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Schoolboy Savants
  'The realism of Lord of the Flies suffers from the implausibility of Piggy's spectacles being used to start a fire,' Adam Mars-Jones writes (LRB, 5  March). William Golding, as well as Charles Monteith at Faber, received many 'know-all' letters following the publication of Lord of the Flies, pointing out that Piggy's spectacles  must have had lenses to correct myopia which, being concave, don't concentrate the rays of the sun and therefore cannot be used to start a fire. They replied politely saying how clever the young  people were, but John Carey notes in his biography of Golding from 2009 that they were a lot less charitable in private.
  Then, in 1974, Judy and Terrell Carver (Golding's daughter and son-in-law) were made aware of a footnote in J.P. Stern's book On Realism, published in 1973. The footnote explains (at some  length) that Piggy is in fact hypermetropic - without his glasses he can't see the treetops above him or his hand in front of his face - and that his lenses would therefore have been convex.
  'Golding was delighted to find he had been right all along,' Carey writes, 'and so was Monteith who, at Golding's request, supplied him with photocopies of Stern's solution to be sent to future  schoolboy savants.' One of whom Golding described in a letter to Monteith as 'a horrible little boy. Let's hope he takes up drug smuggling in Turkey.'


Emma Barklamb-Knill

				London E8
			


We need a better plan
  Writing about Noah's Ark, Alexander Bevilacqua mentions the Extinction Rebellion protesters who hung a banner on the side of a contemporary ark bearing the comment: 'We need a better plan than  this' (LRB, 5 March). There was, in fact, a better plan, or at least a plan for a better ark, which was rediscovered thanks to Irving Finkel, a scholar  at the British Museum. In 2009 his reading of a cuneiform tablet revealed a manual dating from between 1900 and 1700 BCE, about a thousand years before the written Hebrew story. It describes what to do in the event of a flood, starting with the invocation 'Destroy your house, build a boat!  Spurn property and save life!' It then sets out instructions for assembling a gigantic version of the round reed and palm-leaf fibre vessels which were common on the Tigris and Euphrates as  recently as a hundred years ago. To build a large circular one involved basketry on an immense scale, coiling a very long reed rope, stiffening it with wooden ribs and dousing it inside and out  with bitumen. Finkel sets it all out in The Ark before Noah: Decoding the Story of the Flood (2014).
  In 1975, my wife and I briefly stayed with a Marsh Arab family on their island in the Euphrates delta, in a cathedral-sized, reed-built guesthouse. How did we get there? In a reed and bitumen boat.  So, the idea of dismantling the 'rope' of the guesthouse to build a large round vessel slathered in bitumen makes perfect sense. And if you hurry, you'll get your breeding pairs of livestock aboard  before the floodwater lifts you off. Here, surely, are the highly practical origins of the Flood Myth.


David McDowall

				Richmond, Surrey
			


Globaloney
  Jackson Lears understates the significance of some of Edward Luce's key findings in his biography of Zbigniew Brzezinski (LRB, 5 March). The first is  that under detente, the US had ceased to regard the USSR as an adversary and pivoted instead towards eager co-operation, enabling the Soviets, whose attitude had not changed, to achieve nuclear  parity and first-strike capacity, among other strategic benefits. Detente died once liberal illusions about Soviet intentions had been dispelled, which is why Cyrus Vance eventually gave up the  ghost. Reagan may have articulated a 'nuclear pacifism' in the abstract, but it was his massive military build-up, contrary to detente, that forced the collapse of the USSR.
  Nor did detente dampen Soviet adventurism, as indicated by its support for revolutionary movements in the Horn of Africa. As Lears sees it, Brzezinski's belief that the totalitarian Soviet system  was incapable of reform from within was superseded by events when Khrushchev revealed Stalin's crimes in 1956. But the resulting thaw never translated into robust political reform and was followed  immediately by the suppression of the Hungarian revolution and, later, the Prague Spring. The USSR maintained its Stalinist architecture to the end.
  Lears mentions only in passing Brzezinski's pursuit of normalisation of relations between the US and China, criticising him for moral inconsistency. Yes, but it shows too that he was not a  knee-jerk anti-communist, and that he was able to distinguish, as Nixon was, between Stalinisms when there was reason to do so. Brzezinski noted with approval Deng Xiaoping's policy of 'perestroika  without glasnost'.
  Finally, Lears follows Vladimir Putin's line that the US advanced Nato eastwards, and that Putin had wanted a European security architecture that would include Russia. But this was disingenuous.  The Warsaw Pact nations, freed from Soviet domination, turned to the West of their own accord, flooding the US with appeals to join Nato. Clinton, in response, set up a transitional formation, the  Partnership for Peace, which allowed them to join Nato in peacekeeping operations as candidate members. Clinton invited Putin to join. He declined. Putin is and has always been motivated only by  blood-and-soil revanchism, which is the true cause of his war on Ukraine.


Albion Urdank

				University of California, Los Angeles
			

  Zbigniew Brzezinski's deep attachment to his native Poland was never far from sight, as Jackson Lears points out. It was certainly well known in Washington. On one occasion, during a meal with  myself and a few other reporters, Brzezinski said to us (about what I don't recall): 'Let's run it up the flagpole and see who salutes it!' Charlotte Saikowski, the veteran Christian Science  Monitor correspondent, immediately asked: 'What flag would that be, Zbig?' Our guest was not amused.


Stephens Broening

				Baltimore, Maryland
			


Difficult Second Novel
  David Trotter, writing about Lydia Davis, mentions in passing that George Sturt wrote only one novel (LRB, 5 March). That was A Year's Exile,  published under the name George Bourne by John Lane in May 1898. (Sturt adopted the pseudonym because he was uncertain how the customers in his wheelwright's shop would feel about his literary  leanings.) Sturt had finished the manuscript by May 1896 but Lane delayed publication, as he also did with Arnold Bennett's A Man from the North.
  In November 1896 Sturt began a second novel, initially called 'The Altruists', the title later changed to 'The Extinction of the Keens'. When he had completed it, Bennett (who was acting as an  unpaid literary agent to Sturt) advised him that he should send it first of all to Methuen and do so with urgency. It isn't known whether Sturt followed Bennett's advice, but 'The Extinction of the  Keens' remained unpublished. E.D. Mackerness, editor of The Journals of George Sturt (1967), remarked that the novel's manuscript 'appears to have been either lost or destroyed, and there  is nothing to suggest that Sturt ever wished to see it completed'. The holograph manuscript can be found at the University of Texas at Austin, in the Harry Ransom Centre's George Sturt collection.  The heavy revisions suggest that Sturt had indeed been preparing it for eventual publication.


David Finch

				Tondu, Bridgend
			


Their Own Ways
  Steven Shapin writes of signed languages that they 'translate the spoken word into hand movements' (LRB, 19 March). While it's true that signed languages  such as British Sign Language have manual alphabets for transposing the spelling of written words, it is not true that the visual modality of signed language is somehow dependent on or secondary to  the aural modality of spoken languages. The imagined primacy of spoken languages over signed ones, and the presumed superiority of speakers and the spoken, are considered forms of 'audism'.
  In fact, signed languages are their own linguistic systems, operating independently of the spoken, first established by the American linguist William Stokoe in the 1950s and 1960s. Ethnologue, a  catalogue of the world's languages, lists 159 of them; wherever they are used, they are not influenced by the languages spoken around them but have their own ways of constructing meaning in words  and sentences.


Michael Erard

				Maastricht, Netherlands
			


Vive la Commune!
  Neal Ascherson writes about the influence of the Paris Commune in Britain (LRB, 19 March). He doesn't mention William Morris, whose commitment to  socialism was developed through his contact with the London Communards. Writing to Janey Morris from Iceland in August 1871, he remarked that the loose stones of the lava fields reminded him of 'a  half-ruined Paris barricade'. More significant, on 18 March 1884 he marched with at least a thousand others from Tottenham Court Road to Highgate Cemetery with a red ribbon in his buttonhole 'to do  honour to the memory of Karl Marx and the Commune', as he put it in another letter to Janey. Unable to enter the cemetery, they sang 'The Internationale' on a plot of waste ground nearby. As  Ascherson says, celebrations of the anniversary of the Paris Commune predate May Day.


Robert Gifford

				Milton Keynes, Buckinghamshire
			


Overdiagnosis
  'There is little concrete evidence' that a diagnosis of autism 'is of benefit in cases where no intervention is required', Paul Taylor writes in his review of Suzanne O'Sullivan's book The Age  of Diagnosis, but 'there is also little evidence of harm, beyond the fact that the label can be stigmatising' (LRB, 5 March). Throughout, Taylor  emphasises research results in counterpoint to O'Sullivan's clinical experience as a practising doctor. Empirical research remains a strong foundation in medical science but there are occasions  where we need to respond more directly to the perspectives of patients and doctors.
  Nowhere is this more true than in the case of autism. Taylor refers to Ian Hacking's 'looping effect', whereby a diagnostic category widens as its interpretation changes over time. In the case of  autism, we are now researching a diagnosis which has a panoply of meanings to a multitude of people, rendering many academic reports confusing at best. This, combined with lengthening waiting  lists, has a harmful or iatrogenic effect on people seeking assessment for autism. This is something I see every day working as an adult psychiatrist in the NHS. When someone is referred or added  to an assessment waiting list, they are liable to begin thinking of themselves as autistic, and this sense of identity can deepen during a long wait. If in the end a diagnosis of autism isn't  given, it can be destabilising.
  Taylor highlights the large variation in rates of diagnosis. Overdiagnosis is especially prevalent in private assessment, where alternative reasons for someone's differences are often not  recognised or addressed. Meanwhile the ever increasing number of people with an autism diagnosis is obscuring the needs of those whom autism assessment clinics were originally set up to identify  and help.
  We need a wider discussion about the risks and benefits of diagnostic classification, particularly with respect to such neurodevelopmental conditions as autism and ADHD. This begins in the  consulting room. Researchers must be prepared, and given the support, to listen to doctors and patients, and to address the difficult questions their stories raise.


Jethro Purkis

				Bristol
			






This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.lrb.co.uk/the-paper/v48/n06/letters
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Supersensual Ear
Patricia Lockwood

6744 wordsHalfway  through Willa Cather's The Song of the Lark (1915), the heroine, a young singer called Thea Kronborg, travels to the Southwest and takes for herself a little rock room among the cliff dwellings. She is accompanied by her soon-to-be-lover Fred Ottenburg - wealthy and secretly married - but the purpose of the pilgrimage is to be alone, to think and to strengthen her voice:
Here she could lie for half a day undistracted, holding pleasant and incomplete conceptions in her mind - almost in her hands. They were scarcely clear enough to be called ideas. They had something to do with fragrance and colour and sound, but almost nothing to do with words. She was singing very little now, but a song would go through her head all morning, as a spring keeps welling up, and it was like a pleasant sensation indefinitely prolonged. It was much more like a sensation than like an idea, or an act of remembering. Music had never come to her in that sensuous form before. It had always been a thing to be struggled with, had always brought anxiety and exaltation and chagrin - never content and indolence. Thea began to wonder whether people could not utterly lose the power to work, as they can lose their voice or their memory. She had always been a little drudge, hurrying from one task to another - as if it mattered! And now her power to think seemed converted into a power of sustained sensation. She could become a mere receptacle for heat, or become a colour, like the bright lizards that darted about on the hot stones outside her door; or she could become a continuous repetition of sound, like the cicadas.

Music, particularly as produced by the human voice, is not a mere sequence of notes. It is interpretation. It is an understanding of weight, colour, dynamics; of how, as Cather wrote in a letter to the Commonweal in 1927, 'not to hold the note, not to use an incident for all there is in it - but to touch and pass on'.
The Song of the Lark was my initial encounter with Cather's Southwest, a landscape she first toured in 1912 when she was visiting her brother Douglass and which recurs in two of her most monumental works, The Professor's House (1925) and Death Comes for the Archbishop (1927).
The Professor's House prepares the ground for the later novel, sweeping the path as John the Baptist did for the one to come. In both books, male relationships are the pure and primary ones. The Professor's House centres on the memories of an ageing historian, Napoleon Godfrey St Peter, and much of the book - the entire middle section, in fact - focuses on St Peter's loving recollections of his former student Tom Outland, a prodigy and inventor who was killed in the First World War. The novel also offers a precursor to the two priest protagonists of Death Comes for the Archbishop in the figure of Father Duchene, who is described thus:
Long afterwards Father Duchene came out to spend a week with us on the mesa; he always carried a small drinking glass with him, and he used to fill it at the spring and take it out into the sunlight. The water looked like liquid crystal, absolutely colourless, without the slight brownish or greenish tint that water nearly always has. It threw off the sunlight like a diamond.

