour leadership after John Smith died suddenly in 1994, Brown says with raw terseness: 'Well, [Blair] was entitled to run of course if he wanted to, but ... he essentially tried to gazump me.' The story of how Blair came to replace Brown as Smith's successor, and then made Brown wait much longer than he wanted or expected to become prime minister, has been told many times, and Macintyre's version, while clear and balanced, adds little. It also misses a chance to reflect on how much British politics has changed since one Labour prodigy could promise another that, in Brown's words, he 'would give me control of economic and social policy and would stand down during a second term'. In today's more economically troubled and volatile country, the ambitions of chancellors are more modest, and the lifespans of governments and prime ministers a lot shorter.
 In some ways Brown used the slower, more predictable pace of politics during the 1990s and 2000s well. More of a planner and an implementer than an improviser, he oversaw economic growth per capita between 1997 and 2010 which exceeded that of France, Germany and the United States - and far exceeds Britain's feeble growth rate since then. He almost halved the number of children living in poverty, and after his administration the elderly were no longer poorer on average than other Britons. He pushed through his own preferred anti-poverty measures, such as tax credits for the low-paid, and encouraged civil servants to come up with their own. There is a great quote here from an official in the Department for Work and Pensions: 'If you want to get Gordon to sign off on something it's a good idea to stick a chart on the front showing the big gain going to the poorest 10 per cent.'
 Brown wasn't always keen for the egalitarian consequences of his policies to be advertised. Like Blair and New Labour generally, he feared both the right-wing press and the harsh assumptions of many voters that these papers helped form and sustain. While Macintyre says that Brown is an 'admirer' of the Marxist theorist Antonio Gramsci, he did not seem to believe, even when he was arguably the most powerful person in Britain in the late 1990s and early 2000s, steering Labour's domestic policy, that the 'common sense' which underlay public opinion and political discourse could be challenged and altered. In 1999 Brown was furious with the journalist Robert Peston for describing that year's Budget as 'seriously redistributive' in the Financial Times. 'Why did you write that?' he asked Peston. 'It was profoundly unhelpful.' This anxious refusal to make the case for a more equal country meant that when Labour lost power, many of its most progressive reforms could be reversed relatively easily, because not enough voters understood or supported their rationale. Earlier Labour governments, such as Clement Attlee's in the late 1940s, had not made that mistake, promoting projects such as large-scale council house building and the new NHS so effectively that their Conservative successors were forced to continue with them. According to Macintyre and many of his sources, Brown has an encyclopedic knowledge of Labour history. But in government some of its most important lessons appeared to elude him.
 As chancellor, a fatal conservatism also shaped his approach to Britain's oversized and destabilising financial services industry. In opposition, he had spent years wooing the City of London in what journalists called the 'prawn cocktail offensive', which Macintyre doesn't mention. One motivation was to persuade bankers that a Labour government would be sensible, in the City's self-interested terms, which essentially meant it wouldn't impose new regulations on the banks' ever riskier activities. Brown thought the financial sector was crucial to economic growth, and to the extra tax revenue New Labour would need to reduce poverty and repair public services, run down by almost two decades of Tory rule. Yet mixed in with this pragmatic appeasement of the City was an admiration, which only grew once Brown was in government. In a typical speech to a City audience in June 2002, he thanked his audience for allowing London to maintain
 its position among the world's top financial centres ... The importance that the City attaches to integrity and the highest standards in the provision of financial services is [one of] the enduring means [of achieving this position] ... As the world economy has opened up, you have succeeded not by sheltering your share of a small protected national market but by striving for a greater and greater share of the growing global market ... You have embraced technological innovation ... transformed the skills of your workforces ... What you, as the City of London, have achieved for financial services we, as a government, now aspire to achieve for the whole economy. 

 Five years later, the financial crisis began. Rather than being a model for the rest of the economy, the City's practices had plunged it into recession, and ruined the government's finances and New Labour's reputation for successful economic management. Luck is important in politics, and Brown, who had recently, finally, become prime minister, took the blame rather than Blair, who was even more of an enthusiast for lightly regulated capitalism but had conveniently left the Commons by the time the crisis started. Brown then played a central role in the international effort that prevented the crisis becoming a global meltdown. Macintyre makes much of this demonstration of Brown's brainpower and summitry skills - it also provided a rare instance of effective political improvisation on his part. Less astutely, Brown brought Peter Mandelson back into the cabinet, despite their volatile relationship and Mandelon's history of personal scandals. As political correspondent for the New Statesman, Macintyre was one of the facilitators of this 'imaginative move', he tells us, a role that looks less impressive now, with the allegations that Mandelson leaked important Brown government material to Epstein, than it perhaps did when this book went to press.
Macintyre  does not consider whether the financial crisis was also a domestic political opportunity which Brown failed to grasp. Had he punished, or just loudly criticised, some of the guilty bankers - however cynically, given his previous enthusiasm - he might have saved his premiership. Instead, in April 2009, he made a single, coded reference in a speech to the way the crisis had discredited free-market capitalism - 'the Washington consensus is over' - which only those fluent in the jargon of globalisation could understand. The public anger about greed in the City and other institutions that had been profiteering recklessly and at huge social cost for a quarter of a century, since the free-market reforms of Margaret Thatcher, remained unaddressed, as it still is - with the fleeting exceptions of brief forays during the Labour leaderships of Miliband and Jeremy Corbyn. As the recently elected Green MP for Gorton and Denton, Hannah Spencer, put it in her victory speech, 'Instead of working for a nice life, we're working to line the pockets of billionaires.' Labour lost this safe seat, as it lost many under Brown, partly because, unlike the Greens now, it would not or could not make a left-wing populist case for an economic reset.
 Why could someone as clever, intellectually curious and socially conscious as Brown not see that British capitalism needed reform? Again, the book avoids the issue. But perhaps one part of the answer is that there's no evidence here of Brown engaging with left-wing thinkers, Gramsci aside. As is usual in studies of Brown, the book mentions that in 1975, as a 24-year-old, he edited a collection of socialist essays called The Red Paper on Scotland. There, he wrote that it had become 'increasingly impossible to manage the economy both for private profit and the needs of society as a whole' and that the only way out of this dilemma was 'a massive and irreversible shift of power to working people' and 'free universal welfare services controlled by the people who use them'. The first solution was also proposed by Tony Benn during the 1970s and 1980s, and the second by Corbyn and McDonnell during their brief ascendancy in the 2010s.
 However, Macintyre shows that Brown's radical phase didn't last long. By the late 1970s, he had become a defender of the relatively right-wing Labour chancellor Denis Healey - a steamroller of an orator and a fast learner in a crisis, who could be seen as a Brown role model. As a precocious new MP during the 1984-85 miners' strike, Brown was unimpressed by the leadership of the left-wing veteran Arthur Scargill - because Scargill 'turned the dispute into a political strike personalised around himself' - yet typically also gave the strikers practical help. His constituency, Dunfermline East, was in an old mining area, and workers from striking pits elsewhere in Fife still lived there. 'There were ten strike centres locally,' Brown told Macintyre, 'and most Fridays I visited them to give whatever financial help I could. There was grinding hardship such that I had never seen before.'
 This is an interesting admission, given that Brown had grown up in Fife surrounded by industrial decline and unemployment, as the local mines and linoleum factories closed during the 1960s. Friends he made at school had to move to England so their fathers could look for new jobs. Brown's own father, a Church of Scotland minister and a huge influence on him, had also worked with poor families in Glasgow. The impression this biography gives of Brown's lifelong preoccupation with poverty is that it has always been more moral than political. His father, despite his strong social conscience, was private about his own politics. This unideological upbringing perhaps begins to explain why Brown has achieved so much as a legislator and campaigner against deprivation, and yet has done relatively little to alter the economic structures and forces that produce poverty in the first place. In Britain as in other starkly unequal countries, standing up for the economy's losers with eloquence and purpose can make you a revered figure. The less popular political task is taking on the winners.
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That Damn Smooth Stuff
Jefferson Cowie