This is a manifestation of what, in Cather, I think of as the substance. It's already there in O Pioneers! (1913), her second novel. Emil Bergson is in love with his married neighbour Marie; through slow inevitability, and a recent encounter at a wedding, Marie has come to love him too. Near the climax of the book, Cather gives a description of an orchard in which Marie is lying: 'Long fingers of light reached through the apple branches as through a net; the orchard was riddled and shot with gold; light was the reality, the trees were merely interferences that reflected and refracted light.' Emil is out walking when he finds Marie 'lying on her side under the white mulberry tree, her face half hidden in the grass, her eyes closed, her hands lying limply where they had happened to fall. She had lived a day of her new life of perfect love, and it had left her like this.' Emil takes her in his arms. She opens her amber eyes, and he sees himself and the sun reflected there. '"I was dreaming this," she whispered, hiding her face against him, "don't take my dream away!"'
Light is the reality; even the trees are interferences. The scene is followed pages later by 'a murmuring sound, perfectly inarticulate, as low as the sound of water coming from a spring, where there is no fall, and there are no stones to fret it'. This is the sound of Marie and Emil clinging together at last, running in their riverbed, and about to be discovered. What are the impediments that life puts in the way of love? Or are we the impediments, our rigid forms interrupting the flow of pure substance?
Cather was born  in Virginia in 1873, and moved to Red Cloud, Nebraska when she was nine years old. Her parents, Charles and Jennie, gave her an attic room of her own and the freedom to mix with the local population, many of whom contributed to her education and would appear later in her fiction. She was the eldest of seven children; it seems she was closer to her two youngest brothers, Roscoe and Douglass, than she was to her sisters. In her adolescence, she adopted a West Point haircut and signed her letters 'William Cather, MD'. She graduated valedictorian (out of a class of three) at the age of sixteen and attended the University of Nebraska-Lincoln, where she met the folklorist and linguist Louise Pound. She later taught high-school English and wrote for McClure's before publishing her first novel, Alexander's Bridge (1912), when she was almost forty. And she loved women: the Pittsburgh socialite Isabelle McClung, for whom, she declared, all her books had been written, and the editor Edith Lewis, who lived with her for 39 years.
In the valley between major biographies, we often get more personal, soft-focus ones, which centre on smaller, more manageable aspects of the life and work. The late 1980s yielded three tomes in quick succession: Sharon O'Brien's Willa Cather: The Emerging Voice (1987), James Woodress's Willa Cather: A Literary Life (1987) and Hermione Lee's Willa Cather: A Life Saved Up (1989). More recently, Benjamin Taylor published Chasing Bright Medusas (2023), and now Garrett Peck's The Bright Edges of the World: Willa Cather and Her Archbishop has appeared. Both benefit from the newfound freedom to quote Cather's correspondence directly, rather than paraphrasing it. Taylor provides a streamlined introduction to the writer and her work, but Peck's book will be particularly valuable to readers interested in Cather's Southwest writing. It offers a gentle corrective to some of the gaps, excesses and deletions found elsewhere, and I found myself in sympathy with Peck's more modest aims. He is, at the very least, doing something constructive: taking us on a tour! Telling mild tour-guide jokes! He delights in relating lesser-known details of Cather's six journeys to the Southwest: the dates, the itineraries, the discoveries; the historical figures and episodes on which she based characters and events; the fact that she liked to stay at Harvey Girls hotels. (It strikes me that Willa Cather/Harvey Girls erotica is an untapped market.) He includes a wide array of Native, Mexican and New Mexican perspectives, as well as having a deep base of knowledge about the Ancient Puebloans (outdatedly referred to by Taylor as the Anasazi). Best of all, Peck loses his mind over a Blue Jay notebook that Lewis bought on a trip to Taos and Santa Fe with Cather in 1925, and in which the two women took turns writing. BLUE JAY, it proclaims on the cover, above a sprightly picture of the bird, and beneath that 'Surpassing Value'. Cather never dedicated a book to Lewis, as she did to McClung, but Peck draws attention to the inscription in Lewis's copy of Cather's 1927 masterpiece: 'To Edith Lewis, who discovered the Archbishop with me.'
Edith Lewis  claimed that the idea for Death Comes for the Archbishop came to Cather one evening when they were staying at the La Fonda Hotel in downtown Santa Fe. Cather herself said that 'before morning, the story was in my mind. The way of it was on the white wall of that hotel room ... as if it were all in order and colour there, projected by a sort of magic lantern.' The book that inspired her was William Howlett's Life of the Right Reverend Joseph P. Machebeuf (1908). The historical Joseph Machebeuf, a Catholic missionary, becomes, in Cather's telling, the homely and evangelical Joseph Vaillant, and Jean-Baptiste Lamy, the first archbishop of Santa Fe, becomes the more remote and untouchable Jean Marie Latour.
The book almost seems to require a password, yet it is the most universal of all Cather's works. Two mid-19th-century French priests are dispatched to New Mexico after it is annexed by the United States and tasked with revitalising the Catholic Church there. We hear about what they eat and drink, what they love and believe. It contains other real historical figures - the frontiersmen Kit Carson and Manuel Chavez, as well as Pope Gregory XVI - and many episodes are based in fact. (Not, however, the El Greco painting that appears in the prologue, which Cather came to regret making an El Greco. She later received many letters from people convinced they had masterpieces in their attics.)
It is a book of colours. The painting on the cover of the Penguin Classics edition is marvellous: thickly laid thumb-swipes of red, ochre, blue - creating its own clouds, implying its own weather and active in the stillness. It's by the Cochiti Pueblo artist Mateo Romero, and feels much better suited to Cather's work than the watercolours on the covers of other editions of the novel. Peck compares the structure of Death Comes for the Archbishop to the Book of Acts; Taylor invokes Cervantes; Lee brings in The Pilgrim's Progress. Cather herself spoke of it in terms of The Golden Legend, a collection of lives of the saints. You could also liken the experience of reading it to a physical walk through the Stations of the Cross, where each episode is assigned the same pictorial weight, though pilgrims may linger longer in front of some than others.
The true medium of this text is messages flying back and forth in tireless intercourse. The reader, like the characters, must keep an ear out for the whisper, an eye out for the sign and a hand out for the scrap of paper. Cather, here as elsewhere, has the ability to build the holy object backwards from information. 'The qualities of a second-rate writer can easily be defined, but a first-rate writer can only be experienced,' she wrote of Katherine Mansfield. 'It is just the thing in him which escapes analysis that makes him first-rate.' Such is the case with her own work. There is something redundant in writing about Death Comes for the Archbishop; scholars quote the same passages, ones of surpassing beauty that do not bear restatement. The novel must be read.
If you're worried the book might be boring, fear not: a serial killer shows up right away and the priests are only saved by the warning of his wife, Magdalena, whom the priests first take to be 'half-witted'. When she senses her husband's intentions, however, she changes. 'Instantly that stupid face became intense, prophetic, full of awful meaning. With her finger she pointed them away, away! - two quick thrusts into the air. Then, with a look of horror beyond anything language could convey, she threw back her head and drew the edge of her palm quickly across her distended throat - and vanished.'
In another memorable scene, Kit Carson's wife tells Latour about Trinidad Lucero, a local man who may be the son of a priest in the area, Father Martinez. Lucero is also a member of the Penitentes, a Catholic brotherhood renowned for its intense rituals of mortification:
Did you hear what happened to him at Abiquiu last year, in Passion Week? He tried to be like the Saviour, and had himself crucified. Oh, not with nails! He was tied upon a cross with ropes, to hang there all night ... But he is so heavy that after he had hung there a few hours, the cross fell over with him ... Then he had himself tied to a post and said he would bear as many stripes as our Saviour - six thousand, as was revealed to St Bridget. But before they had given him a hundred, he fainted ... This year they sent word that they did not want him at Abiquiu, so he had to keep Holy Week here, and everybody laughed at him.

Lee calls this a 'disgusting story', but she wasn't raised a Catholic. It has a matter-of-fact humour for me. I take it for granted that Martinez should have as many sons as he likes. It is, after all, only outsiders who are shocked by the excesses or laxities of priests. Last year my sister Mary texted the family group chat about a local priest who was forced to retire because he was 'being extorted by a prostitute for 60k'. 'Kind of a bummer,' my brother responded. Later she clarified that the priest who was being extorted hadn't in fact retired, but the priest working with him had, in protest. This is the sort of comedy you run across in Cather's novel - lovelier language, but the same stories, the same politics, the same unmistakable chatter of a closely knit group's infighting.
There's no conflict in Death Comes for the Archbishop, except for the grinding of tectonic plates, the breaking of treaties, the murder of nations. It's a populated novel; the land is not empty, it's busy and has a vivid history. One of Cather's theses, which can be traced all the way back to her earliest work, is: other people are here. Her bigotry, when it appears, stands out because in other places the reach of her sympathy is so great. On the one hand, she never questions the project of the pioneer, the destructive arc of western expansion; on the other, Latour calls 'the expulsion of the Navajos from their country ... an injustice that cried to Heaven'.
In Cather's  Southwest trilogy, the primitive is a state of reception: man alone in the wilderness returned to an age of childlike reverence. This is why she is open to the charge of sentimental (and unfeeling) nostalgia; it is also the reason she preserved details as carefully as someone folding away a quilt. Particular knowledge is everything. Take Jacinto, the Pecos guide who brings Latour into a cave for shelter in a chapter called 'Stone Lips'. (Much Freudian hay has been made of this, though a normal person would probably just remark that it would make a good band name.)
A few moments later the Bishop slid after Jacinto and the blankets, through the orifice, into the throat of the cave. Within stood a wooden ladder, like that used in kivas, and down this he easily made his way to the floor.
He found himself in a lofty cavern, shaped somewhat like a Gothic chapel, of vague outline - the only light within was that which came through the narrow aperture between the stone lips.

Latour feels a marked unease in this place, which is both sacred and secret; he begins to perceive an 'extraordinary vibration'. Jacinto tells him to lay his ear to the ground: 'What he heard was the sound of a great underground river, flowing through a resounding cavern. The water was far, far below, perhaps as deep as the foot of the mountain, a flood moving in utter blackness under ribs of antediluvian rock.' In the night he wakes and observes Jacinto 'standing on some invisible foothold, his arms outstretched against the rock, his body flattened against it, his ear over that patch of fresh mud, listening; listening with supersensual ear, it seemed, and he looked to be supported against the rock by the intensity of his solicitude.' The text grants us, for a moment, the gift of this supersensual ear. The substance rushes deep within the earth.
There are states of ultimate reception, and there is the adolescence of faith - mocked elsewhere, out of embarrassment, perhaps, but in Cather taken very seriously. In a section called 'December Night', Latour meets an enslaved Mexican woman, Sada, who is forced to work for a family of Protestants 'very hostile to the Roman Church ... they did not allow her to go to Mass or to receive the visits of a priest.' Latour encounters her after she has slipped away from the family and 'come running up an alleyway to the House of God to pray'.
Kneeling beside the much enduring bondwoman, he experienced those holy mysteries as he had done in his young manhood. He seemed able to feel all it meant to her to know that there was a Kind Woman in Heaven, though there were such cruel ones on earth ... Not often, indeed, had Jean Marie Latour come so near to the Fountain of all Pity as in the Lady Chapel that night; the pity that no man born of woman could ever utterly cut himself off from; that was for the murderer on the scaffold, as it was for the dying soldier or the martyr on the rack. The beautiful concept of Mary pierced the priest's heart like a sword.

If the project of the pioneers is not questioned, neither is the work of the missionaries as they seek out new converts and lost Catholics. They make conquests among the people and impose their aesthetic on the land and in the imagination - even in the imagination of those far away. At one point, a young nun in France describes her joy when Vaillant's sister, Mother Philomene, reads aloud from her brother's letters:
After the Mother has read us one of those letters ... I come and stand in this alcove and look up our little street with its one lamp, and just beyond the turn there, is New Mexico; all that he has written us of those red deserts and blue mountains, the great plains and the herds of bison, and the canyons more profound than our deepest mountain gorges. I can feel that I am there, my heart beats faster, and it seems but a moment until the retiring bell cuts short my dreams.

What is the substance of the novel? Is it the same as the substance of those letters that went winging their way between continents? Something more confidential than mere information, more intimate. The letters find their purpose during the day and their form in the firelight. There is something adult about them that assumes not just equal intelligence but common sensibility and abiding interest. Cather never doubts that we can perceive the splendour as she depicts it. They are letters home, like the letters to Philomene. One is in the land, the other in the domestic sphere; the free eagle to the nest, the home to the world. Letters from William to Willa, and back.
If it is all substance, running in its courses, could not the Holy Family appear again? In fact they do, quite late in the story, when another priest, Father Junipero, tells Latour about a little Mexican house, owned by a family of shepherds, in which he once took shelter. When the shepherd leads Junipero inside, he sees a woman stirring porridge and a child 'scarcely more than an infant and with no garment but his little shirt ... playing with a pet lamb'. What follows is one of the most quoted passages in Cather's fiction:
There is always something charming in the idea of greatness returning to simplicity - the queen making hay among the country girls - but how much more endearing was the belief that They, after so many centuries of history and glory, should return to play Their first parts, in the persons of a humble Mexican family, the lowliest of the lowly, the poorest of the poor - in a wilderness at the end of the world, where the angels could scarcely find Them!

A few pages later, we are given the counterpoint to this and meet Latour again in his final days:
Scenes from those bygone times, dark and bright, flashed back to the Bishop: the terrible faces of the Navajos waiting at the place on the Rio Grande where they were being ferried across into exile; the long streams of survivors going back to their own country, driving their scanty flocks, carrying their old men and their children. Memories, too, of that time he had spent with Eusabio on the Little Colorado, in the early spring, when the lambing season was not yet over - dark horsemen riding across the sands with orphan lambs in their arms - a young Navajo woman, giving a lamb her breast until a ewe was found for it.
'Bernard,' the old Bishop would murmur, 'God has been very good to let me live to see a happy issue to those old wrongs. I do not believe, as I once did, that the Indian will perish. I believe that God will preserve him.'

The novel does not end here, but on the peal of a bell, people falling to their knees, the archbishop lying in state in the cathedral he caused to be built, and which still stands today. The avoidance - and the separation, the detours, the denial, the complications - we find in the lives of the saints are also necessary ingredients of the love story. Latour does not see the Lord in his final moments; he is not visited by the Virgin; instead he has a vision of Vaillant racked by the notion that he may not be free to follow his calling.
He was standing in a tip-tilted green field among his native mountains, and he was trying to give consolation to a young man who was being torn in two before his eyes by the desire to go and the necessity to stay. He was trying to forge a new Will in that devout and exhausted priest; and the time was short.

Latour closes his eyes on green fields and the face of a loved one. The death of the archbishop is one of Cather's natural ones, belonging to the landscape and to long time. The river flows in its courses; the murmur stops in one place and bubbles up in another; a body carried by the stream is not its entire story. Earlier in the book, Vaillant stops to watch the 'imprisoned water leaping out into the light like a thing alive'; its escape is his escape, and he too will flash just for a moment. But someone has seen him. He has been the apparition.
There are  two towns. One is full of lesbians who live together for forty years and the other is full of academics who are administered a small electric shock if they say the word 'gay'. If all of Cather's biographers were crowded into the same place, they would be understood to be suffering from some form of mass ergotism. In my reading, I so frequently encountered people stepping on rakes that I began humming the 'You have died of dysentery' jingle from the classic computer game The Oregon Trail whenever it happened. Nicholas Gaskill, in his otherwise excellent introduction to the Everyman's Library edition of Death Comes for the Archbishop, leaves it at this: 'Cather's critics and biographers have long speculated about the nature of her relationship with Lewis, with whom she lived in New York City for over forty years, but they have not reached any easy or straightforward conclusions.' It is all, in light of the facts of her life and fiction, quite mystifying. Straight people are not naming their characters Cressida Garnet, I promise.
'I need eight hundred pages written by a gay opera singer, STAT!' I yelled in a second-hand bookshop. 'Preferably in the next ten days!' None was forthcoming. The first biographical works about Cather were personal remembrances by Lewis and Elizabeth Shepley Sergeant, both from 1953. The first critical biography, by E.K. Brown, appeared the same year. A proscription in Cather's will against quoting from or publishing her letters had disastrous consequences: scholars were forced to paraphrase, which produced both bizarre language and practical misreadings. Cather's Selected Letters were published in 2013 and did not do as much to illuminate her life as we might have hoped. She reportedly burned hundreds of her letters to McClung, who broke her heart when she married Jan Hambourg. When McClung died of kidney disease in 1938, Hambourg returned the letters to Cather, who 'cremated' them in her apartment. It is these missing letters, of course, that speak. The effect of their deletion is that mere grumbling and mundane unpleasantness is left in place of the emotional core. 'She can be, in modern parlance, a drama queen,' the editors of the Selected Letters write in their introduction.
One of Cather's most revealing letters was written to Lewis in 1936. Lee parses it as 'a description of Jupiter and Venus seen from one of their favourite places, the Shattuck Inn in Jaffrey, New Hampshire (where they would both be buried)'. This speaks for itself, but Lee is most struck by the fact that the letter concludes with Cather's 'praise for Edith's packing of [her] clothes: not a wrinkle'. Lee's readings of the work are astute, sometimes even inspired, but her treatment of the life is acid. Even something as pedestrian as shoulder pain is disbelieved. In a new preface to the book from 2017, Lee says:
There are things I would change if I were writing it now. I was evasive about Cather's sexuality because, at the time, I found the claims for Cather as a gay icon, combined with attacks on her for not being bolder or more explicit, a distorting lens through which to read fiction that takes so much of its power from containment, selection and evocation.

In practice what this means (kind of intriguingly) is that Lee is more willing to call Cather a troll than a lesbian. Fourteen troll cites by my count, including a mention of her 'troll friendships'.
Here's another passage from Lee:
Cather's 'cross-dressing', in her life as in her writing, was a complicated matter. She outgrew her (now notorious) youthful phase of calling herself 'William Cather Jr', dressing as a boy, and having passionate erotic crushes on other girls, and on actresses and opera singers, and created for herself a well-controlled, increasingly 'private' life as an independent professional woman, not explicitly or even admittedly homosexual, but emotionally defined by her deep feeling for one woman and her lasting companionship with another.

No. You have died of dysentery. The period of Cather 'dressing as a boy' begins when she is as young as thirteen or fourteen (see the photographs in the Woodress and Peck biographies) and lasts at least through university. A picture of her side by side with Louise Pound, both of them with short cuts and boyish hats, hardly supports the 'youthful phase' interpretation; they look like two people in a joyful, like-minded partnership, with the private language of presentation and gesture that partnership implies. They share a secret, like Hadley and Hemingway in A Moveable Feast, when she is cutting her hair shorter by inches as he grows his hair long.
We have a letter to Pound from 1892, which contains the famous (and famously misread) line: 'It is manifestly unfair that "feminine friendships" should be unnatural, I agree with Miss De Pue that far.' (It's signed William.) And we have two to Mariel Gere, one of which describes driving with Pound in the countryside. Lee writes dismissively of this letter and sets the tone for its future interpretation:
There is a great deal of self-conscious 'Bohemian' boasting about swopping copies of Daudet's risque decadent novel Sapho (the story of a young man from the country hopelessly infatuated with a beguiling, corrupt, artist's mistress) and about how 'blue' she is for Louise, and how Louise won't call her 'love' in public, and how she's been driving her about the country with only one hand on the reins.

While Lee insists this letter makes for 'silly reading', she does allow that it 'reveals to us, for the only time, a touching mixture of bravado and anxiety about her sexuality'.
Joan Acocella, in Willa Cather and the Politics of Criticism (2000), which expanded on a New Yorker article from 1995, pounces on the academic feminists of the 1990s without specifically naming Judith Butler, whose Bodies that Matter (1993) admittedly does some pretty wild stuff with the poor rattlesnake in My Antonia. (It was foolish enough to configure itself into the loose shape of a letter 'W', which might stand for Willa, women, writing, anything. Butler even conscripts Zizek to talk about the ideology of proper names - No! GET A JOB, STAY AWAY FROM HER!) But Acocella ties herself into her own knot: 'Nor do I think that Cather was not homosexual. I assume that she was, in her feelings if not in her actions. (She may have died a virgin.) I base this not just on her life but also on her fiction, which very rarely represents a heterosexual relationship that has any romantic or sexual glow to it.' Joan, you have fallen in a hog wallow. You have rolled down a big hill of pinto beans, and we miss you.
Taylor writes that the 1892 letter to Pound 'is a profession of love. No other letter like it survives. Is it consciously lesbian? The answer, though not easy, is probably no.' Lesbians have to be conscious now? Should I hide in the closets of my friends to make sure their clits are activated at all times? It is not my business to determine whether the friendships in Cather's work are sexual - in a way, this is the point. Both The Professor's House and Death Comes for the Archbishop are books about leaving people to their private language, the shoulder-to-shoulder dialogue we see in that picture of Cather with Pound. As St Peter says, 'My friendship with Outland is the one thing I will not have translated into the vulgar tongue.' If you really can't hear that current running in the earth, in the cave between the stone lips, well, not everyone does. It may be a matter of knowing where people are likely to hide things - cruets in the cave, stories within stories, love.
There is another widespread hallucination: that there is no sex in Cather's books. You see the claim everywhere, sometimes right before a quoted paragraph where people are openly fucking. Taylor: 'The pattern of her affective life is here being set. Sexual nature is what she intends to rise above.' His reading of O Pioneers! includes this line: 'In the epilogue, the full force of Cather's antipathy to sexual love becomes apparent.' Are we reading the same books? It is marriage that signals death in her novels, not sluttiness. As Antonia says of Lena Lingard, 'Lena's all right, only - well, you know yourself she's soft that way. She can't help it. It's natural to her.' To Cather, the bad women are not the Lena Lingards; they are the women who marry men of intellect, promise and diligence - and then clip their wings and dissipate their energies.
Daudet's Sapho, the novel mentioned by Cather in that early letter to Pound, appears again in the marvellous peeping Tom story 'Coming, Aphrodite!' from Youth and the Bright Medusa (1920). Some of Cather's New York stories, while resembling Edith Wharton or Henry James in certain respects, are like Joseph Mitchell in others. What if she had worked for a better paper, the New Yorker rather than McClure's? If the stories were simply hazy nostalgia for bohemian New York, that would be one thing, but they are informational, like a stacked pantry of concrete detail. They are also so sexually charged that it feels absurd to read in the biographies about sublimation and evasion and the appropriation of male perspectives. In 'Coming, Aphrodite!', the characters, a singer and an aspiring artist, very much go to town on each other's holes. And the way it happens is both the way it happens in life and the way it happens in high art: 'But the moment he put his arms about her they began to talk, both at once, as people do in an opera.'
There is a ferocious need to read Cather's work symbolically - but her symbolic frameworks are surely less interesting than her stories. Consider another masterpiece, A Lost Lady (1923), which traces the fortunes of Marian Forrester, the glamorous wife of an ageing railroad pioneer. Marian is also an exquisite hoe. Her promiscuity is often treated as an allegory of moral decay, but isn't she more interesting as a person than as a symbol of the decline of the West?
The novel invokes Cather's watchword: reality. The light is the reality; Captain Forrester, Marian's faithful and all-knowing husband, is the reality. Hoes, and those loyal to hoes, are within the natural order. Marian was based on Lyra Garber, whom Cather 'loved very much in my childhood', and this portrait of her is one of Cather's most sensitive accomplishments. Marian's physical presence is so fully woven into the narrative that the story of a climbing trip she takes as a young woman, with a man who falls to his death, comes almost as a plot twist. She breaks both legs, is found by Captain Forrester's search party and is brought back to camp, where 'everything possible was done for her, but by the time a surgeon could be got up from San Francisco, her fractures had begun to knit.' It is Captain Forrester's hand she holds, and wishes to hold, as her legs are rebroken and set. He knows what she is; he is loyal to her. As long as he is alive, he will not let her fall.
Many  events that are treated as perverse in Cather - or as evidence of her dire turn of mind - were incontrovertible facts of prairie life. 'Such things are not rare in Cather,' Acocella writes:
A farmer who has lost his hogs to cholera goes home quietly and strangles himself. A hobo comes upon a group of people threshing in a field and, waving gaily at them, throws himself into the threshing machine. These events are described almost laconically - 'The machine ain't never worked right since,' says a witness to the hobo's suicide - so that their very clarity is baffling.

'Hobo' is Acocella's own jaunty word. And the 'witness to the hobo's suicide' is 'Tony' herself.
This episode appears in altered form in The Song of the Lark. This time it is Thea who has the encounter with the tramp, as he makes his way into town 'carrying a bundle wrapped in dirty ticking under one arm, and under the other a wooden box with rusty screening nailed over one end'. She puts a handkerchief over her nose because of his odour, and then is sorry when she sees that he notices. Later, the city water 'began to smell and to taste'. 'The tramp had got even with Moonstone. He had climbed the standpipe by the handholds and let himself down into 75 feet of cold water, with his shoes and hat and roll of ticking.' This scene is not meaningless grotesquerie. It is the cause for Thea to ask herself: 'How could people fall so far out of fortune?' How was it that she would not, and knew that she would not?
Thea is unsexed by her vocation, her ambition, her choice of lover - and also by her genius, a quality we recognise but are unable to quantify. When we are inside her consciousness, this quality is less apparent than when she is seen through the eyes of others: Ray, the railway brakeman who loves her; Doctor Archie, who first notices her talent during a house call; and others who view her almost as a natural phenomenon. The model for Thea was the opera singer Olive Fremstad, one of three performers Cather profiled for McClure's in 1913. She was Swedish and had marvellously substantial arms. 'Cather went to interview her in her New York apartment,' Doris Grumbach writes in her introduction to The Song of the Lark. 'She saw her transformed, when the opera house needed her to fill in at the last moment, from a weary, wan woman to a glittering, radiant star.' A version of this appears towards the end of the book when Thea, who has achieved her success and whose exhaustion is now total, is called in to play Sieglinde in Die Walkure. At once, weariness transforms into fire.
'The higher processes of art are all processes of simplification,' Cather wrote in her essay 'The Novel Demeuble' from 1922. 'The novelist must learn to write, and then he must unlearn it; just as the modern painter learns to draw, and then learns when utterly to disregard his accomplishment, when to subordinate it to a higher and truer effect.' Learn to sing, then learn to unsing. Learn how to touch and pass on.
The other notable artist in The Song of the Lark is known colloquially as Spanish Johnny; his name, of course, is Juan. He is a tenor with a limited instrument but a large interpretive gift. His spells of wildness, his wife explains to Doctor Archie when he comes to treat him, arise from a particular source: the electricity of performance. 'The saloon, doctor, the excitement - that is what makes him. People listen to him, and it excites him.' To illustrate her point, Juan's wife picks up one of the white conch shells with which the Mexican women border their yards. 'Listen, doctor. Do you hear something in there? You hear the sea, and yet the sea is very far from here. You have judgment, and you know that. But he is fooled. To him it is the sea itself. A little thing is big to him.' The listening in this remarkable scene travels both ways. Juan listens to the shell and hears the sea itself; the crowd listens to him and hears all music. Thea, who has accompanied Doctor Archie to Juan's bedside, picks up the shell herself and hears a calling.
Air, earth, water, stone, sky - and dissolution. I am not sure if these are universally recognised as Cather's themes, but so it is. As she writes at the end of My Antonia,
I kept as still as I could. Nothing happened. I did not expect anything to happen. I was something that lay under the sun and felt it, like the pumpkins, and I did not want to be anything more. I was entirely happy. Perhaps we feel like that when we die and become a part of something entire, whether it is sun and air, or goodness and knowledge. At any rate, that is happiness; to be dissolved into something complete and great.

When Cather died of a cerebral haemorrhage in 1947, Lewis had the last part of this passage inscribed on her gravestone, along with a birthdate that made her younger by three years. She would, along with her works, be distributed; she would step into the dance of the universe. That letter to Lewis that invokes their star-watching ends with these words: 'And now I must dress to receive the Planets, dear, as I won't wish to take the time after they appear - and they will not wait for anybody. Lovingly W.'
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Save My Beer
Tom Johnson