2971 wordsHuey  Long - Louisiana's legendary governor, senator and would-be presidential candidate - loved the campaign trail. 'Watch me vaudeville 'em,' he would say, as he climbed up to the speaker's platform. He looked, as one reporter put it, like a 'circus hitched to a tornado', and his wild gesticulations were accompanied by merciless mockery of his opponents and generous helpings of common sense. His speeches, both prepared and impromptu, were full of quotations from the Bible, folksy aphorisms, jokes at the expense of the rich, crude farmyard analogies, poetry, metaphors, wit and clever phrasing. He could make a campaign issue out of just about anything, including how best to eat potlikker (the broth left from cooking collard greens): he championed dipping biscuits into it rather than crumbling them. Long made sure his political circulars were easy for ordinary citizens to understand, but he also made them useful: they were printed on rough paper so that people could use them 'on their backsides' after reading them. 'Don't use any of that damn smooth stuff.'
Born in 1893, Long was one of nine children; his father ran a livestock farm. As a young man, he was variously described, Thomas Patterson writes, as 'disputatious, officious, bossy, ornery, curious, energetic, impudent, eager, smart, a show-off, contemptuous of rules' and, generally, as a 'pesterance'. After working as a travelling salesman, Long went to college, obtained a law degree in a single year and was admitted to the bar at the age of 21. As an attorney he represented poor plaintiffs, and then in 1918 he won a seat on the Louisiana Railroad Commission, where he fought corporate monopolies. William Howard Taft, a former president and later chief justice, called him 'the most brilliant lawyer who ever practised before the United States Supreme Court'. In 1924, he ran for governor of Louisiana and lost, but he won four years later by highlighting the state's sharp economic divisions and speaking out against entrenched interests. In office, he expanded social programmes and organised large public works projects. He also bullied the state legislature, ran roughshod over the state constitution and turned Louisiana into a personal fiefdom. His authoritarian populism propelled him in 1932 to a seat in the US Senate, a position he used to support, and then attack, Roosevelt. His career exemplifies one of the lost strains in American politics: a populism of the left.
Long thought that working as a salesman had developed his capacity for understanding behaviour, and changing it. 'I watch faces when I speak,' he told reporters before he addressed ten thousand farmers. 'I will study them until I can tell just what every man will do for two hours after he leaves.' In addition to his plain speaking and corny theatre, Long was capable of surprising erudition. He delivered one speech under the spreading oak tree where Longfellow's Evangeline waited for her lover. He claimed that Louisiana's voters felt the same tearful longing. They weren't waiting for love, but for paved roads, good hospitals and free schoolbooks. 'Evangeline wept bitter tears in her disappointment, but it lasted through only one lifetime,' he said. 'Your tears in this country, around this oak, have lasted for generations.' A vote for Huey Long would dry their tears.
During the 1920s, Long energised the left in the deep South and across the US. In an era with almost no social protections, in which business interests ruled the nation, he regularly attacked his most powerful opponent - Standard Oil - by name. Long argued that the company had bought the Louisiana state legislature for the purpose, in the phrase of the populist Democrat William Jennings Bryan, of 'crucifying' him on a 'cross of gold'. Faced with impeachment in 1929, Long said: 'I had rather go down to a thousand impeachments than to admit that I am the governor of the state that does not dare to call the Standard Oil company to account so that we can educate our children and care for the destitute, sick and afflicted.'
He demanded the right to unionise, called for the people of New Orleans to have access to natural gas, sought pensions for the indigent, urged the need for flood control infrastructure, campaigned for literacy programmes and fought to restrict the lobbying of state officials. His most popular campaign with both rural and urban voters was for large-scale road and bridge construction. He also revived a Populist Party demand of the 1890s - public storage facilities for crops so that farmers could hold them until market prices were favourable. One of his most memorable policies had its origins in personal experience: he had been unable to afford books as a child and so he championed, and delivered, free textbooks in schools. He also rebuilt Louisiana State University and created LSU Medical School.
Long believed that his growing authoritarianism served the interests of the people. 'I am the constitution,' he once declared. He claimed that he had bought one senator like a 'sack of potatoes'. His political overreach led to his impeachment, which he outflanked with patronage, promises and procurements for those who supported him. When the former president Calvin Coolidge visited Louisiana while Long was governor, Long said the pictures taken at the event showed a past and a future president. He asked Coolidge about the condition of the White House: he might have to tear it down and build a new one, just as he had the Louisiana governor's mansion.
For decades, historians have focused on Long's opportunism and corruption. Patterson, a Chicago attorney who is sympathetic to Long's project, paints him as a determined class warrior with serious, modernising goals. He was 'cynically realistic', Patterson writes, in his pursuit of 'real ideals'. He may have been ruthless, but in a corrupt world it was better to trample legislative tradition and get bills through than, as Long said, 'sit back in my office, all nice and proper, and watch 'em die'. Patterson acknowledges Long's reputation as a demagogue, but points to his powers of leadership: he taught his voters to think about the issues, clarified their problems and brought solutions. He had vision, and, if he could not create a world in which the first shall be last and the last shall be first, then he was at least going to tax the hell out of the first to benefit the last. 'It is time,' Patterson writes, 'to retire the historical caricature of Huey as a menace.'
That said, Long's charisma and good intentions have hardly been ignored in popular culture. American Populist, thick and exhaustively researched, adds to a 75-year pile-up of biographies, movies, novels and documentaries. Writers including Robert Penn Warren and Sinclair Lewis (All the King's Men and It Can't Happen Here); the directors Robert Rossen, Ken Burns and Stephen Zaillian; and the actors John Goodman and Sean Penn have all grappled with the Kingfish - Long's nickname, after a black character on the radio show Amos 'n' Andy who manipulated and cajoled his associates into various exploits. Randy Newman recorded two songs about him in 1974: 'Kingfish' and 'Every Man a King'. Work on Long has attracted a number of prizes including two Pulitzer Prizes, a National Book Award, several Oscars and a notorious big budget flop - the 2006 adaptation of All the King's Men. Patterson's book won't win points for style, and frequently gets lost in the thickets of Louisiana politics, but it offers a robust argument both for Long's impact on prewar political debate and the relevance of left-wing populism.
It is useful to think of populism in the United States not so much as a set of policies but as a style, a language of resistance, a cultural mode or a political mood. In the populist worldview, the founding national creed has been violated and the sovereign rights of the citizenry stolen. In both the left and right versions, a heroic figure, skilled at identifying the enemy and rallying the people, emerges to fight the aristocrats, the moneyed interests and the cultural elites that threaten the American project. More than a leader, the populist figurehead is the incarnation of the People and their cause - consider such examples as Andrew Jackson, William Jennings Bryan, George Wallace and Donald Trump.
Populism is only rarely about class in a direct way. Its left-wing version does not necessarily entail self-organisation by the working classes but their mobilisation by a populist champion. Patterson honours Long's work for the people, but he fails to recognise the effectiveness of populism at filling the gaps in periods and places where class representation is weak: in places like the US or periods such as late neoliberalism. It helps fill the void left by class and gives voice, even if in a sinister or comical form, to those feeling victimised by self-serving interests and the system. What people? Which interests? Take your pick. Populism's power resides in its malleability. But whatever the similarities in style, mode and mood between the left and right varieties of populism, it remains crucial to distinguish between them. As Jan-Werner Muller argues, the left-wing version targets enemies who are above the people: bankers, oligarchs, corporations, corrupt officials. Right-wing populism can also have some enemies above (such as cultural elites), but it focuses on enemies below: immigrants, minorities and 'others' of various kinds.
Among the more significant aspects of Long's career is that, unlike many Southern populists, he did not try to gain political power through vilifying black people. It was hardly possible for a white Southern politician to champion civil rights in the 1920s and 1930s, but Long included black people in his plans for economic equality. He did make the preposterous accusation that Herbert Hoover advocated 'negro domination' of the South, but he didn't disenfranchise black people, champion Jim Crow or make claims to white supremacy. After he became a senator, he argued against the Social Security Act being administered at state level because he knew state control meant white control. 'Who in the South is the most needful of pension assistance?' he asked. 'The coloured man. How many coloured people do you think would get on one of these [pension] lists? Let's be frank about this business. I am possibly the only Southern senator here who can be frank about it.'
Perhaps the most important question about Long's populism concerns the extent of its influence on mainstream political parties and in particular on the New Deal. Populism has played a key role in periods of transition in America: during the Andrew Jackson era in the 1830s; as the creed of the pre-Civil War Republican Party and of the Populist Party of the 1890s; in the Great Depression and the New Deal response to it; attending the rise of neoliberalism, as well as its collapse over the last two decades. As Yascha Mounk has written, 'there are long decades in which history seems to slow to a crawl. Elections are won and lost, laws adopted and repealed, new stars born and legends carried to their graves. But for all the ordinary business of time passing, the lodestars of culture, society and politics remain the same.' Then things start moving fast, the old paradigm crumbles - as it did during the New Deal era - and a new order is created. At these moments, according to Mounk, 'political newcomers storm the state. Voters clamour for policies that were unthinkable until yesterday. Social tensions that had long simmered under the surface erupt into terrifying explosions. A system of government that had seemed immutable looks as though it might come apart.' The party that harnesses the populist uprising, pulls it into the mainstream, is the one that succeeds in the new paradigm.
Roosevelt  transformed class relations in America, Patterson argues, less out of conviction than as a way of containing Long's insurgency. This is a bold claim. Perhaps it is more useful to see Roosevelt as brilliantly absorbing populist energies into the mainstream of the Democratic Party. Long was influential in getting Roosevelt the presidential nomination in 1932, but when Roosevelt strayed from his promises to the 'forgotten man', he raised hell. From the Senate floor, he pushed the president to the left, demanding increases in income and inheritance taxes, a shortening of the working day, federal control of farm surpluses, and currency inflation that would reduce the burdens on indebted farmers. He ripped into fake corporate concern for the people, asking a manufacturers' association, 'Why didn't all you lovin', kindly manufacturers, with your hearts bursting with human sympathy, do something to help us feed the hungry and aid the unemployed?' Long was the recipient of more than half of the mail sent to Congress. Though he was frequently reminded that it was not a junior senator's place to rock the boat, he paid no attention.
When Roosevelt revealed his centrepiece policy, the National Industrial Recovery Act (NIRA), which allowed oversight by corporations and offered little to workers, Long went on the attack. He filibustered the bill for a record-breaking fifteen and a half hours, proclaiming with justification that 'every fault of socialism is found in this bill, without one of its virtues.' Long knew that the crisis was not going to be solved through corporate-managed price controls or by giving more power to the fat cats in the hope they could engineer their way out of the crisis. The problem was the gross failure of demand: there was an acute need to put spending power in the hands of the people.
Patterson argues that Roosevelt in 1933 didn't fear Long the petty dictator of Louisiana, but Long the potential rival for the 1936 Democratic presidential nomination. 'Huey made him feel small,' Patterson claims. 'Roosevelt had to cast him off.' Long hit hard times in the Senate. He earned himself a black eye after accidentally and drunkenly peeing on a man in the urinal next to him. He lost control of Louisiana, in part because increased federal power eroded his capacity for local patronage. The Democrats in the Senate had it in for the wild Southern rube with his tall tales and plans to challenge their patrician leader.
But Long came roaring back. In February 1934 he called his secretary at 3 a.m. to reveal his latest epiphany: an organisation to be called Share our Wealth, which would have chapters across the country under the umbrella slogan, 'Every Man a King'. Long saw his plans to cap personal fortunes, put a limit on annual incomes and give families a minimum income, not as socialism, but as necessary redistribution within capitalism. While Roosevelt spoke of 'bold, persistent experimentation', Long went public with his plan: 'simple and concrete - not an experiment'. The new organisation placed him once again in front of enormous audiences, this time across America, and gave him a new enemy: the members of his own party who had refused to respond adequately to the Depression. Within a year there were nine million members of Share our Wealth clubs. Roosevelt, Long argued, 'must go even further to the left - not in theory but in practice', or the 'new pace of concentration of riches' would 'land us in the mire'. 'Some of them say it's Roosevelt or ruin,' he claimed in 1935. 'I deny that. It's Roosevelt's ruin.' He began to get more serious about taking a run at the presidency. Roosevelt went on the attack: he purged Long's supporters from federal agencies and had the IRS audit his taxes. He came to view Long as 'one of the two most dangerous men in the country'. The other was General Douglas MacArthur.
Without question, Roosevelt moved left in 1935. Patterson argues that his so-called Second New Deal (labour rights, social security, a wealth tax and the Works Progress Administration) was to a large degree the result of pressure exerted by Long, but there were a number of factors pushing Roosevelt to the left. Labour was on the march. The Supreme Court found many of the core policies of the First New Deal unconstitutional, including the NIRA, largely because of the failure to prove the key test of whether or not the policies regulated interstate commerce, one of the few mechanisms of federal authority over the states. It was becoming more obvious that redistributive policies and budget deficits were what the country needed, no matter Roosevelt's caution. It is an overreach to see the most enduring aspects of the New Deal paradigm as born of country populism, but it was certainly involved.
Long talked about seeking the Democratic nomination in 1936 or running as a third-party candidate, but in September 1935 a man called Carl Weiss shot him at close range in the monstrous Louisiana state capitol building he had constructed. He died in hospital two days later, aged 42. Weiss was the son-in-law of a judge whom Long had just gerrymandered out of his position. Long's last words were: 'God, don't let me die. I have so much to do.'
Those with a stake in the political order tend to regard populism with disdain. The political scientist Benjamin Arditi has described it as the obnoxious drunk at the political dinner table. Its disruptive energies are opposed by moralistic liberals, clarity-seeking leftists and 'true' conservatives who are frustrated by its feverish promise of restoration-after-the-fall, its belief in a saviour and its tendency to see rules and tradition as barriers to be broken down. Populism is not an exception but the rule in eras of political transition such as our own. Today it has been captured by the radical right. But as neoliberalism comes to an end, and something new is born, American Populist reminds us that populist language can also be used to further the liberation of the many.
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Atheist with a Wooden Leg
Edmund Gordon