4806 wordsAdam Smith  began his Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations by arguing that the division of labour was the key to the prosperity of advanced economies. It made the production of goods far more efficient, allowing the creation of cheap commodities that could be enjoyed by everyone. 'The woollen coat,' he writes, 'which covers the day labourer, as coarse and rough as it may appear, is the produce of the joint labour of a great multitude of workmen.' He listed the shepherds, wool sorters, carders, dyers, spinners, weavers, fullers and dressers who 'must all join their different arts in order to complete even this homely production'. The division of labour wove all these people together in unknowing co-operation, such that 'the very meanest person in a civilised country' had at their disposal better stuff than 'many an African king, the absolute masters of the lives and liberties of ten thousand naked savages'. Civilisation itself consisted in the miracle of specialisation.
 Smith was far less interested in what the division of labour looked like in practice. His breezy lists of workmen elide the generations of clever hands and centuries of folk knowledge required to make that coarse woollen coat. To begin with, you needed to know a shearling from a gimmer lamb, or hire someone who did. In 1611 Henry Bankes employed two shepherds, Durington and Blackwell, to value some lambs in Yorkshire; it turned out he was overpaying by sixpence a head. Then you had to set your sheep in a pasture, and send someone, perhaps a young servant like Jacob Jackson of Hurworth in County Durham, to mark their ears so that you knew which were yours (theft was common), and paint them with tar to keep them warm through the winter and spring. In June they would be brought down from the pastures and washed in a river before being sent to the shearing men. If you couldn't afford sheep of your own, you could go into the fields after the clip and gather the leftover scraps.
 Once the wool was off, it needed to be washed. Christine Cooper had to cull 'about seven todds of very coarse and feeble tarry' wool from tegs, scouring off the tar and sorting it for carding. The wool wasted in the process was called 'twickings' - another chance for the gleaners. Once carded and the fibres smoothed into a fluffy substance known as 'batt', the wool could be spun into yarn. Spinning was women's labour, and women were doing it constantly: in street doorways, while chatting to their neighbours, in the back rooms of their houses while they watched over their infants and kept cauldrons of ale from boiling over. Low-status and badly paid, spinning was so ubiquitous it was simply called 'work'; the distaff was a symbol of womanhood. Twenty-year-old Joanna Pittman of Cullompton in Devon earned sixpence a week spinning at a neighbour's house. She was paid by the week 'but may go from them at every week's end if she please'. Historians have estimated that between 50 and 65 per cent of the labour required to turn wool into cloth was made up of carding and spinning.
 Only after the wool became yarn could it be entrusted to male artisans, and even then with some misgivings. Women were rarely involved in the relatively well-paid labour of weaving, but after hours at the distaff, they knew their stuff. Mary Dawdon of Masham in Yorkshire gave eleven pounds of yarn to James Thompson in August 1695, but when he returned the finished product she was sure he had cheated her. '[It] being fine wool she did expect to have again eight yards of fine cloth, the list of the said run web being all white, but ... Thompson did bring [her] a much coarser woollen web with a black list, [she] being very certain that it was not her web.' Once woven, the cloth had to be 'litted' or dyed - the spinster Jane Browne was hired to dye some wool green, blue or white in 1630 - and if it was one of the loose-woven 'old draperies' such as kersey, it had to be fulled (or 'tucked') to draw the fibres closer together, and napped to remove loose hairs from the surface of the cloth, ready for cutting.
 Like weaving, tailoring was learned through apprenticeship and consolidated through craft guilds. As such, it was the near exclusive preserve of men. Women often mended clothes and made undergarments such as hose and stockings for their own families, but like spinning, this work was considered lowly and wasn't well-paid. Tailors could be found everywhere, but they mostly worked in towns. Sometimes they travelled to the homes of their customers, especially the wealthier ones, to fit them in situ. John Read worked 'at one goodman Mann his house at Thorpland' in Norfolk in February 1661, where he accidentally left some taffety ribbon and an ounce of silk on the hall table. The poor had to make do with a quick job done in the tailor's workshop. Joan Cowling sent 'shag and stuff ... to one Edward Manley a tailor in Tiverton to make into a coat for her child in 1660'. It wasn't much to look at, perhaps, but at least the child was warm.
 If Smith brought the woollen coat into the history of economic thought, it was Marx who made it famous. As the literary historian Peter Stallybrass has pointed out, there were good materialist reasons for this. Living in penurious exile in London during the 1850s and 1860s, Marx often had to hock his greatcoat for cash when his credit with the greengrocer ran out. In February 1852 he wrote to Engels: 'A week ago I reached the pleasant point where I was unable to go out for want of the coats I have in pawn.' When he had to explain commodities in the first chapter of Das Kapital, it was a coat that came to mind. The garment was not what it seemed. Its value wasn't defined by its use in keeping someone warm, or in making them appear respectable enough to enter the reading rooms of the British Museum. Under capitalism, a coat was defined by its exchange value - the equivalent of ten pounds of tea, two ounces of gold, half a tonne of iron. The labours of the many dozens of people who had produced it had been abstracted, appropriated and ultimately obscured in the commodity form.
 Marx was a keen student of early modern English history - he was reading John Fortescue, Thomas More and Francis Bacon in the British Museum - and it was in this period that he located the decisive shift towards an economy organised around the production of commodities. The many women spinning yarn on their porches may not have regarded themselves as paragons of unalienated labour, but for Marx they and other pre-capitalist workers enjoyed a relative degree of autonomy. Labour was once an organic part of the peasant household, done in the interest of subsistence. Certainly many people in early modern England worked for wages and everyone bought things at market. But most grew at least some of their own food, gathered their own wool and made their own clothes. They had a much more direct stake in the means of production.
 In Marx's telling, this old order began to break down in the 16th century. The sheep were to blame. More had complained in Utopia that they 'eat up and swallow down the very men themselves'. High wool prices induced a greedy new class of landlords to convert arable lands to pasture, enclose the commons and drive the peasants from the countryside, transforming them into a class of landless labourers. Marx agreed, acerbically, with Smith and other political economists that the peasantry had been liberated from the shackles of protectionist feudal society: it was indeed now 'free from the old relations of clientship, bondage and servitude' - and also 'free of all belongings and possessions' and 'dependent on the sale of its labour capacity'. Capitalist society, for Marx, was organised by wage dependence. The threat of starvation was the only way to force people to work - 'freely' - under conditions of alienated labour.
 For the past century and more, wage labour has been central to the way historians have charted economic development in early modern England. This is not only due to Marx's influence. As far as premodern sources go, it is relatively easy to get information on wages. They appear in financial accounts and other sources pre-packaged as hard numbers. They can be tabulated and graphed to demonstrate trajectories of change. One of the earliest empirical studies of English economic history, conducted by the Liberal politician J.E. Thorold Rogers in the 1860s, attempted to compare wages and prices across six centuries, in order to trace the way 'the labourer's condition' had changed over time. He saw the 15th century as a 'golden age' when workers were better off, relatively, than they had been before or since. 'Would that we could unite the opulence of the 15th century to the civilisation of the 19th,' he lamented.
 Since the 1960s, historians have continued to gather and refine ever more data on wages and prices to pursue hypotheses about England's precocious march towards capitalist modernity. Recent estimates have found that GDP per capita marched in step with low population growth between 1500 and 1650, before jumping by 90 per cent between the 1650s and 1770s - a rapid surge in the productivity of labour. The historian Jan de Vries identified an 'industrious revolution' taking place across Europe at this time, following on the heels of a consumer boom in the Renaissance. As people became increasingly obsessed with buying nice stuff, they were willing to spend much more of their time working for the wages required to buy it, driving up productivity and stimulating the take-off to industrial capitalism. It is Marx backwards: people driven to labour because of a new fetish for commodities.
 Yet there remain significant problems with using data on wages and the organisation of labour to understand the surge in economic growth in the 17th and 18th centuries. This is partly because the data itself is not as sound as it first appears. Premodern records are often incomplete, so historians must make assumptions. In order to calculate annual wages that can be used as the basis for measures of productivity or living standards, for instance, it has often been assumed that people worked a five-day week. Yet we also know that work patterns varied a great deal by season and there was no strict dichotomy between days for labour and days for leisure. Most servants, living in the homes of their employers, were given only half a day off at most. Sunday was a day of rest, but not for everyone: Benjamin Hooper, a shoemaker's apprentice in Somerset, ran away in 1650 'because his master did make him work upon the sabbath days', cleaning shoes, 'packing of wares' and managing the shop. There is a mismatch between the clean threads of modern econometrics and the rough batt of 17th-century labour relations.
 A great deal of work, moreover, yielded compensation in forms other than money wages. In 1669 John Corker, a cobbler in Rotherham, was receiving pieces of scrap iron in exchange for 'mending shoes for the workmen' and their wives at a forge. He took the iron three miles down the road to a blacksmith in the village of Whiston, whose servant and apprentice weighed and 'presently wrought [it] up' in the shop. Fishermen of South Huish in Devon were accustomed to receiving their payment in the form of the catch itself: as many as forty men stood on the shore to haul in the seines of mackerel, and each received his share. The time of year when most rural people worked for wages was the autumn harvest, when every spare hand was needed to reap, gather and bind the crop: customary forms of payment were honoured, as labourers received food and drink from their employers.
 Wage data, naturally, only tells us the kinds of labour that were done for wages. And yet in a premodern economy organised around household production, a vast portion of work - most of it done by women - was never compensated and only occasionally recognised. In the 1680s John Wood's neighbours noted archly that his wife had been entrusted with very few duties: 'only with the necessary affairs of housekeeping incumbent of a wife to look after ... as the taking care to provide meat and other necessaries for the family and the making of butter and cheese and such like' - the small matter of countless hours at the dairy churn. Anthony Fitzherbert wrote in 1523 of 'an olde common saying, that seldom doth the husbande thrive without leve of his wyf'.
 Historians concerned with measuring growth haven't been generous in their recognition of women's work (even today the UN refuses to include housework and care work in its calculations of GDP). In 2015 a research team conducting a study into English economic growth between the 14th and 19th centuries estimated that women were able to spend only about 30 per cent of their time on income-generating labour, and adjusted their estimates of productivity accordingly. Gary Becker, who won the Nobel Memorial Prize in Economics in 1992, wrote that married women 'traditionally have devoted much of their time to childbearing and other domestic activities' while their husbands were out developing markets. Such devotion: women were simply too busy with the babies to pitch in with the transition to capitalism. Reproductive labour could not be part of any narrative of economic progress because it was supposed to be timeless. Writing in the 1960s, E.P. Thompson suggested that 'despite school times and television times ... the mother of young children has ... not yet altogether moved out of the conventions of "pre-industrial" society.' Without the labour of social reproduction - nursing infants, caring for children, cooking meals, laundering clothes, making beds, tending to sickness - there could be no wage labourers marching off to the fields and the workshops. Unwaged and often unrecorded, 'women's work' has proved too difficult to measure.
It is  the great originality of The Experience of Work, a research project led by Jane Whittle and now published with her research team Mark Hailwood, Taylor Aucoin and Hannah Robb, to have found a solution to this problem. Rather than looking at financial records that yield data on wages and prices, they have turned to oral testimonies given before law courts, in which witnesses narrated the circumstances leading up to a crime or conflict. These sources don't tell us much about wages or prices - they contain relatively few figures - but reveal a great deal about everyday life. By mimicking a modern time-use survey, Whittle and her colleagues have developed a methodology that accounts much more accurately for the texture of early modern work. A young woman testified that she was milking her father's cows when she observed a suspected thief up to no good; a carpenter described his part in reaping the corn harvest for a dispute over tithes; a housewife on an errand encountered a man so drunk he had fallen off his horse (he was later slandered by an alewife). Using such testimonies, the research team has assembled a database of thousands of 'work tasks' that were mentioned in passing by witnesses.
 Witness testimonies have long been used by social historians to uncover aspects of life that otherwise went unrecorded. A deposition in a Cheshire theft case from 1662 has a rural butcher's wife describing a visit to a nearby village before dawn to fetch a light for her husband; the candle she took was 'about an inch longer than her middle finger', she said. Such incidental details speak quietly of a world that has passed forever out of being, but it's often hard to know what to make of them. The pointillist ingenuity of The Experience of Work has transformed them into a composite portrait of working life in early modern England. People were born 'to lyve in labour and pain, and the most parte of their tyme with the swete of ther face', Edmund Dudley wrote in The Tree of Commonwealth in 1509. But what a thing to see the sweat glistening on the brow.
 This project must have been an absurdly difficult undertaking. Testimonies are complex, unwieldly sources. They are written in abbreviated forms of Latin and English in a 'secretary' script that was designed for speed; single letters often stand in for whole words; sometimes the ink has faded or blotted to the point of illegibility. Between them, the team read forty thousand testimonies. For each one they had to decide whether any work had been mentioned, and if it had, to note down names, ages, locations and numerous other pieces of identifying and circumstantial evidence. They are wryly aware of the irony of labouring on labour: the conclusion opens with a story from 1637 about another Jane Whittell. It took two large funding grants and nearly a decade of work for the researchers to compile all their data. I don't know how many ounces of gold or yards of linen that makes, but it was certainly worth the expenditure.
 Rather than defining 'work' crudely in terms of wages, the research team adopted the more expansive definition developed by the Canadian economist Margaret Reid in the 1930s. Reid argued that any unpaid domestic labour that could have been hired or otherwise purchased ought to be included within calculations of productivity. The hour spent watching a child or doing the laundry now had a value: it was the same as the cost of paying a childminder or using a laundromat. With this 'third party criterion', as Reid called it, Whittle and her team could quantify work such as Cicely Large collecting fuel to heat the lye that she would use to 'buck' - bleach - her household linens; or Agnes Pople going to the fields after dark to gather thistles and teasels for brewing, 'having no fit time to go by day for that one of her children was sick in an ague'; or Isabel Ballard taking her one-year-old daughter to a malthouse, leaving her on the straw in front of the kiln while she stirred the grain.
 The data from the testimonies isn't perfect. There were fears that some witnesses were paid to testify. It was said of Robert Stuckye in 1604 that he was a 'very poor man ... that doth use now and then to cut a stick out of other men's hedges' - his word could not be trusted. Some had ulterior motives. In 1585 a fuller called Edward Potter acted as a witness in a defamation case and claimed he had been working in his shop when an argument took place in a nearby garden; it was later pointed out that he couldn't possibly have seen it from that angle. Few people came before a court willing to mention sex work or other illicit forms of labour, while legal records generated a disproportionate number of mentions of clerical work. More problematic still is that male witnesses were less likely than their female counterparts to mention women's work. As women testified relatively less frequently before the courts, a systematic gender imbalance emerges in the data: only 27.8 per cent of the recorded work tasks were performed by women. Whittle's team makes a conservative estimate that they did half of all work - this is a little less than what we know to be the case in present-day non-industrialised economies - and adjust their figures accordingly.
 The results are startling. While women certainly undertook vastly more of the recorded tasks for housework (85.8 per cent) and care work (82.9 per cent), these two categories of labour took up less than 40 per cent of the total time they spent working. They were more often engaged in agricultural work - especially milking cows but also other forms of animal husbandry, along with weeding, sowing and harvesting crops - than they were in care work; they were more often engaged in crafts and construction (7.7 per cent) than they were in food processing (3.9 per cent). It is clear that economic historians have vastly overestimated the amount of time that women spent on domestic labour. This is not because men were doing it: their contributions to care work and housework made up just 6.5 per cent of their total work time. But there was not so much domestic work to do as previously assumed, and women combined what there was with other forms of labour - all that spinning - both inside and outside the household.
 Perhaps most strikingly of all, the data demonstrates that women were far more often engaged in paid employment than historians have tended to assume. Although the work-task methodology doesn't capture wage rates, the research team counted instances of work done 'for another'. This is a clever workaround, because it doesn't make a distinction between work done for money wages and for other forms of compensation. Housewives often undertook odd jobs for their neighbours - cooking meals, providing healthcare and doing laundry to make a little extra money on the side. The majority of work done 'for another' on Sundays fell to women, and the majority of housework 'for another' was done by female servants, whose wages (such as they were) are hard to track and measure, as they were often paid partly in the food, clothes and lodgings they received from their employers.
They were worked  fearfully hard. In 1637 Lucretia Harward of Bale in Norfolk was accused of pilfering from a fellow servant. She gave a lengthy testimony to the Quarter Sessions explaining, in essence, that she was too busy to steal:
 She was employed in tending the copper, the other maid being then busy in the same room; she further saith that she went into the house to fetch the maid her dinner and forthwith returned again with the same and then without any intermission set on liquor for the mixing of paste which took her about one hour's time, that done she forthwith gave attendance upon the heating of the oven and also in helping the maid to save her beer which was in danger to be lost, about the house next she repaired instantly into the kitchen again which she dressed up ... attended upon the children, and then by reason of the other maid's employment, went a-milking. 

 Lodging young women - the work-task data includes girls of ten - in other people's homes and expecting them to work for almost nothing often led, unsurprisingly, to abuse by their employers. Margaret Hargreaves had gone to work as 'a spinster and servant or wet nurse' for John Shakleton, and had been in service for less than a year before she became pregnant by him. She moved back in with her sister and John sent gifts: thirty shillings and some packages of butter. But he would not agree to provide maintenance for the baby, so Margaret left it to be cared for by the parish.
 The data reveals much about children's work. Thomas Britten, at four years old, was trusted to carry messages from his mother to his aunt, sent to fetch her so that she could come and buy a parcel of yarn. Anne Saunders was the same age, or perhaps younger, when she was given a goose and a gander by her father, for 'the keeping and increase of the said geese'. Children were often tasked with fetching water, and the records of coroners' inquests are strewn with the consequences. Elizabeth Wilkinson, aged four, was sent to fill a cup of water from the pond at the back of the house and drowned; William Kembold, six, to draw water from the River Brett; and on and on, in a long roster of sorrow. Older children were bidden to do more obviously dangerous work. Thomas Hubbard, aged ten, was given a whip and told to conduct a horse-drawn plough at Dennington in Suffolk; he stumbled on a clod and the colt started, kicking him in the head. If they survived these early experiences of work, adults seem to have looked back on them with a hint of nostalgia. William Selleck, a Somerset labourer, recalled in 1575 that 45 years past, 'when he was but a little boy able to carry into the field a bottle and a bag with provision for work folks ... [he] carried bread and cheese to the workmen at mowing of the corn that was then grown there.'
 Though Whittle's team has drawn on sources from 1500 to 1700, the data doesn't show much variation over time. It's surprising to find a basic continuity in work done 'for another' over the period (it actually fell slightly, from 36 per cent to 35 per cent) when we might expect a large increase concomitant with the emergence of a more productive wage-working proletariat. The authors disclaim the data's value for tracking economic development, as any change is more likely to reflect the shifting patterns of lawsuits that came before the courts. Theft cases, for example, seem to give particular prominence to work-tasks associated with commerce and food-processing, but they can be collected only from the late 16th century because fewer Quarter Sessions records survive from other periods. Yet if the data has relatively little to say about when the productivity of work began to change, it does suggest this is not the only question to ask - and perhaps not even the best one.
 For one thing, the work-task method helps to suggest something that historians have long suspected, which is that few individuals - even those male artisans apprenticed into a particular craft - practised just one kind of work. In 1600 a 21-year-old in Wiltshire called William Ricketts told a church court that he was 'a carpenter, and doth that way wholly employ himself' before going on to testify in some detail about the work he had done at the previous harvest, setting hay to dry, making it up into haycocks and putting aside the right amount for tithe collection. Although there was a degree of overlap, occupational titles could be misleading about the work someone actually did. Craftsmen may have been specialist artisans, but they tended to spend at least as much of their time buying materials and selling their products as they did making them. Rural labourers spent just over a third of their time on agricultural tasks, and were disproportionately involved in transport and logistics. The work of carrying things around has always been precarious. In June 1652 Katherine Singard told of walking eight miles home to Great Budworth, Cheshire, carrying a sack of meal on her head. She stopped off in an alehouse to 'beg some small drink'.
The Experience of Work is valuable precisely because it offers a view of the early modern economy that isn't defined by productivity and growth but in the terms conceived by the 'great multitude of workmen' themselves. Wages weren't always at the forefront of their minds. In 1720 Malcolm McGibbon completed a ditching job in exchange for the cancellation of a debt, half a cow, a mixture of English and Scottish coins and a pine board 'for his son's coffin'. What does grief contribute to GDP? If there is a risk that we can become too sentimental about premodern work, that is the price of a focus on experience. The authors conclude with an injunction against romanticising the pre-capitalist world, before suggesting that 'we should remember what has been lost as well as gained over the centuries.'
 In 1887, the year that Volume 1 of Das Kapital was first translated into English, William Morris finished writing The Dream of John Ball, in which he imagined himself trying to explain the emergence of capitalism to the radical leader of the 1381 revolt. 'England [shall] see a new thing, for whereas hitherto men have lived on the land and by it, the land shall no longer need them, but many sheep and a few shepherds shall make wool grow to be sold for money.' But Ball can't get his head around the idea of a proletariat. A villein might not be free, but at least he was protected by his lord; a freeman had his own land to live from. 'Wonderful is this thou tellest of a free man with nought whereby to live!' Morris has to explain it all again: one day there would be no serfdom and men would sell their labour without any guarantee of subsistence. Ball accuses him of talking in riddles, and laughs. 'The man may well do what thou sayest and live, but he may not do it and live a free man.' Morris concedes the point. '"Thou sayest sooth," said I.'
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Short Cuts
From Gaza to Iran
Amjad Iraqi

2288 wordsThe images  from Iran since 28 February have been dismayingly familiar. The Islamic Republic's leaders are being killed off. US military officers are using AI to pick their targets. Government buildings, police stations and other public institutions have been destroyed; an air strike hit a primary school during morning classes, killing 168, almost all of them schoolgirls. Israeli leaders cheer on the offensive with messianic zeal. The war 'allows us to do what I have yearned to do for forty years', Benjamin Netanyahu said on 1 March, 'smite the terror regime hip and thigh'. The aim isn't merely to weaken Iran's rulers, but to bring about the collapse of the Iranian state.
It's no surprise that Operation Roaring Lion (Israel's name for its campaign) and Operation Epic Fury (as the US calls its own) bear the hallmarks of Israel's offensives on the Gaza Strip. For more than two years, Israel has radically reshaped its policy of managing conflict by what it calls 'mowing the lawn'. Since 7 October 2023, its political and military leaders have embraced a much more ambitious and devastating approach, which has been tested in Gaza, then replicated in Lebanon and to some extent in Yemen. Palestinians and their supporters have long likened the occupied territories to a 'laboratory' where Israel experiments with military tactics, surveillance technologies and methods of population control, before applying them elsewhere. War with Iran is a long-held ambition of Netanyahu's, but Gaza is where he and his generals designed the playbook that is now being followed in that war.
The 'mowing the lawn' doctrine held that Israeli leaders, locked as they were in multiple armed conflicts with non-state groups, had little choice but to contain security threats by force, with the expectation that they would not be conclusively destroyed. In one well-known essay in 2013, the academics Efraim Inbar and Eitan Shamir explained that Israel was 'not aiming for victory or for ending the conflict', but was instead focused on weakening and indefinitely deterring its foes. 'It is not clear whether Israeli military actions affect the learning curves [of Hamas] in Gaza or [of Hizbullah in] Lebanon. In any case, the immediate effect is some tranquillity,' Inbar and Shamir concluded. At a security conference in 2018, the right-wing Israeli politician Naftali Bennett put it more succinctly: 'In our neighbourhood, those who don't mow the lawn, are mowed by the grass.'
Before 2023, Israel was careful to balance this military strategy with diplomacy and PR. At the same time, it slowly increased the limits on what it could get away with. Military incursions into Palestinian cities and refugee camps in the West Bank became more frequent and more brutal, eroding the jurisdiction of the Palestinian Authority, which under the Oslo Accords was meant to have responsibility for security in urban centres. In the summer of 2023, Israel began carrying out air strikes - its method of choice in Gaza - in the West Bank for the first time since the second intifada in the early 2000s. Its tolerance for inflicting civilian casualties in Gaza also rose: Operation Cast Lead of 2008-9 killed 1383 people; Operation Protective Edge killed 2251 in 2014. Between 2018 and 2019, during the Great March of Return, Israeli snipers fired repeatedly at largely unarmed Palestinians who were demonstrating near the Gaza border fence, killing more than 200 and wounding 34,000, many of whom were permanently disabled.
Hamas's attack on 7 October changed all that. Reeling from the massacres in southern Israel and the security blunders that enabled them, many Israelis felt that their previous methods had amounted to half-measures. Israeli politicians and commentators went into a frenzy, calling on the army to destroy all of Gaza and expel its population. Palestinians were described as a plague and likened to the Amalek, the biblical enemies of the Israelites. Security officials and analysts justified retribution as a strategic necessity. Shamir, co-author of the essay on 'mowing the lawn', declared that the policy had failed. It was now 'an urgent necessity - indeed, a survival imperative' to uproot the enemy completely. 'If Israel can defeat Hamas and dismantle its military capabilities, it will prove its ability to deliver the only punishment possible for the destruction of deterrence,' he wrote. 'The cost of such an operation [like 7 October] against Israel must be clear to everyone: the destruction of the organisation or regime that committed the attack ... There is no room in the Middle East for weakness.'
Gaza thus became the testing ground for a far more severe approach. 'From the air you can mow the lawn,' Netanyahu said to the Wall Street Journal in 2024. 'You can't pull out the weeds. We're here to uproot Hamas - not to deliver deterrent blows, but to destroy it.' Not content with hitting Hamas's military infrastructure and personnel, Israel's 'war of redemption', as Netanyahu calls it, razed Gaza's cities and carved up the territory. It assassinated Hamas political leaders and ceasefire negotiators, pragmatists and hardliners alike. It shattered Gaza's governing apparatus and targeted civil service workers. It used AI to generate thousands of bombing targets. It wreaked havoc on essential infrastructure: hospitals, food supplies, electricity lines, desalination plants. To undercut Hamas's control, the IDF collaborated with local armed gangs, which hijacked and profiteered from aid deliveries. Gaza's social fabric frayed under the strain of bombardment, displacement and starvation. By the time a truce came into effect last October, Gaza was unrecognisable: 2.1 million people had been squeezed into less than half of the strip, and the rest had been flattened. The Israeli government wasn't concerned with settling a political arrangement that would emerge on the 'day after' - the lawn had to be burned to its roots.
The campaign to bring down the Iranian regime is a natural extension of this recalibrated strategy. Israel's twelve-day Operation Rising Lion last June - which focused on weakening Iran's nuclear and ballistic missile capabilities - could be seen as 'mowing the lawn', but Roaring Lion is markedly different. Invoking the assassinations of the Hamas chief, Yahya Sinwar, and Hizbullah's Hassan Nasrallah, as well as the downfall of Bashar al-Assad, Netanyahu told Israelis in a video address last month that 'we have an organised plan with many surprises to destabilise the [Iranian] regime and enable change.' As in Gaza, the absence of a clear blueprint for after the conflict seems to be a goal in itself. Israeli decision-makers have become adept at turning anarchic conditions to their advantage. Chaos is acceptable so long as it's kept on the other side of the wall.
Evidence of this approach can also be found on Israel's northern border. Since the fall of Assad, Israel has maintained a troop presence in southern Syria, supported separatist Druze factions and lobbied against sanctions relief for Ahmed al-Sharaa's government. Since Hizbullah started firing rockets at Israel on 2 March, the Israeli army has issued sweeping orders for up to one million people to evacuate southern Lebanon and the Beirut suburb of Dahiya (the area provided the name for another Israeli security doctrine, first applied in the 2006 Lebanon war and later in Gaza, based on targeting civilian infrastructure in order to generate enough public pressure that the enemy is forced to surrender). Israel is now pummelling the country from the air and has begun a ground invasion that could reach as far as the Litani river, perhaps even as far north as the Zahrani river. Israeli forces have also sprayed farmland in southern Lebanon with what Lebanese authorities describe as dangerously high levels of the herbicide glyphosate, which Israel has also used in fields along the Gaza border fence, preventing farmers from accessing their land.
Israeli officials are open about the inspiration for these campaigns. The defence minister, Israel Katz, said that the army was ordered to operate in southern Lebanon, 'just as was done against Hamas in Rafah, Beit Hanoun and the terror tunnels in Gaza'. On a visit to the northern border on 6 March, Bezalel Smotrich, the far-right finance minister and deputy defence minister, told the Lebanese: 'You wanted to bring hell on us, you brought hell on yourselves ... Dahiya will look like Khan Younis.' On Israeli television the same day, Yair Lapid, the centrist opposition leader and former prime minister, claimed that
in the end we will have no choice but to try to create some kind of sterile zone in southern Lebanon - not huge, but something somewhat similar to the Yellow Line in Gaza. That is to say, an area with no Lebanese villages in it, but rather a completely clean strip of land between the last Lebanese village and the first Israeli settlement ... Yes, it might be unaesthetic perhaps, or unpleasant, to scrape away two or three Lebanese villages, but they brought it upon themselves, it's their problem. No one told them they had to become the host state of a terrorist organisation.