4951 wordsIn 1936 
, two very different novels about plantation culture and the Southern experience of the Civil War received verdicts from the New York Times. Margaret Mitchell's Gone with the Wind - with its cast of gallant gentlemen and cheerful slaves - was 'in sheer readability, surpassed by nothing in American fiction'. William Faulkner's Absalom, Absalom! - with its gallery of ruthless parvenus and race-fixated slavers - featured 'one of the most complex, unreadable and uncommunicative prose styles ever to find its way into print'. It soon found its way out again, while Mitchell's novel won the Pulitzer Prize and the National Book Award and sold more than a million copies in just six months. The tastes of middlebrow readers had consequences for the reputation of the South. Was the history of the region murky, gothic, obscene? Or was it innocent, romantic, stirring? By the end of the decade, the answer proposed by Gone with the Wind had been imbibed by a generation.
Mary Flannery O'Connor hadn't heard of Faulkner until she was in her twenties and a student at the Iowa Writers' Workshop (around this time she dropped 'Mary' from her name, to avoid sounding like 'an Irish washerwoman'), but Mitchell's novel was inescapable in her youth. She was born into a Catholic family in Savannah, Georgia in 1925, and was eleven - in her own description 'a pigeon-toed child with a receding chin and a you-leave-me-alone-or-I'll-bite-you complex' - when the novel was published. The following year, her father, an estate agent whose career had been scuttled by the Great Depression, was diagnosed with lupus; he died when she was fifteen. O'Connor grew up, according to her biographer Brad Gooch, 'among a set of older women who were forever slipping on white gloves, and putting on big hats, to go off to chapter meetings of the Daughters of the Confederacy'. In 1939, when she was fourteen and living in a suburb of Atlanta, Victor Fleming's film version of Gone with the Wind received its world premiere at Loew's Grand Theatre - an occasion that was by some distance the most glamorous in the city's history. The cinema was whites-only, meaning that Hattie McDaniel, whose performance would make her the first African American to win an Oscar, wasn't invited, but Clark Gable and Vivien Leigh were, and around 300,000 people lined the streets to catch a glimpse of them. The crowd was entertained by a choir of Black children dressed as slaves, among them the ten-year-old Martin Luther King.
O'Connor's story 'A Late Encounter with the Enemy', published in Harper's Bazaar in 1953, lampoons the premiere and the sentimental vision of Southern identity it represented. This is how it begins:
General Sash was 104 years old. He lived with his granddaughter, Sally Poker Sash, who was 62 years old and who prayed every night on her knees that he would live until her graduation from college. The General didn't give two slaps for her graduation but he never doubted he would live for it. Living had got to be such a habit with him that he couldn't conceive of any other condition. A graduation exercise was not exactly his idea of a good time, even if, as she said, he would be expected to sit on the stage in his uniform. She said there would be a long procession of teachers and students in their robes but that there wouldn't be anything to equal him in his uniform. He knew this well enough without her telling him, and as for the damn procession, it could march to hell and back and not cause him a quiver. He liked parades with floats full of Miss Americas and Miss Daytona Beaches and Miss Queen Cotton Products. He didn't have any use for processions and a procession full of schoolteachers was about as deadly as the River Styx to his way of thinking. However, he was willing to sit on the stage in his uniform so that they could see him.