The Israeli public is overwhelmingly in agreement with these views. Polls indicate that more than 90 per cent of Jewish Israelis support the war with Iran, even as they sprint to bomb shelters; most say they are indifferent to the suffering of Iranian civilians. The troops and commanders in the army are more right-wing, nationalist and religious than in the past, with growing numbers from the West Bank settlements. Generals often distrust and clash with government ministers, but in the end execute their orders. Despite Israelis' many domestic political disputes, they generally manage to unify to inflict violence on others, ignoring any whispers of dissent from within.
Dissent from outside Israel, meanwhile, has been toothless. Arab and European capitals may have been angry at Israel's bombings in Gaza and condemned its policy of starvation, yet their concrete actions amounted to little more than very restricted sanctions. Trade and travel between Israel and Europe have continued freely, as has the flow of most arms. No Arab state has suspended its normalisation agreement with Israel. The mercurial Trump administration, like its Democratic predecessor, has had its differences with Netanyahu, but continues to supply heavy weapons and has pressured its allies not to take tougher measures against Israel. The ceasefire plan in Gaza looks nothing like a route to peace. The Trump-led Board of Peace has touted dystopian, AI-generated visions of a 'new Gaza'. Meanwhile, the Israeli army attacks at will, killing more than 650 Palestinians since the truce began and restricting the supply of desperately needed aid. Echoing other officials' statements, the IDF chief of staff, Eyal Zamir, referred to the Yellow Line, which under the ceasefire agreement cuts off nearly 60 per cent of the strip, as Israel's new border. In the West Bank, attacks by settlers and the military have driven thousands off their lands. Some rural villages and refugee camps now lie in ruins. The Netanyahu government is hastening the annexation of the territory with almost no protest from the opposition. Even the Palestinian Authority, which has long been an asset to the occupation, is now regarded as a nuisance that can be dispensed with.
Though most Arab and European states are privately outraged by the Israeli-US offensive in Iran, fearful of angering Washington, they have reserved public condemnation for Iran's retaliatory acts (there are exceptions: the Spanish prime minister, Pedro Sanchez, described the campaign as 'unjustified and dangerous'; Trump responded by threatening to 'cut off all trade' with the country). Israelis believe that they have even more freedom to act than they imagined, and seem unperturbed by what the world thinks of their actions. The country no longer prioritises normalising relations with Middle Eastern states such as Saudi Arabia, which has in any case rejected such a prospect until Palestinian statehood is on the table. It takes its peace treaties with Egypt and Jordan for granted, and assumes that the alliance with the United Arab Emirates - one of Israel's most fruitful partnerships in years - is solid. Israel is now less interested in achieving a balanced security architecture with its neighbours than in solidifying its supremacy in the region, alongside the US. It wants a clear line of vision from Rafah to Tehran, and is scorching the earth between them to achieve this.
But Iran's Revolutionary Guards are responding in kind, extending fighting across the region and obstructing vital trade routes like the Strait of Hormuz in order to make everyone pay the price for the war. The US has provided a muddled and inconsistent account of its war goals, and Trump's apparent desire for a quick and decisive campaign has so far been denied. American public opinion, including parts of Trump's Republican base, is mostly against the war. However hostile they may be towards Iran, Arab and Muslim states are also furious at Israel and the US. Israel's enemies haven't disappeared altogether: Hamas retains control over parts of Gaza, Hizbullah continues to play a role in Lebanese politics, the Houthis are ensconced in Yemen, and a repressive and vengeful Islamic Republic will not collapse so easily.
Whether any of this will come back to haunt Israel remains to be seen. Two and a half years of non-stop warfare has twisted its sense of normality. Unresolved political, economic and social tensions are still bubbling away, ahead of elections due by October. Israel's methods are viewed around the world as affronts to the global order, while the International Criminal Court is still considering claims that it committed crimes against humanity. As missiles rain down from Iran and Lebanon once again, Israelis may yet begin to question whether their military doctrines are really guaranteeing them security. So far, however, the response has been to strike even harder. If Palestine is a laboratory for the new regional order, the world should be very worried.
20 March
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Men Watching Men
Tom Crewe

7307 wordsOn  3 November 1876, two days after the unexpected death of his younger brother Rene, Gustave Caillebotte made his will. He was 28.
It is my wish that sufficient funds be allocated from my estate to finance in 1878, under the best possible conditions, the exhibition of the painters known as Intransigents or Impressionists. It is rather difficult for me to estimate today what the necessary sum might be; it could go up to thirty, forty thousand francs or even more. The painters to figure in this exhibition are Degas, Monet, Pissarro, Renoir, Cezanne, Sisley, Mlle Morisot. I name these without excluding others.
I leave to the state the paintings in my possession; however, as I want this gift to be accepted, and in such guise that these paintings not end up in an attic or a provincial museum but rather in the Luxembourg and later in the Louvre, a certain lapse of time will be necessary before the execution of this clause, until the public may, I do not say understand, but admit this painting. Twenty years or so might be required; in the meantime, my brother Martial, or failing him another of my heirs, will keep them.

Caillebotte's provision for an exhibition of his fellow Impressionists was extraordinarily generous - thirty or forty thousand francs was roughly equivalent to his splendid annual income (he came from a wealthy family and received his money largely in rents). But his decision to bequeath to the nation his collection of Impressionist works - and his far-sighted insistence that they be given real prominence, founded on a bullish belief in their intrinsic value - was magnificent. When he died in early 1894, aged only 45, the will came into effect. After some bureaucratic wrangling, and an outcry from the forces of conservatism (including a letter from the Academie des Beaux-Arts), 38 paintings from a possible 67 were accepted by the state, including Manet's Le Balcon, Monet's La Gare Saint-Lazare, Cezanne's Le Golfe de Marseille and Renoir's Bal du moulin de la Galette. A new space was created in the Musee du Luxembourg to accommodate them and the collection went on display in 1897, fulfilling Caillebotte's prediction that it would take 'twenty years or so' for the public to 'admit' if not 'understand' the contents of his bequest. (The rest of the collection remained with Caillebotte's brother Martial and was periodically offered to and refused by the government, until the offer was finally rescinded.)
[image: ]'The Pont de l'Europe' (1876)




Caillebotte's personal modesty also had a legacy. He did not suggest that any of his own paintings were included in the bequest - Jean Renoir remembered him saying that his only wish for himself was that one day he might be 'displayed in the antechamber of the room where the Renoirs and Cezannes are hung' - and only two of his works, The Floor Scrapers and the innocuous View of Roofs (Snow Effect), accompanied his collection into the Luxembourg. As his descendant and biographer Amaury Chardeau points out, 'with the exception of the portrait of a relative which entered the Louvre's collections in 1926 as part of a donation, for five decades these were the only paintings of his visible to the French public.'
Caillebotte's low profile would have surprised many of those who were paying attention to new painting at the time he made his will. The critics had singled him out in their reviews of the second Impressionist exhibition in 1876, where he exhibited The Floor Scrapers. The next year, he sh0wed several other major paintings, including those usually seen as his masterpieces, The Pont de l'Europe and Paris Street; Rainy Day. He contributed to the subsequent Impressionist exhibitions of 1879, 1880 and 1882. And he was not significant only for his work - or for his inspired collecting of his friends' pictures. He was also the dominant figure in putting on most of the exhibitions in which he took part after 1876: finding and renting the venues, rallying and organising the painters (no easy task), paying for the publicity, sending out the invitations, loaning pictures, doing the hanging and making purchases when, as usual, the public did not oblige. He even fell out with Degas over the design of an exhibition poster. In 1882, the critic Gaston Vassy visited the exhibition space and found him 'working like a porter, exactly as if he didn't have an income of a hundred and fifty thousand francs'. Over the years, Caillebotte was especially kind to Monet, helping him out of financial trouble and renting him a studio near the Gare Saint-Lazare, which enabled him to make his studies of the area.
Yet after 1882, Caillebotte's enormous energy, and his ambition, seemed to fizzle. With some exceptions, his work declined. He spent most of his time at his estate in Petit-Gennevilliers, just outside Paris, where he became involved in competitive sailing, not only as a racer, but as the designer of more than twenty boats, for himself and others. He also found time to be elected as a municipal councillor, speeding up the transactions of local government by paying for things himself. And he was very involved in his garden, swapping cuttings and horticultural chit-chat with Monet. He was at work in his garden when he was taken ill in February 1894, dying soon after. A posthumous retrospective was held at the Durand-Ruel gallery, but hardly anything sold. Gradually Caillebotte became important not as a painter, but as the man whose death enabled the Caillebotte bequest. Most of his own works remained in the family until the 1950s, and it was only when they were offered to a market on the lookout for affordable Impressionism that his critical fortunes began to turn. Progress has been slow. In the edition I have of Nineteenth-Century Art: A Critical History (2011), he merits a single mention, which, judging by the index, puts him on the same level of artistic significance as Robert E. Lee.
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In 1996, introducing an exhibition at the Royal Academy called Gustave Caillebotte: The Unknown Impressionist, the MoMA curator Kirk Varnedoe, along with Marie Berhaut a pioneer of Caillebotte studies in the 1970s (and still his most eloquent interpreter), reckoned that it was 'inevitable, even if awkward and ultimately less than informative, to broach the general question whether Caillebotte was "as good as" the other Impressionist painters':
A simplified answer would have to be no. He had neither Degas's skills as a draughtsman nor Monet's as a colourist, and his development was not as extensive as those of his fellows. Yet comparing picture for picture ... I would value any one of Caillebotte's best works ... as a more important, original and rewarding painting than any Pissarro, all but a handful of Renoirs, and a fair number of Monets from the same period.