In terms of 'sheer readability', this is closer to Mitchell than Faulkner (O'Connor compared her 'one-cylinder syntax' unfavourably to his), but it's no advertisement for Southern refinement. Sally Poker is desperate to have her grandfather appear in full battle dress at her graduation so that 'they' - not anyone in particular, 'just all the upstarts who had turned the world on its head and unsettled the ways of decent living' - could see 'what all was behind her'. The only snag is that General Sash isn't actually a general: 'He had probably been a foot soldier; he didn't remember what he had been; in fact, he didn't remember that war at all.' He was given the uniform to wear at 'the preemy', where after being introduced to the crowd as General Tennessee Flintrock Sash of the Confederacy, he stood to attention while the orchestra played the Confederate battle hymn. O'Connor's stories - all of which showcase her enormous comic gifts for scene-setting and characterisation - tend to punish this sort of humbug. At the end of 'A Late Encounter with the Enemy', General Sash dies on stage, moments before Sally Poker arrives to receive her scroll.
O'Connor's hearty contempt for Civil War nostalgia didn't mean she underestimated the conflict's effect on the attitudes of her community. She approved of Walker Percy's remark that the South punched above its weight in literary terms 'because we lost the war'. 'What he was saying was that we have had our Fall,' she explained in a speech to the Georgia Writers' Association. 'We have gone into the modern world with an inburned knowledge of human limitations and with a sense of mystery which could not have developed in our first state of innocence - as it has not sufficiently developed in the rest of our country.'
In her early twenties, she lived away from the South for short periods. After graduating from Iowa in 1948, she went to Yaddo to work on her first novel, Wise Blood (1952). She returned the following year and formed close friendships with two of the other residents, Robert Lowell and Elizabeth Hardwick. Lowell's anti-communist crusade soon caused a ruckus (he accused another writer, Agnes Smedley, of being a Russian spy and the colony's director, Elizabeth Ames, of colluding with her). When he cut his stay at Yaddo short, O'Connor did the same and followed him to New York, where she rented a room that smelled like 'an unopened Bible' and expanded her circle to include Mary McCarthy, Robert Giroux (who went on to publish all of her books) and Robert Fitzgerald (who, together with his wife, Sally, edited her essays after she died). During a visit home she wrote to her agent: 'Were it not for my mother, I could easily resolve not to see Georgia again.'
That decision would be taken out of her hands. When she was 25, and lodging with the Fitzgeralds in Connecticut, the pain and heaviness she had been experiencing for some time in her arms (she attributed it to typing) spread to her legs. She returned to Andalusia - the farm that her mother had moved to near Milledgeville, Georgia, after her father's death - and was diagnosed with lupus. She remained there for the rest of her life, attending Mass with her mother every morning, reading and writing for the rest of the day, and conducting most of her friendships through letters. Her main source of amusement was raising peacocks. As her health deteriorated, she became unable to walk without crutches. Her first kiss (unchivalrously described by the man involved: 'as our lips touched, I had a feeling that her mouth lacked resilience, as if she had no real muscle tension in her mouth ... I had a feeling of kissing a skeleton') was probably also her last. But she was able to turn the inadequacies of her personal life to her artistic advantage.
In her stories, one scenario crops up time and again: an over-educated adult child cooped up, for reasons of infirmity, with a smug, intellectually limited mother. 'Good Country People' is about a farm owner called Mrs Hopewell and her daughter, Joy, an atheist with a PhD, a heart condition and a wooden leg. 'Mrs Hopewell thought of her as a child though she was 32 years old and highly educated.' The story, which is told partly from Joy's perspective, gains its best effects from the comedy of impotent resentment:
Nothing is perfect. That was one of Mrs Hopewell's favourite sayings. Another was: that is life! And still another, the most important, was: well, other people have their opinions too. She would make these statements, usually at the table, in a tone of gentle insistence as if no one held them but her, and the large hulking Joy, whose constant outrage had obliterated every expression from her face, would stare just a little to the side of her, her eyes icy blue, with the look of someone who has achieved blindness by an act of will and means to keep to it.

O'Connor had a knack for assembling groups of bitterly mismatched characters, but she didn't always know what to do with them. Too many of her stories end in heavily significant reversals or cartoonish acts of violence. In 'Good Country People', following a few pages of entertaining mother-daughter friction, a Bible salesman shows up - 'a tall gaunt hatless youth' with 'prominent face bones and a streak of sticky-looking brown hair falling across his forehead' - and Mrs Hopewell invites him to dinner. Joy (who in order to wind up her mother has changed her legal name to Hulga) decides to seduce him, but when they go up to the hayloft together, he steals her wooden leg. 'I've gotten a lot of interesting things,' he tells her. 'One time I got a woman's glass eye this way ... And I'll tell you another thing Hulga ... you ain't so smart. I been believing in nothing ever since I was born!'
Compare that to 'The Enduring Chill', one of O'Connor's best stories, which is inexplicably absent from Lauren Groff's new selection. It follows an aspiring writer called Asbury, who after falling ill in New York returns to Georgia - abandoning his groundbreaking play about 'the negro' - to die at home with his mother. He has written her a letter ('such a letter as Kafka had addressed to his father') which he intends her to find after his death ('her literal mind would require some time to discover the significance of it, but he thought she would be able to see that he forgave her for all she had done to him'). In the meantime, although he suffers from dizziness and chills, his mind performs with 'terrible clarity', leaving him vulnerable to his mother's conversation, which is 'largely about cows with names like Daisy and Bessie Button and their intimate functions'. It turns out - in a twist much more satisfying than the one in 'Good Country People', because it emerges directly from the set-up - that Asbury's illness is undulant fever, which he picked up on a visit home the previous year, when as research for his play he invited the Black farmhands Morgan and Randall to drink raw milk with him (they very sensibly refused). He isn't going to die after all, although he will be subject to frequent relapses. 'When you get well,' his mother tells him, 'I think it would be nice if you wrote a book about down here. We need another good book like Gone with the Wind.'
In all of O'Connor's work, there isn't a single character you could describe as admirable, or even vaguely sympathetic. If they're not pseudish, patronising liberals like Asbury, they're complacent know-nothings like his mother, scheming charlatans like the Bible salesman or twisted ideologues like Hazel Motes, the hero of Wise Blood, who proselytises the Church of Christ without Christ and ends up blinding himself with quicklime. O'Connor said that her interest in such unedifying types was an antidote to 'the hazy compassion demanded of the writer now'. If anything, she was inclined to exaggerate the unsavoury. 'Certainly when the grotesque is used in a legitimate way,' she explained, 'the intellectual and moral judgments implicit in it will have the ascendancy over feeling.'
Her judgments were broadly religious in character. 'If I were not a Catholic,' she wrote in 1955, 'I would have no reason to write, no reason to see, no reason ever to feel horrified.' She described her subject as 'the action of grace in territory largely held by the devil'. The way this plays out in the stories is sometimes hard to distinguish from the classic Joycean epiphany. In her most famous story, 'A Good Man Is Hard to Find', a family from Atlanta are making a road trip to Florida when they cross paths with an escaped convict known as the Misfit. His accomplices divide up the family, taking first the father and the son, then the mother, daughter and baby, into the woods, where gunshots ring out. Last to be taken is the grandmother, who pleads for her life. 'I know you're a good man,' she tells the Misfit. 'You don't look a bit like you have common blood.' The Misfit - one of O'Connor's deranged prophets-gone-wrong, like Hazel Motes in Wise Blood - seems unmoved by this. He's no more susceptible to theological argument. 'Jesus thrown everything off balance,' he complains. 'If He did what He said, then it's nothing for you to do but throw away everything and follow Him, and if He didn't, then it's nothing for you to do but enjoy the few minutes you got left the best way you can - by killing somebody or burning down his house or doing some other meanness to him.' His voice seems to crack as he considers, briefly, the challenges of faith. The grandmother, moved to sudden pity, reaches out to touch him on the shoulder. The Misfit springs back 'as if a snake had bitten him' and shoots her dead. 'She would of been a good woman,' he reflects afterwards, 'if it had been somebody there to shoot her every minute of her life.' It's a terrifying performance, the brisk comedy of the early pages giving way to slow-motion horror, but O'Connor was very clear about the way she wanted it to be read: 'In this story you should be on the lookout for such things as the action of grace in the grandmother's soul, and not for the dead bodies.'
Some of her admirers have found this hard to accept. 'Considering how intelligent she was, she was more pious than any other Catholic I've ever known,' Hardwick remarked, as if piety and intelligence were obviously incongruous qualities. Harold Bloom felt that 'O'Connor would have bequeathed us even stronger novels and stories, of the eminence of Faulkner's, if she had been able to restrain her spiritual tendentiousness.' She was aware that many of her readers felt this way. 'You discover your audience at the same time and in the same way that you discover your subject,' she once said. 'But it is an added blow.'
A source of deeper embarrassment to O'Connor's admirers has been her attitude to race. When Groff approaches the subject in her introduction, she begins to waffle:
If short stories are to live for decades, they must be flexible; they must bend and shift under the various pressures of the changing world, which the author at the time of writing couldn't have foreseen. Since O'Connor's death in 1964, we have become aware of the tremendous violence that a single word can contain, and a modern audience has to confront the fact that she frequently uses the n-word, one of the most hurtful and hideous epithets in the English language, meant to dehumanise Black people ... Some people may try to defend O'Connor by saying that when she was alive the word didn't fully hold the freight it holds now, and that the word was commonly used in the South at the time and the use of it is in service of verisimilitude. But surely O'Connor, with her subtle understanding of cruelty and pain, knew how hideous the appellation was, how much violence it carries.