It is one of the paradoxes of Caillebotte's reputation that he is at his best when he is least obviously an Impressionist, and at his worst when he attempts to play on the same pitch as Monet and Pissarro, as in the landscapes and flower and garden studies of his later period. Indeed, many of the critics at the early Impressionist exhibitions were attracted by Caillebotte's smooth, controlled brushwork, his level colouring and high finish: nothing of the inspired sketch here. Hence Zola's disapproval of his work as 'anti-artistic painting, tidy painting, a mirror, bourgeois in its precision', with nothing of 'the painter's original expression'. Caillebotte's originality, and his provocations, came in other forms.
Take The Floor Scrapers (1875), with its three shirtless men, raboteurs who were preparing the floorboards for Caillebotte's new studio in the family's Paris home on rue de Miromesnil. The floor tilts dramatically upwards to the top of the picture frame; the skirting-board draws its line along the furthest labourer's back. Like many of Caillebotte's most interesting works, The Floor Scrapers pulls and pushes and drags the eye: back to the balcony window, and to the squeezed top-left corner; forward, with the flood of light and the outstretched arms of the men, and the tool in the foreground; across the three men in their unobtrusive pattern, backlit and so similar-looking that, as has been said, they might be the same man seen at different moments - crawling recorded by Muybridge. We know that these effects were achieved, despite the realism of subject and style, by careful manipulation: the angle of the fireplace nudged into line with the corner of the room; the dome of Saint-Augustin, in fact not visible from this angle, magnified and brought forward, contoured with implausible exactness by the filigree of the balcony; the large scraped section of floor perfectly positioned to trap the light; the gilt mouldings on the wall added to help manage the viewer's sense of scale.
Caillebotte achieved similarly disconcerting effects in Luncheon (1876), a depiction of a family mealtime that positions the viewer at one end of an achingly polished dining table, which spreads like a great pool to take up almost half of the picture, covered by a ripple effect of crystalware, with each glass, bottle and decanter standing in its own reflection, and each piece in visual contact with another, rims overlapping or mirroring, edges and lengths lining up. Nothing fails to fit. And there is that extra element of the uncanny: the pictorial space too large-seeming at the right, and Caillebotte's brother Rene positively hulking when compared with their mother and the butler at the other end of the table, which, one critic carped, must be forty feet long. Then there is The House Painters, done the following year, which again seeks to perplex the eye: on the expanded right-hand side, in the foreground, are the four white-coated painters, poised outside the shopfront of a wine merchant, their two ladders forming an interlocking pattern that climbs nearly to the top of the picture; and then at the squeezed left, the severe vertical of the kerb, shearing away to make a vanishing point in the far distance, the people and vehicles abruptly becoming miniature. The picture is barging at us, and fleeing at the same time; it is both particular and abstract. And yet again we are struck, once we have fought to bring its elements into relation, by the unlikely precision of its pattern, its overdetermined unity. We notice that the painting is cut into sharp triangles, and that the buildings and the road, the pavement and the sky, are hinged just like the painters' ladders, as though these too might be folded up, and the whole scene carried away overarm.
Varnedoe argued that this netting of discordant elements - near and far, particularity and pattern - is what constitutes Caillebotte's brilliance and gives many of his best paintings their 'family resemblance'. How was it done? By trampling on the accepted rules of perspective, for one. In an essay written with Peter Galassi, Varnedoe showed that Caillebotte brought the viewpoint of his paintings - the eye's distance from the imagined 'window' framing the depicted scene - as much as five times closer than was recommended by painting manuals, with exactly the consequences students were taught to avoid: 'the foregrounds ... splayed and enlarged, the backgrounds diminished, the convergences made to seem more acute, and the overall sense of space profoundly altered'. The basic effect is easy to recreate with a phone camera: try framing an image, and without losing it, steadily move the camera closer; watch the scene expand sideways, and the distances accentuate. Indeed, it seems likely that Caillebotte was relying on a camera: his preparatory drawings are often very small and exact, made on tracing paper and approximately the size of photographs. But this wasn't all. As Varnedoe pointed out, Caillebotte chose to make his images more emphatically unusual 'by positioning figures or objects close in the foreground, by consistently setting the vanishing point far to one side, and by using prominent empty spaces to emphasise the breadth of the foreground and the swiftness of movement into the background'.
This helps account for some of the distinctiveness of The Floor Scrapers, Luncheon and The House Painters, and of Young Man at His Window (1876), with its large and inauspicious foreground of carpet, chair, glass door and chunky balustrade, which ultimately serves to emphasise the relationship between the figure of Rene Caillebotte - off-centre, seen from behind, his solidity reinforced by collected shadow - and the sudden leap the picture takes over his left shoulder into the distance, to the sunlit buildings two streets across, which has the effect, enhanced rather than cancelled by the suggestion that Rene might be watching the small figure of a woman crossing the road, of presenting us with two distinct scenes, in what Varnedoe calls 'a charged relationship, competitive or covalent'.
In the same year, Caillebotte achieved something similar, if more memorable, in The Pont de l'Europe, which is so visually complex it baffles easy description. On the right is the exaggerated foreground, with the spread of pavement and huge latticed trusses; on the skewed left, the perspective rushes away to the vanishing point, following the line of the kerb as in The House Painters. It is one of Caillebotte's unexpected framings, his wayward snapshots of an everyday scene, though in his usual way he also made tactical modifications, tidying the rooflines, widening the pavement and enlarging, relative to the rest, the diamond shape made by the trusses nearest to the viewer. But all of this is complicated further by the fact that, as Galassi discovered, Caillebotte carefully planned for there to be two planes of projection, one of which, focused on the perspective back to the other end of the bridge, has as its centre of vision the top-hatted head of the man strolling towards the viewer (believed to be a self-portrait), while the other, focused on that deliberately enlarged diamond shape, has as its centre of vision the head of the blue-smocked worker leaning on the parapet of the bridge. Caillebotte's other lopsided pictures were called 'half-pictures', but this is more like two in one. And yet the two planes are linked, and the viewer's divided eye united, by the look the Caillebotte figure directs at the worker. This look is fundamental to the picture's design, and yet it was missed by many contemporary critics, and by several 20th-century ones, all of whom were determined to see a relationship between the Caillebotte figure and the woman walking close by him, although she is a step or two behind and looking in the opposite direction.
In Paris Street; Rainy Day, another great painting, completed a year later, in 1877 - and it is literally great, at seven feet by nine feet (The Pont de l'Europe measures four feet by six) - the same perspectival trickeries are employed: enlarged figures in the right-hand foreground, including one who is practically all elbow, plus a little bit of umbrella; a rapid backwards plunge at the middle and far left, following the exaggeratedly sheer lines of Haussmannian architecture. The colouring is more striking, however, in its pale greys and blues, and with the shiny-wet cobbles, catching the light, used to accelerate the plunge. There is also, at first glance, an enhanced sense of movement, of urban bustle, in the number of figures moving about, at different scales, in every part of the canvas, most of them under umbrellas. Yet the more you look at it, the more the picture seems to slow down, until it takes on the frozen quality of a photograph or a film still (as opposed to the permanently dancing quality of a Monet or Pissarro streetscape). You notice that, as in Luncheon, the parts of the picture are in slightly too perfect relation: the two men on the far left appear to be walking under the same umbrella, but are actually under separate ones, overlapping so as to have become indistinguishable, and both umbrellas follow the curve of the wheel of the carriage behind them; a man's legs seem to dangle from the umbrella held by the man passing behind the lamp-post; and the umbrella held by the man approaching us on the right cuts between two distant figures - one of Caillebotte's white-coated painters, carrying his ladder, and a woman about to cross the place du Dublin, both of whom have had their faces obliterated.
These figures all look like what they are - individual studies, pre-prepared, and then, so to speak, copied and pasted into interesting positions. Their distinctness, not just from one another but also from the scene itself, is an effect, as Galassi observed, of being drawn from 'a separate, face-on viewpoint, rather than being distorted to conform to the central spatial system', so that they lie flat on the surface, as do the cobbles in the foreground: the effect may have been borrowed from Piero della Francesca, and was adopted by Seurat for the layering effect of A Sunday on La Grande Jatte and Bathers at Asnieres. If this wasn't enough conscious artificiality - we might recall how The House Painters seems to ask to be folded away - the figures in Paris Street; Rainy Day are also subordinate to a 'mathematically proportioned surface order', the exact details of which, though patiently laid out by Galassi, continue to elude me (having limped through GCSE maths on the third attempt). It involves, however, an organising horizon line, which runs along the middle of the picture and passes through the heads of almost all the figures, whatever their distance (try running a finger directly across from under the hat brim of the man on the far right). Stepping back, then, we have a strong sense of Caillebotte's cool, mastering intelligence, as all-encompassing as that rainy-day light. This doesn't detract from the picture's impact: rather it explains it. Here, the 'charged relationship, competitive or covalent', is the one between Caillebotte and the teeming visual energy of Paris itself.
What kind of painter are we dealing with? If we must continue to think of Caillebotte as an Impressionist - partly on the grounds of his prominence in their exhibitions and his crucial organisational role, partly because at times in his career he was happy to go out into a field, loosen his brushwork and turn up his colour, and partly because of his preoccupation with capturing light and the urban landscape - it still makes sense to place him with those figures on the edges of the movement: Manet, Degas and Sickert (who, though twelve years younger than Caillebotte, was already chummy with Degas as a very young man in the early 1880s). All of these painters privileged line over colour; prioritised the human figure and to some extent the interior in their scenes of modern life; experimented with cropping, reflections and tilting, tipping perspectives. Caillebotte's portraits, many good but none great, show Manet's influence, but there are more interesting connections. The size of Caillebotte's foregrounded figures, their way of pushing at the picture frame, has something in common with what Michael Fried called Manet's 'facingness', except, as Fried and others have noted, Caillebotte's figures are more often, and to an unusual extent, seen from the rear (so perhaps we should talk of Caillebotte's 'facelessness'). When they address the same subject - boaters on the Seine outside Paris - Caillebotte's rowers, unlike Manet's, have their heads turned away, even when, as in Boaters (1877) or Boating Party (1877-78), they are seen close up, thrusting towards us. The man standing in front of a mirror in In a Cafe (1880) - which preceded by two years Manet's Bar at the Folies-Bergere - does not gaze out towards us, like Manet's barmaid, but past us, towards two men, who are themselves sitting in front of another mirror, which masquerades as a window because it is reflecting the outdoors.
Caillebotte shares with Degas a habit of careful planning, a liking for smooth surfaces and abrupt cropping (we might compare Paris Street; Rainy Day with Degas's Place de la Concorde of two years earlier or At the Bourse of two years later), and an interest in conjunctions of near and far (in Degas's theatre and concert scenes, for example, which foreground musicians and audiences against the pull of the stage), but also in depicting work and, in the later examples of Man at His Bath and Man Drying His Leg, the intimacies of washing and drying oneself. With Sickert he shares, perhaps simply because he initiated it, the motif of men looking from a balcony, which starts with the picture of Rene and proceeds through several iterations, including Man on a Balcony and A Balcony, both of 1880; though in Sickert's music hall scenes the viewpoint is usually reversed and the gazing men are seen from across or below.
Caillebotte and Sickert are also linked by their play with mirrors (Sickert, in Gallery of the Old Bedford, has two mirrors that pose as windows) and a love of line-pattern, shown for instance in Caillebotte's attentive following of elaborate ironwork (which, magnified, becomes the subject of a whole painting in View Seen through a Balcony) and Sickert's of the gilt curlicues that decorated music halls. Both painters are interested in a certain kind of psychological scene, often characterised by a seedy boredom, a waiting for something to happen, and a feeling of contained tension between a man and a woman. There seems a clear link, to choose just one example, between Caillebotte's Interior, Woman at the Window (1880) and Sickert's Ennui (1914). Caillebotte's only major female nude (c.1880) is quite close to one of Sickert's reclining women, and has some of the same careless, self-absorbed quality. One might also think of them as stationary, indoor painters, whose triumph is to charge a single space with many different kinds of feeling: the majority of Caillebotte's portraits, interior and balcony scenes were located in the apartment he shared with his brother on the boulevard Haussmann, just as most of Sickert's nudes and scenes were posed in his various shabby studios.
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Still, for all these commonalities, it is not only the case that a great Caillebotte could not be by anybody else (which might be said of all great paintings), but that, in some deeper sense, it does not even seem to be like a painting by anybody else - his works 'aggressively "don't fit" into the traditional ways of understanding the period', according to Varnedoe, who remembered that at the time of his rediscovery in the 1970s, Caillebotte seemed 'a cultural coelacanth, an evolutionary misfit' with 'unfamiliar hybrid features'. It is surely the originality of his conceptions which means that even if people don't immediately recognise Caillebotte's name, they will usually recognise his major pictures, even from a short description. It is not just his peculiar way of perceiving and framing the world - what Varnedoe called his 'subversion of normal spatial experience' - but the atmosphere thus created, which seems almost always to be one of separateness, pensiveness, even absentness. I'm not sure anybody smiles, or comes close to smiling, in Caillebotte. Nobody communicates, except by means of the visual accidents that connect them but of which they are unaware. These are receding paintings: literally and figuratively, they pull away from us. But they also tease us with those fixed presences in the foreground. In their secretiveness - in refusing to disclose the faces of their subjects, or what their subjects are looking at - they create in us a feeling of longing that ends by suffusing the image itself. They usually show two things, two worlds at once: a front view and a back view, or rather a back view and a front view, which might be taken to represent the seen and not seen, the known and not known quality of urban life.
Or perhaps it is representative of something else. Here is Varnedoe again:
The dichotomy between near and far is not simply a set of aesthetic alternatives for him, but a division strongly felt in terms of human experience. It pervades not just the compositions but also the themes of his paintings, determining the very types of consciousness he depicts ... [The dichotomy] seems to be one that has its roots in a dilemma between private insularity and public society, between home and city, and Caillebotte's recurrent figure of the spectator, poised on the threshold between private and public worlds, thus seems a central emblem in his art, even a symbolic self-portrait.

Could this spectator figure be a symbolic self-portrait of the artist as a gay man, living two lives, divided from himself and his society? The question of Caillebotte's sexuality has been bubbling away since the late 1990s, when the art historian Norma Broude advanced readings that aimed to 'decloset and decode' a number of his major works, outlining her view of his 'clandestine but nonetheless courageous project' in an essay titled 'Outing Impressionism'. With Painting Men, an exhibition that began at the Musee d'Orsay in late 2024 and visited the Getty in Los Angeles before ending at the Art Institute of Chicago last autumn, it at last threatened to boil over. The Parisian art-critical establishment wasn't happy about the implied approach, interpreting it as a form of American woke madness, even though the exhibition (which I saw at the d'Orsay) and the catalogue refrain from making any bold or wide-ranging arguments about sexuality; still, by the time the exhibition reached Chicago, its name had been changed to Painting His World - which somehow manages to sound gayer than the original.
All that the curators of Painting Men wanted to point out, really, was that Caillebotte's art is unusual in yet another way: for its preponderance of male figures. Of his five hundred paintings, a hundred represent men exclusively; seventeen include both sexes; and 32 represent women only. I'm not convinced the curators believe what they're saying, however, when they propose that Caillebotte positions 'the issue of male identity as central to the project of modern art', or when they argue that 'more than any other painter of his generation ... Caillebotte seems to have been preoccupied with notions of masculinity and virility' (an oddly shy use of 'seems') and claim that his 'artistic vision was inextricably bound up with a questioning of masculine identity'.
Not convinced: because the catalogue essays do little to back up these big claims, however informatively they discuss Caillebotte's relations with his father and brothers, his army service, his status as an 'amateur' painter, his interest in sport and so on. Where they are more specific about masculinity in relation to the art itself, they tend to be on familiar ground: considering whether, in painting raboteurs and house painters, or in making a connection between a figure representing himself and a smocked worker on the Pont de l'Europe, Caillebotte was finding modes of solidarity with other men who worked with their hands; giving expression to his republican, democratic, bohemian ideals; responding to the literary vogue for naturalism; or representing a political culture energised by ideas of male strength and healthful activity, after the humiliations of the Franco-Prussian War and the slaughters of the Paris Commune.
But Caillebotte did not only paint workers: he painted bourgeois men in plenty, too, and a naked man after his bath. There is something dubious about the idea that, because Caillebotte painted men, he must have been questioning male identity - especially since nobody seems to know what this questioning involved. A much simpler question, one that we can at least guess at the answer to, is: why did Caillebotte paint so many men? Why did he repeatedly paint the bodies and faces of men, in a variety of settings and with a variety of purposes that cannot add up to a statement or query about male identity (because why would they), but surely tell us something about the identity of Gustave Caillebotte, male painter?
An obvious answer - the obvious one - is that Caillebotte was a bachelor, with a long-term mistress called Charlotte Berthier who was not acceptable to his family on class grounds and whom he apparently had no wish to marry, and that his world was strongly homosocial. Other answers fall in behind this one. His studio was in his home and he painted the friends who came to call, in poses and against backdrops that interested and challenged him. He had no sisters. He had no children. He was rich and did not need to paint other men's wives for money. He was interested in painting Paris, its busy streets and its architecture, and not the countrified, riverside, holiday occasions that attracted both sexes. His interest in rowing and sailing was of a serious, competitive kind that precluded the presence of the women who feature in Manet and Monet's pictures of the same subjects. He was simply a 'man among men', as Chardeau puts it, and 'no archive seriously supports the theory of either an open or a closeted homosexuality.'
Alas, 'he was a bachelor' has rarely satisfied anyone. And, to me, there is something strangely hollow in this list of statements posturing as answers. The pictures themselves, in their massed maleness, seem to push back, too solid and potent a fact to be explained away by the scant and frail details of the life (almost all of Caillebotte's correspondence was destroyed by his sister-in-law). It is not that any of the works - even the most obvious candidates - have the warm, lingering sensuality of Sargent's depictions of men, or of Bazille's (his portrait of Renoir, hugging his pulled-up knees in a chair, was enough to raise a pink flag for me, and that was before I discovered the naked peachy fishermen and the lounging swimmers). It is something else, harder to distinguish and articulate. It has to do with looking - not just what is looked at, but how; and what the act of looking is made to express. It takes us back to Varnedoe's general remarks, which I suggested might be read in a way not intended by him: that in Caillebotte's art the 'dichotomy between near and far is not simply a set of aesthetic alternatives' but 'a division strongly felt in terms of human experience', with 'its roots in a dilemma between private insularity and public society', so that 'Caillebotte's recurrent figure of the spectator' appears as a 'central emblem in his art, even a symbolic self-portrait'. We might try to see if these remarks can be applied in this other sense, as relating to homosexuality.
The star witness, waiting in the wings all this time, is Man at His Bath (1884): Caillebotte's large picture of a naked man seen from behind, just out of his soak, caught in the act of vigorously towelling his back, conveyed with a whipping of white paint. He stands out against the paler white of a curtain: his legs are planted apart, his feet turned out, his head bowed so that we see only his neck, ears and tousled hair. Excepting his neck, his skin is much pinker on his lower half, the paint more thickly worked - especially on his buttocks, positioned at the centre of the picture, rosier than any other part of his body, divided and sculpted by a darkness that descends to become the shadowed outline of his balls.
It is a 'near' picture, private, screened and contained by the curtain, and yet behind the man stands the figure of the painter, and it is his nearness that is so intriguing: the naked man has 'taken a bath that Caillebotte has witnessed', Gloria Groom wrote in the catalogue for the Royal Academy exhibition, 'or staged to look as if he had done so', and is now being closely observed. Caillebotte draws our attention to this mysterious before - it is one of those longings he implants in the viewer - by painting in a lovely purple the water that has slopped over the side of the bath, soaked the wooden bath mat and marked the man's footsteps over to where he is drying himself: his shirt sprawls on the floor; on a chair lies his jacket, and below, his boots. Thus the picture also contains, and evokes, the process of his undressing, as well as the nakedness that preceded and followed his bath. It is an image almost without precedent - departing from the tradition of the heroic male nude that had itself become almost extinct in the 19th century and substituting for it an extraordinary new intensity of physical/visual intimacy. (In a much smaller companion sketch, we see the same man seated on the chair, naked and towelling one outstretched leg, after the fashion of Degas's women.) It was an intimacy too far - or too near. In 1888, four years after he had painted it, Caillebotte decided to send Man at His Bath to the avant-garde Les XX group exhibition in Brussels: it was rejected, and displayed separately, in an out-of-the-way room. He never exhibited again.
Wonderfully to the point as it is, Man at His Bath must not be seen in isolation - as it is in Andre Dombrowski and Jonathan D. Katz's essay in the Painting Men catalogue - but connected with his other works. If Caillebotte's erotic gaze is in a significant sense the subject of this later painting, then it can also be seen (as it was first seen by Broude) as the subject of an earlier one, The Pont de l'Europe, where the Caillebotte figure looks across at the worker. When contemporaries and later critics saw a relationship between the Caillebotte figure and the woman walking behind him, were they unconsciously recognising the force of this linking look - the thing they could not, would not see? And did Caillebotte rely on this? Even as he added the dog that walks in the space between the two men, and whose lifted, phallic tail connects it to the worker?
That Caillebotte looked absorbedly at workers in other paintings, too - the shirtless raboteurs, the handsome young house painters - might well mean that he was a man of democratic, republican beliefs, interested in forging imaginative connections, bonds of sympathy, with labouring men. It might even mean that he was interested in making 'male identity central to the project of modern art'. But such fantasies of cross-class connection, although ideologically genuine, were very often held by gay men in this period, and were central to their ideas of modern art. They were meat and drink to Whitman, Edward Carpenter and John Addington Symonds, who wrote of a world delivered from 'traditions regarding style and the right subjects to be handled', and of an 'emancipation of the intellect by modern science and the enfranchisement of the individual by new political conceptions', with the result that
the poet or the artist is brought immediately face to face with the wonderful fresh world of men and things he has to interpret and to recreate. The whole of nature, seen for the first time with sane eyes, the whole of humanity, liberated for the first time from caste and class distinctions, invite his sympathy. Now dawns upon his mind the beauty, the divinity, which lies enfolded in the simplest folk, the commonest objects presented to his senses. He perceives the dignity of human occupations, the grace inherent in each kind of labour well performed.