This doesn't seem to make much sense. If 'we' (by which Groff presumably means white people) have only become attuned to the word's violence 'since O'Connor's death', it's hard to see how she can be blamed for having used it. But what could she, or anyone else, possibly have imagined the word was for if not to 'dehumanise Black people'? It's also unclear why Groff believes that knowing 'how hideous the appellation was' stands in opposition to using it 'in service of verisimilitude'. There's no question that O'Connor was doing the latter. Gooch reports that when the poet John Crowe Ransom selected one of her stories to read aloud in Iowa, he substituted the word 'negro' for the slur. O'Connor complained that he'd ruined the story. 'The people I was writing about would never use any other word.'
That O'Connor had a sophisticated understanding of the word's function is obvious from 'The Artificial Nigger', another story that Groff leaves out of her selection. It concerns an old man called Mr Head who takes his grandson, Nelson, into Atlanta, with the aim of ridding him of his romantic view of city life. On the train they see a large, well-dressed, 'coffee-coloured man' and Mr Head squeezes Nelson's arm hard until he moves past:
Mr Head's grip on Nelson's arm loosened. 'What was that?' he asked.
'A man,' the boy said and gave him an indignant look as if he were tired of having his intelligence insulted.
'What kind of a man?' Mr Head persisted, his voice expressionless.
'A fat man,' Nelson said. He was beginning to feel that he had better be cautious.
'You don't know what kind?' Mr Head said in a final voice.
'An old man,' the boy said and had a sudden foreboding that he was not going to enjoy the day.
'That was a nigger,' Mr Head said and sat back.

The title refers to a lawn ornament that the pair encounter when they reach Atlanta, 'the plaster figure of a Negro sitting bent over on a low yellow brick fence'. Perhaps it's anachronistic to hear in it a comment on the construction of racial categories, but it's clear that Mr Head is training his grandson to see Black people as separate and inferior, and that his choice of language is an important part of the lesson.
The story was included - like all but three of the dozen in Groff's selection - in A Good Man Is Hard to Find (1955). That book was mainly written before the Supreme Court had ruled on Brown v. Board of Education; it was published before the Montgomery Bus Boycott. Over the next few years, as the civil rights movement chalked up further victories, O'Connor touched on the subject in several of her letters. These comments can be hard to reconcile with one another. On the one hand, she wrote in 1963 to William Sessions, a professor at Georgia State University, that she felt 'very good about those changes in the South that have been long overdue - the whole racial picture. I think it is improving by the minute, particularly in Georgia, and I don't see how anybody could feel otherwise than good about that.' On the other, her correspondence with the playwright Maryat Lee - who was dedicated to the cause of civil rights - suggests, at the very least, a gap between her intellectual response and her emotional one. From a letter dated 29 April 1959:
No, I can't see James Baldwin in Georgia. It would cause the greatest trouble and disturbance and disunion. In New York it would be nice to meet him; here it would not. I observe the traditions of the society I feed on - it's only fair. Might as well expect a mule to fly as me to see James Baldwin in Georgia. I have read one of his stories and it was a good one.

This is awkward for those who have tried to make the case that she was anti-racist - the traditions of the society she fed on were the whole problem - but some of her subsequent letters to Lee are a lot worse. 'You know, I'm an integrationist by principle & a segregationist by taste anyway,' she wrote in May 1964. 'I don't like negroes. They all give me a pain and the more of them I see, the less and less I like them. Particularly the new kind.' Two weeks later she expanded on this remark:
About the negroes, the kind I don't like is the philosophising prophesying pontificating kind, the James Baldwin kind. Very ignorant but never silent. Baldwin can tell us what it feels like to be a negro in Harlem but he tries to tell us everything else too. M.L. King I don't think is the age's great saint but he's at least doing what he can do & has to do. Don't know anything about Ossie Davis except that you like him but you probably like them all. My question is usually would this person be endurable if white. If Baldwin were white nobody would stand him a minute.

In 2020 the New Yorker ran a piece by Paul Elie, the author of a biographical study of four Catholic writers including O'Connor, in which he suggested that her admirers had been 'downplaying' her comments about Baldwin ever since they were first published in 1974. This wasn't entirely true: in 2001 an appreciation of O'Connor by Hilton Als, which appeared in the same magazine, quoted from one of the letters and described 'a sense of loss' on reading it 'because of the limitations of O'Connor's time and place and the inevitable restrictions they placed on her art'. Still, it was sufficiently true (several commentators have argued that her letters to Lee were a comic performance, as if that excused them) and the context in which Elie's piece appeared was sufficiently febrile (George Floyd's portrait was on the cover of that issue of the New Yorker) that it caused quite a fuss. Not long afterwards, Flannery O'Connor Hall, a dormitory building at Loyola University Maryland, was renamed Thea Bowman Hall in honour of an African American teacher and religious sister. A letter protesting the decision, with signatures from more than a hundred academics and writers including Alice Walker and Tobias Wolff, was delivered to the president of Loyola and diatribes against cancel culture appeared in various right-wing outlets, including Quillette and the Spectator. It seemed a bit of an over-reaction to a small Catholic university in Baltimore changing some of its signage.
O'Connor responded to desegregation with considerably more grace in her fiction than she did in her correspondence with Lee. She tackled the subject most directly in 'Everything That Rises Must Converge', the title story of her posthumously published second collection of stories. It's told from the perspective of Julian, another of her ineffectual, self-righteous liberals, whose mother is supporting him 'until he got on his feet'. She likes him to accompany her to her weight-loss class every week, as she feels uncomfortable riding the buses at night now they're no longer segregated. Julian's only protest against this is the fantasy that he might one day 'make friends with some distinguished Negro professor or lawyer and bring him home to spend the evening', although to his chagrin 'he had never been successful at making Negro friends.'
The action takes place on an evening when Julian's mother is wearing a 'hideous' new hat, 'less comical', he thinks, 'than jaunty and pathetic'. When a Black woman gets on the bus with her son, 'who might have been four', Julian is delighted to realise that she has on the same hat as his mother. ('Your punishment exactly fits your pettiness,' he thinks.) But to his dismay his mother decides to laugh off the coincidence, and turns her attention to the boy ('she thought little Negroes were on the whole cuter than little white children'). She offers him 'a bright new penny' and is promptly knocked to the ground by his mother - the only character to emerge from the story with a scrap of dignity. 'The topical is poison,' O'Connor wrote to her friend Betty Hester after it was published. 'I got away with it in "Everything That Rises" but only because I say a plague on everybody's houses as far as the race business goes.' To another correspondent, she wrote that the story 'expresses what I have to say on That Issue'.
She wasn't being entirely candid. For some years, she had been planning a sequel to 'The Enduring Chill'. The only result published in her lifetime was a story called 'Why Do the Heathen Rage?', which appeared in Esquire in July 1963. It concerns an Asbury-like character called Walter who lives with both his parents (Asbury's father was dead in 'The Enduring Chill') and occupies himself by writing letters to newspapers under various aliases. The accompanying contributor note explained that 'Flannery O'Connor's third novel is as yet untitled, and she says it may be years before it's finished. This excerpt is from the beginning sections.' Fragments of the rest were transferred to her archive at Georgia College and State University after she died. Scholars had agreed that they were unpublishable: 'an untidy jumble of ideas and abortive starts, full scenes written and rewritten many times, several extraneous images and one fully developed character', according to one. In a recent book, however, Jessica Hooten Wilson, a professor at Pepperdine University in Los Angeles, has pasted them together with short essays bridging the cracks, and has even had a go at composing her own ending.
It's a somewhat eccentric scholarly project. 'Why Do the Heathen Rage?' isn't an unfinished novel like The Trial or The Mystery of Edwin Drood; if those were viable foetuses, this remains a zygote. Much of what Hooten Wilson has assembled is little more than exploratory doodling. The characters change dramatically - their habits, their attitudes, even their names - from one episode to the next. Some scenes display a strong through line from 'The Enduring Chill'; others don't. Still, you get a tantalising sense of where the novel might have been going. At the centre of the drafts is a civil rights activist called Oona Gibbs (seemingly a portrait of Maryat Lee) who lives at Fellowship Farm, which Hooten Wilson calls a 'thinly veiled allusion to Koinonia Farm', an interracial co-operative founded in 1942. Walter feels annoyed by what he sees as the self-righteousness of the community. 'The very thought of them generated a peculiar fury in him, even though, as far as the moral issues were concerned, he was more or less on their side.' He decides to teach Oona a lesson by writing her letters in which he pretends to be Black. Their correspondence gathers momentum, but when Oona decides to visit him, Walter gets cold feet. He feels pretty sure that she's white, but 'he saw that she could be huge and vulgar and emaciated and loud and brash - the letters admitted of anything.'
The novel is intriguing as a prospect, but it's impossible to know exactly where O'Connor would have taken it. Hooten Wilson thinks that the contradictions in her attitude to the subject matter defeated her. 'By not reading the issue of race with theological significance ... O'Connor seems to have been unable to finish the story she longed to tell.' Perhaps that's right. Then again, her first two novels had both taken her a long time and at this point she was unable to concentrate on writing for more than an hour or two a day, so perhaps it was that. She died from kidney failure on 3 August 1964 - a month after Lyndon Johnson signed the Civil Rights Act. She was 39 years old.
Had she lived longer, Hooten Wilson suggests, O'Connor might in due course have become 'reconciled to integration'. This possibility is raised in response to Elie's 'incendiary' piece, which Hooten Wilson still seems to be smarting from. 'Although many of us tried to debate the issue ... the damage had been done by the insinuation. If Flannery O'Connor said or did racist things, then she - and thus her work - needed to be cancelled.' It isn't obvious that Elie was insinuating any such thing. Even if he was, how much damage was actually done? O'Connor's centenary last year was marked by new editions of the stories from major publishers on both sides of the Atlantic.* Nobody seems to have protested their appearance, nor have they been bowdlerised in any way. In fact, the only recent editor who has censored O'Connor's writing is Hooten Wilson. She has chosen to redact offensive words, as when Walter's mother thinks 'he could not work, he could not even make n----s work,' which has the peculiar effect of putting 21st-century manners into the head of a 1960s segregationist.
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At the Norton
Rembrandt in Palm Beach
Michael Hofmann

1688 wordsZbigniew Herbert 
, noted lover of Golden Age Dutch painting, decided one day to break with his well-trodden pilgrimages to his favourite museums in Rotterdam and Amsterdam. Instead, he ventured into the Dutch countryside for a view of what one might call the hinterland of so many of those dim, flat, dampish paintings (the landscapes, at any rate). 'It is reasonable,' he contends in his book of essays, Still Life with a Bridle, 'to begin the sightseeing of a country not from its capitals or spots marked with "three stars" in a guide but precisely from a godforsaken province abandoned and orphaned by history.' Accordingly, he went to a place called Veere. He quotes from his Michelin guide: Veere has 'une lumiere douce, une atmosphere ouatee et comme assoupie'.
I, however, went to West Palm Beach, which is neither sleepy nor gentle nor indeed quilted, and inasmuch as it is godforsaken, it is so in an entirely different way. It is a hinterland only in relation to the ribbony barrier island of Palm Beach, all fertilised lawns and sparkling steel-blue light and stonewashed money, those greens and blues that Rembrandt did not have on his palette. West Palm is the home of leathery Tithonus and sun-spotted Eos, handy for the Jaguar dealership and the Arthritis Foundation, and just the other side of the Lago from our contemporary Ground Zero. Meanwhile, in an upstairs gallery of the imposing Norton, dreamy spots pick out some seventy-odd tenebrous and mainly dignified Dutch Masters in four or five rooms swathed in maroon velvet darkness. Not altogether surprisingly, there has never been a Rembrandt on public display in Florida; right now, there are seventeen (until 29 March).
[image: ]'Study of a Woman in a White Cap' (c.1640).




The Leiden Collection is a lending library of paintings, a world-class collection circulated for the benefit of a global public, a travelling show with no fixed points and no permanent home. It comprises hundreds of paintings that have already gone out on loan to ninety institutions all over the world. Founded in 2003 and kept perfectly discreet until 2016 (as a 'private collection'), it then declared itself and has since been on general display in the Louvre and in Amsterdam (for the city's 750th birthday), in Abu Dhabi and Shanghai and Beijing and St Petersburg. Palm Beach - West Palm Beach - is its seventh resting point.
The owner and mastermind of the collection is Thomas Kaplan, a silver magnate and wildcat aficionado who must have seen the absurdity of 'owning' an Old Master. Or a tiger, come to that. He wants to do something that doesn't involve tethering pictures to any particular place or institution, and so he does this. He buys Old Masters when they 'come up', and then, for the love of Leiden, he lets them go. It gives the lie to the passage in Plato: 'What does the lover of beautiful things love? That they become his.' Kaplan spent some of his boyhood a little way up the coast from the Norton. There is maybe something personal at stake here (or perhaps a mission civilisatrice). More than that, though, he seems to have been charmed by the proposal of the director of the Norton, Ghislain d'Humieres, who suggested that he borrow one painting from the collection and exhibit it by itself. The painting in question was Jacobus Vrel's Interior with a Sick Woman by a Fireplace (mid-1650s). Having been on show at the Norton for the past two years, it is not in the current exhibition, but even in reproduction it's so exquisite that one understands the attitudes of both men: the first in requesting this particular painting, the second in being so impressed by the approach that he, so to speak, gave him the keys to the store.
[image: ]'Portrait of a Man in a Red Coat' (1633).




Vrel's painting might stand in for the whole of the new show, which is called Art and Life in Rembrandt's Time: brownish, tranquil, tender, whispering, matter-of-fact, at once sumptuous and plain, intimate, humble. The vertical space in the picture is astounding. Nothing, or very little of moment, happens above halfway; its entire human interest is confined to the lower left corner, an imaginary but strongly suggested line only just breached by a sleeping cat and dog. The painting is a study in brown and white: brown floor, brown wall, a heartbreaking brown and white tile fireplace in a jaunty chessboard pattern, ornamented off-white chimney breast set off with two brass candlesticks and a row of decorative off-white plates, the off-white cat and dog the shape of hot-water bottles or curling stones, a modest fire in the hearth (you can hear it), a kettle, some dimly burnished fire-irons. The high brown smoke hood (Rauchfang is the vivid German word, 'smoke-catcher') has something of the look of a coffin seen from the side. The flue goes on forever, tapering and tapering. Paint, it seems to me, loves paint. Daylight weeps in unseen from the left (as often in these paintings) and plays wanly over a small hunched figure sitting by herself on a wicker settle: white shawl, white bonnet over her brownish dress, a large white apron trailing over one arm and her head pressed against a shapeless white feather bed parlously clumped together in mid-air.
The woman seems to have a slightly foolish expression; her mouth hangs open; her hand is pressed to her cheek. She has earache, or toothache, or something much worse. She is not asleep, as a previous title had it; rather, she is staring vacantly into the fire, or at her pets. An empty wicker chair sits opposite; perhaps she is a widow. Otherwise, it might be that she is waiting for Death - der letzte Gesellschafter, as Brecht called him, our last visitor. The picture radiates softness and warmth, but also the need of them. Like many of these great Dutch paintings (Vrel is only now in the process of being disentangled from Vermeer), it's a hymn to materiality, to domesticity, to practicality, to our ability to make ourselves comfortable. It shows off the materials we have tamed and now like to live among: wood, pewter, tile, china, feathers, wicker, wool. And like other Dutch paintings of this extraordinary century, it sends you skittering through time. Are we with Whistler? With Cezanne? With Munch?
[image: ]'Young Girl in a Gold-Trimmed Cloak' (1632).




It is a picture - like many here - from which one looks away most unwillingly. They are small paintings for the most part, necessitating a close view and long scrutiny. There is something wonderfully uncoercive about Art and Life in Rembrandt's Time; perhaps it's the presence of so much life. You have to say goodbye to it in one painting before you greet the next one. In the way they are grouped - thematically, associatively - the paintings have no elbows; they don't jostle, as even a roomful of Rembrandts can. There is nothing of the balloon debate, nothing of 'me first'. They aggregate; they complement. I began by coasting, going anti-clockwise along the walls. Later, I started to skip. I toured the bigger canvases, the little ones, the tiny ones. The Rembrandts, the non-Rembrandts. The paintings of old people. The paintings of boys and young men. The paintings of old women. The self-portraits, the genre groups. I paid attention to the characterful frames, a wonderfully diverse array, some of them like no frames I have ever seen. I went back to my favourites, then round those pieces I thought I might have overlooked. My favourites again.
What is it with these Dutchmen? Did human subjects not exist before them? (That strange word tronie for a painting done from the imagination, as a character study, though every bit as real and individual and feasible as any portrait.) Did they write the book on patience? (All those letters being written and read, those prayers being said, those scholars at their studies, those musical instruments being played.) Did they invent detail? The pulleys, the bolts and dowels, the tuning pegs, the baskets of eggs, the lean bacon, the fat bacon, the corms of dried poppyseeds, the buttonholes, the pages of writing, the various convexities of bowls and spoons and pearls, the lace collars, the oorijzer or 'head-brooch' - a sort of wishbone fitted over the head that presses the cheek and holds down the flaps of a mob-cap or bonnet. And almost invariably the challenges are met and mastered, not ducked or sidestepped. The fiddlier the better.
[image: ]'The Middendorf Rembrandt' (1633).




Is it the smallness of the subjects? There is no marble here, no horses, nothing historical, no great men, no saints, no religion, no glamour, no armour. Just the children, the old, the infirm. The renderings of people who didn't commission the paintings - again, we are two hundred years ahead of ourselves. The woman with the swimmy eyes, the interesting temple bones, the squint (The Middendorf Rembrandt), perhaps driven mad by her two kinds of lace. The girl (Young Girl in a Gold-Trimmed Cloak) who seems to be running a temperature, her damp white forehead, the thin steam of her reddish curls. Mortality is a constant undertow. Gerard Dou's tiny oval portrait of Dirck van Beresteyn, the fluff barely dry on his upper lip, 25 and just married; the following year he was dead. Carel Fabritius's rather murky Hagar and the Angel, painted when he was just 23; ten years later, he too was dead, killed when the gunpowder magazine went up in Delft, destroying a quarter of the town.
It's not really about mastery or technical expertise. Perhaps it's feeling, in the literal way. A form of invitation or presence. Touch. There are so many types of cloth here. Your fingertips sense them as you look, the soft, the coarse, the slippery. Velvet, hessian, cotton, satin. This cloth exists. The wiry hardness of a man's curly hair (Rembrandt's Portrait of a Man in a Red Coat). An old woman (Rembrandt's Study of a Woman in a White Cap) whose cheek we can almost feel, can imagine brushing or kissing. It's extraordinary for painting to be so interested in touch. I could swear I had kissed it.
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Diary
Men explain Epstein to me
Susan Pedersen

2256 wordsI'm  not on social media, in part because the level of my rage and anxiety about American politics doesn't need to get any higher. But I do feel obliged to keep an eye on the polity: I read the papers, go occasionally to demonstrations and, each morning, as I walk the twenty blocks from my apartment to Columbia to teach my classes, listen to news podcasts. Which means I spent the first week of February listening to podcasts about Jeffrey Epstein.
You might think, given the subject, that the male hosts I think of as the podcast bros would have invited on a woman or two. After all, it was women - Julie K. Brown, Tina Brown, Vicky Ward, Tara Palmeri - who broke and pursued the story. Yet Alastair Campbell, Rory Stewart and the rest waded in and manfully explained Epstein to me. This was for a time absorbing, occasionally (despite its grim content) funny, but in the end enraging.
As the whole world knows, Epstein was a wizard at drawing in well-heeled, insecure men and serving up what they most wanted: posh holidays, 'cool' parties, tips on investments, trips on private planes, dinners with Nobel laureates, donations to their wives' charities and introductions to girls supposedly eager to spend time with a nerdy guy three times their age. The podcast hosts were keen dissectors of that sordid mess, sometimes because it was their subject of study, and sometimes because they'd been on the fringe of that world themselves. Of course they had. Anyone in the upper reaches of American (or Anglo-American) philanthropy, arts, politics or university administration has had to spend time making nice with donors, trying to turn their harebrained ideas into something the cause or institution could use. That proximity prompted some on-air anxiety. If invited to one of Epstein's parties, would I have said yes, Stewart wondered? Would I, Adam Tooze asked?
Plenty of men (and a few women) did, even after Epstein's 2008 conviction for procuring a child for prostitution. It bears mention that these were all white men - because Epstein was a racist, or because non-white men steered clear of him, or both. From many contenders, Anthony Scaramucci on The Rest Is Politics: US chose the US commerce secretary, Howard Lutnick, as his 'Father of the Year', because Lutnick, after loudly proclaiming his disgust at Epstein's behaviour in 2005 (having been shown the massage table in Epstein's townhouse), chose to take his family to Paedophile Island in 2012. Asked about that choice by the Senate, Lutnick replied that he went with his four kids, wife and nannies (that's 'nannies', plural), so clearly nothing untoward was going on. And at least, as Katty Kay pointed out, the Father of the Year got all the nannies off the island again, which might have not been straightforward, since Epstein had expressed an interest in one of them.
This is to turn horror into a joke, but at least Scaramucci and Kay (especially Kay) talked about the sexual abuse. Most podcast hosts avoided it, focusing on the cronyism and political corruption the files reveal, and in the UK on the misdeeds of Peter Mandelson. Only Anand Giridharadas, appearing on the Ezra Klein Show, appeared to have read Virginia Giuffre's book. The men she was dispatched to have sex with, Giuffre wrote, might have been rich and powerful, but they were awkward, socially immature and hadn't a clue how to talk or appeal to women. While this explains some of the weirdness of the Epstein files - how desperate some supposedly elite men were for attention, how resentful they were at being rich and powerful but still unable to get girls - it also shows up the limits of the framework of privilege and power in which so many commentators have placed them.
The scandal lays bare the entitlement felt and impunity enjoyed by the powerful and crass - an impunity so well captured by Trump's advice to 'grab them by the pussy'. But while it might be true that not all men can get their well-stroked dick serviced by a naked 15-year-old in a New York mansion, any sad bloke with a credit card in Huddersfield or Cleveland can open his laptop and have a live-porn broker thousands of miles away make a 12-year-old boy rape his sister for that viewer's pleasure. As a friend of mine said, misogyny is like water: stop up one leak, and it will spill out somewhere else. If a man is inclined to sexual abuse, he probably won't lack chances, whatever his class.
Let me be clear. I am saying 'abuse' here, that is coerced sex, sex that often leaves the woman or child damaged psychologically or physically, and not all the other sex to which women more or less consent. One hopes most women will have some good sex in life, and that they won't have forced sex (though plenty will), but a great many will have transactional sex - sex in exchange for things they need. I wish we didn't live in a world where women exchange sex for a bed when they stay too late at a party, or for something to feed their kids, or for a visa and dental work, or for stilettos and handbags, but we do, and as the global assault on women's freedoms advances, women will have ever more sex of this kind. Some transactional sex is benign and even loving: this is the kind a young cousin of mine was offering when, plopping down exhaustedly on the couch after getting two cranky toddlers to bed, she said to her husband: 'If you make me a big bowl of popcorn with lots of butter I'll let you have sex with me tonight.' I burst out laughing, my slightly scandalised parents did too, and the husband sloped off to the kitchen to find the popcorn.
This is not the sex, though, that a 17-year-old who thinks she's been offered a job at a spa has with the men who await her, or that a 13-year-old has with the maths teacher who offers extra help. These transactions are coerced, whether directly or through a massive imbalance in age, capacity, resources and power, and they are illegal, the law stipulating that 'she looked over sixteen' is not a defence. They happen all the time, though, to boys as well as girls, which is the reason I ended my week with the podcast bros more than a little irritated. After Harvey Weinstein, #MeToo, the Catholic Church's cover-up of paedophile priests, the grooming scandals in the UK and so much else, any man shocked by the Epstein story has been working overtime at shutting his eyes. Virtually every one of New York's elite private schools - including the two where I sent my children - has been rocked by revelations about sexual abuse of students by teachers. A girl doesn't have to fall into Epstein's clutches to see sexual abuse up close, and if she gets through childhood without experiencing it, she will probably find out that some close friend or relation didn't. Men could find this out too, if they listened to voices besides their own. If they did, they might hear a story like the following one.
In  1972 I was living in Japan, the daughter of Lutheran missionaries. Missionaries tend to be poor but privileged: they live with hand-me-down furniture on church mouse pay, but the mission sends their kids to whatever English-language school is around. In Tokyo, this meant the American School in Japan (ASIJ), which catered to wealthy expats, the representatives of Pan Am and Pepsi and Chase Manhattan who were fuelling Japan's wildfire growth. The school was self-consciously progressive, with college-style lectures and lots of free time. In seventh grade, we all took its flagship course, 'Japan: Lands and People' (JLAP).
JLAP was designed by Jack Moyer, a craggy, outdoorsy guy who had a PhD in marine ecology, fluent Japanese, scientific papers to his name (he has a fish named after him) and a record of effective environmental work. Moyer had a lot of cachet - even well-heeled schools like ASIJ can't usually attract teachers like him - and ASIJ let him do what he liked, including taking the whole JLAP class to Miyakejima, a volcanic island about a hundred miles south of Tokyo, where he owned a farmhouse. We had a blast that week, shivering to Moyer's stories about the ghost that haunted Toga shrine, a few hundred yards down the road (he would put a spoon on the steps and dare anyone to retrieve it), and exploring the brilliantly coloured tidal pools. We were children experimenting with freedom, secure - we thought - under the wing of the teacher some of us, at twelve years old, were already calling 'Jack'.
The following summer, Moyer invited a few of us - a mix of the cool kids and the smart kids, four boys and four girls - for a two-week course on the island. I babysat to help my parents afford it and remember the trip being marvellous: we weighed and recorded Jack's research samples; we snorkelled and swam; we walked on the cliffs, only slightly aware of the danger. When my parents resigned from the mission and landed in Minnesota two years later, I missed this life - missed my friends, my wonderful school and the exciting world of marine biology my charismatic teacher had opened up. What I didn't know until years later was that I was lucky to leave Japan at that moment, when I was in Jack's orbit but not the focus of his libidinal eye.
One of the girls on that summer course (let's call her Olivia) - the prettiest, the funniest, and like me a missionary kid in a rich kids' school - didn't have my luck. She signed up for the scuba diving course Jack ran, and the summer I left, went to Miyake to make her first ocean dive. In a picture taken just afterwards, shyly proud in her wetsuit, she looks tiny, like the child she was. That night, she woke to find Jack assaulting her. 'His hands were all over me, under my nightclothes,' she said later. Two years of abuse followed, until she dared to tell Moyer never to touch her again. She married young, to a fellow student and later minister.
He was a good husband, helping her tell the principal at ASIJ what had happened. The school promised to follow up, and the couple - now living in the US - felt relieved: they'd done the right thing; they'd protected the girls who would come after. In fact, the school did nothing: the story came out only years later (and after many other ignored reports). The internet enabled Moyer's victims to find one another and to confront him. The record of those exchanges is long gone from the web, but I recall their tenor. 'I was just really attracted to you,' Moyer writes to one survivor. 'I was thirteen,' she furiously replies. Thirteen women scattered across the globe developed a strong bond; they confronted ASIJ again; they secured legal representation. Perhaps seeing retribution advancing, Moyer killed himself in 2004. ASIJ lawyered up, asking Ropes & Gray, a posh Boston law firm, to investigate.
I can't recall exactly when Ropes & Gray phoned me. I couldn't tell them much. I hadn't been abused (I think), but when I called the only friend from those years with whom I'd kept in touch and said, 'WTF? What did you know?' she replied: 'Sue, are you really surprised? Don't you remember how Jack looked at Olivia?' I didn't, really - but I remembered, vividly, the aura Moyer created around him, the way we competed for his favour, and the fact that (and the weirdness of this only struck me now) he didn't appear to have any friends of his own age. And when my siblings and I cleared my parents' house I found in my yearbooks a scrawl from Moyer telling me he had things to show me the next time I came.
In 2015 Ropes & Gray found that Moyer was a serial paedophile who had abused at least 24 girls in his decades at ASIJ. A settlement and complex negotiations about restitution followed. This is the story I could tell on a podcast - although in telling it I might become incoherent with rage or start crying. Men don't really need to hear this from me anyway; all they need to do is listen to the women around them. They live with women, after all; they have wives and daughters and co-workers and sisters and students - most of whom, I'll bet, are two degrees of separation or fewer from a story like this one.
'Shame has to change sides,' Gisele Pelicot said, sitting through the long public trial of the many men who cheerfully raped her drugged body. It would be good if courage changed sides too. This isn't impossible: one of my male friends, discovering the sexual abuse (this time of young men) rife in his faculty, became a whistleblower, sticking to the facts through counter-accusations and gaslighting. I think, too, of many other male friends, who love their partners, raise their boys well and must want more for their daughters than that they learn, aged fourteen, how to give a rich old guy a great blow job.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.lrb.co.uk/the-paper/v48/n05/susan-pedersen/diary



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	