We should link Caillebotte's images of labour to Boaters and Boating Party, those close-up views of rowing men, sleeveless or coatless: especially the man in the latter painting (which Broude made central to her argument), with his spread legs and slightly bulging crotch, accentuated by the gathering of his trousers. In his catalogue essay, Paul Perrin notes that boating was 'recognised at the time as particularly egalitarian, because it involved men from different social backgrounds and placed them on the same footing, and fraternal, since it promoted the spirit of clubs and collective effort'. It is relevant that Caillebotte's exclusively male boating pictures call to mind those of Thomas Eakins, a French-trained gay painter whose style elsewhere is reminiscent of Caillebotte's (compare the rangy physique of his boxer in Salutat with one of the raboteurs).
What if we go a little further, then, and conceive of Caillebotte as having a gay or queer male gaze, which structured or directed much of his work? We look over the paintings, and remember the images of men watching men: In a Cafe, with the main figure looking past the viewer at the two men we see in the mirror; the swimmer, climbing out onto the bank, who looks across at the arched body of a diver; Caillebotte's self-portrait of 1879, where his gaze in the mirror also takes in his friend Richard Gallo, who sits behind him on a sofa, in a pose the curators of Painting Men call 'not trivial, evoking as it does images of couples in which one of the partners discreetly hangs back'; the strange late picture of Caillebotte and his friend Emile Lamy, standing only a little apart, divided (from the perspective of the viewer) by a tree, and staring directly at each other. We see those images of men watching, alone or in pairs, standing at or leaning over balconies - which are also images of Caillebotte's watching. All those rear views, trousered behinds, with Man at His Bath beneath them.
If we imagine Caillebotte's paintings as depending on what we might call a 'cruising eye' - one that focuses on instances of men watching men, and also instantiates the act of watching men - then we can see his pictures of the city differently. Paris Street; Rainy Day - with what Varnedoe called its 'over-wide isolation between figures', the majority of them male, and its 'anxious over-openness' - becomes a survey of possibilities, of the secret existences and experiences concealed and suggested and enabled by all this busyness and anonymity. A secret life that is both tantalisingly near and troublingly distant, that is difficult to communicate.
But this cruising eye is also central to two of Caillebotte's strangest and most original images, and to his extremely particular vision of the urban experience - and so to his project of modern art. In A Traffic Island, Boulevard Haussmann (1880) - 'Caillebotte is doing traffic islands on the boulevard Haussmann from his windows, or so I'm told,' a bemused Degas wrote to Pissarro - Caillebotte gives us an elevated view, without any visible trappings of a window: we simply look out on a traffic island, surrounded by a moat of road. Everything is very pale, in dusty shades of white and pink, seemingly under blinding, baking sunlight. There are people, probably women, crossing the road, and two carriages, and there are lamp-posts round the island, but these are all sketchy, hardly more than gestures. And yet the image, otherwise so oddly blank, is made stark and vital and mysterious by three men, firmly painted in heavy black coats and hats, with featureless pink faces, casting distinct shadows, who stand at equal distance from one another. One man faces away, at the far side of the island, and the other two face the viewer, one at the near side of the island and the other only visible from the sternum up, cut off at the very bottom of the picture frame.
In the other image, made in the same year, Boulevard Seen from Above, Caillebotte gives us an even more radical view, looking directly down on the pavement from a high window. Seen from this unexpected angle, the road makes a diagonal across the top of the picture, and the branches of a tree stretch to cover almost all the pictorial space. Varnedoe called it one of 'the most astonishingly modern paintings in Caillebotte's oeuvre. Its origins, and its uniqueness in its time, defy simple explanation.' But again, fitting between the branches that spread above them, are four men, black-coated and featureless, two standing near each other, and one walking with his head turned in the direction of another, who lounges cross-legged on a bench.
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What two images better capture the modern city as a place of anonymous, anonymised watching - putting men on display, running them up against one another, making them subject, whether they are conscious of it or not, to the cruising male eye? The pictures' experimental perspectives combine near and far in one flat, enclosed plane: collapsing our view into that of the watcher, and yet keeping the visible figures abstract, unknowable and, as yet, unreachable. Near and far, private and public, known and not known: these push-and-pulls of homosexual existence are dramatised and the figure of the spectator, Caillebotte's symbolic self-portrait, made central to this sexualised version of the urban experience, and of late 19th-century modernity.
To all of this, convincing as it seems to me, the sceptic might simply state again, with Chardeau, that no archive supports 'either an open or a closeted homosexuality' (though when it comes to Caillebotte there is no real archive to speak of). They might point to Caillebotte's apparently much loved partner, Charlotte, who was generously provided for in his will - though their relationship does not preclude a parallel or contiguous desire for men that may have been unarticulated and perhaps never acted on (and Caillebotte did have an unusual number of bachelor friends). Or scepticism may take another, more peculiarly 21st-century form. In their essay Dombrowski and Katz, though alert to the homoerotic qualities of Man at His Bath, argue that
in the absence of anything definitive regarding Caillebotte's sexuality, we should not take his heterosexuality as a given either but understand the framing of the query concerning his sexuality as itself so contaminated by present-day assumptions and ideologies as to be essentially meaningless. It is his paintings' sexuality - and especially their rather explicit and pronounced homoerotic scenarios - that concerns us instead.

They conclude by saying that his work is a
challenge to the notion that homosexuality is the other side of heterosexuality, or that homosexuality belongs only to the homosexual. His paintings, after all, belong to a moment before the very idea of homosexuality would carry the day. Instead, they turn on the notion that there are no absolutes in desire, that sameness and difference animate all forms of sexuality, homo- and hetero- alike. [His male nudes] functioned then, as they do now, as evidence that ... oppositions are engineered and thus not nature but mere culture, that identity is a fragile and fugitive thing, easily undone. Born of a period before our categorisations, his paintings of naked men seem to have already known what we only lately have discovered.

In its generalities, in its abandonment of historical perspective and comparative analysis, in its removal of sexuality from humans and attribution of it in the most shapeless possible form to paintings, in its reheated Foucauldian conceptions (the strangely misguided and obtuse belief that late 19th-century categories of sexuality were new ideas and impositions, rather than just the latest and often the first progressive attempts to describe groups and types of people that had always been present and visible in human society) and, best of all, in its touching belief that it is not 'contaminated by present-day assumptions and ideologies', this argument takes us nowhere. Compare it with Broude's assertion, more than twenty years ago, that to discuss images 'solely as cultural artefacts that can be divorced from the sexuality of their makers would be to collude in the effacement of gay history and identity'. The belief that all the answers are on the surface is inimical to the spirit of Caillebotte's work. If Caillebotte's paintings teach us anything, it is that looking is its own pleasure.
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Pavilion of Heaven
Ferdinand Mount

6058 wordsRevisiting  old haunts is a hazardous pastime. The beloved buildings may look smaller or shabbier, the unforgettable view is ruined by the new solar farm, the once fascinating characters in the novel have lost their power to enchant, everything seems blurred or - the verdict from which there is no appeal - dated. Surely Raffles would be the least likely fictional hero to survive the cut. His exploits seem to belong, irredeemably, to the world of gaslight and hansom cabs. But no, he survives, and it's not just the verve and breakneck pace of the stories. What captivated me once again, what I had more or less forgotten, was the angst. Raffles and his slow-witted sidekick, Bunny, shin up drainpipes, leap from roof to roof, squeeze through trapdoors and whip the emeralds from the dowager's neck with an unquenchable gaiety, but it is a desperate gaiety, teetering at every moment on the edge of ruin.
The series begins with Bunny rushing into Raffles's rooms in the Albany, having just dropped more than two hundred quid at baccarat and signed a flurry of cheques which will all bounce, because he has spent every penny of his inheritance. He has a pistol in his pocket with which he proposes to shoot himself in front of A.J. Raffles, the glorious cricketer he has worshipped ever since he was his fag at school. Raffles calms him down and tells him that he is broke too: 'We're in the same boat, Bunny; we'd better pull together.' And so begins their rackety partnership in crime, with repeatedly calamitous results: the rewards of their villainy are scant, the fences with whom they deal miserly and the police always close behind. At the end of the first series, Bunny is sent to prison and Raffles apparently drowns at sea, only to surface again in the next series, but living in hiding disguised as an elderly invalid - a disguise that completely fools Bunny, as Raffles's disguises invariably do.
It is a crippling drawback of this otherwise welcome Penguin Classics reissue that it gives us only eighteen of the 26 stories, also leaving out the full-length novel, Mr Justice Raffles. (Reprints of the complete Raffles are readily available online.) Among the omissions is 'Le Premier Pas', which tells the tale of Raffles's own first steps in crime in Australia, where he is just as broke and desperate as Bunny is in 'The Ides of March' and robs a bank which happens to be managed by a cousin of his for whom he gets mistaken. It's important, I think, to have this flashback, making Raffles originally a creature of panic just as much as his straight man.
This volume also leaves out 'Gentlemen and Players', where Raffles expounds his philosophy: 'Cricket, like everything else, is good enough sport until you discover a better. As a source of excitement it isn't in it with other things you wot of, Bunny, and the involuntary comparison becomes a bore. What's the satisfaction of taking a man's wicket when you want his spoons?' We do have other passages, though, in which Raffles, mercurial as ever, shrugs on, if only for the moment, the mantle of Robin Hood. In 'A Jubilee Present', Raffles offers his take on the gold cup which is to be presented to the nation to celebrate the queen's Diamond Jubilee: 'A number of the immorally rich clubbed together and presented it to the nation; and two of the richly immoral intend to snaffle it for themselves.' But having snaffled it, Raffles posts it off to the queen, to whom he is devoted: 'My dear Bunny, we have been reigned over for sixty years by infinitely the finest monarch the world has ever seen.' It is this sinuous inconsistency, this unpredictable mixture of brutality and chivalry which beguiles Bunny and his readers - and viewers too. Stage and then screen adaptations of the tales began soon after they were first published in Cassell's Magazine in 1898. And the lead role has attracted all the dashers over the years, from Gerald du Maurier through John Barrymore and Ronald Colman to David Niven. I particularly enjoyed the Yorkshire TV series in the 1970s, with Anthony Valentine as a notably suave and sinister Raffles and Christopher Strauli as a frightened Bunny. The combination of mannered elegance and genuine nervous tension never fails.
Ernest William Hornung, always known as Willie, was born in Middlesbrough in 1866, the youngest of eight children of a coal merchant from Transylvania, Johan Petrus Hornung, who anglicised his name to John Peter. Willie was sent off to be thoroughly Englished at Uppingham School, then under the headship of the magnetic Edward Thring. Hornung loved everything about the school - the headmaster, the classics, the ethos of muscular Christianity and above all the cricket, although he was not much good at games, being tiny, near blind behind his pebble glasses and afflicted with asthma, sometimes so badly that, when he was batting, his sister had to act as his runner. His health remained poor, and he left Uppingham early to be packed off to Australia in the hope that the climate would mend his lungs. He worked as a tutor to start with, then spent much of his two years Down Under in sheep stations in the outback. The whole experience shaped the rest of his life. As a bespectacled young jackaroo just out from England remarks in his novel The Belle of Toorak (1900): 'I shall come back to these paddocks in my dreams. I can't tell why, but I feel it in my bones; it's the light, the smell, the extraordinary sense of space and all the little things as well. The dust and scuttle of the sheep when two or three are gathered together, it's really beastly, but I shall smell it and hear it till I die.'
Australia haunts his first novel, A Bride from the Bush, serialised in the Cornhill in 1890. Alfred Bligh, the not very bright son of a stuck-up judge, brings back an Australian wife, to the horror of his parents. She is a dark and handsome girl, but as soon as she opens her mouth ... It's not just the grating twang, it's her appalling candour, and her unstoppable banging on about the beauties of Oz. Hornung evokes the chilliness of the English upper classes with a frisson that suggests he must himself have been on the receiving end. Even her name is unspeakable, Gladys, the shortening to Gladdie worse still. The embarrassment reaches a peak when they go riding in Rotten Row and, in the presence of royalty, Gladys spots a friend from home and unleashes an ear-splitting 'Cooee!' Despite her mother-in-law's best efforts to house-train her, Gladdie seems to be incorrigible, and she begins to pine away under the icy blast of their dislike. Eventually she runs off in despair and fakes suicide by leaving her hat and cloak on the riverbank. In fact, she has simply taken the next boat home, where she resumes her life as a brilliant stockrider, cracking her whip as well as any man. The still adoring Alfred follows her out there, and they live happily ever after out on the range.
Hornung emphasises that Gladdie is no ignoramus. She is devoted to the poetry of Adam Lindsay Gordon and startles her in-laws by quoting from 'The Sick Stockrider', the most resonant of all bushranger ballads:
'Twas merry 'mid the black-woods, when we spied the station roofs,
To wheel the wild scrub-cattle at the yard,
With a running fire of stock-whips and a fiery run of hoofs:
Oh! The hardest day was never then too hard!

Throughout Hornung's fiction, Australia recurs as the land of freedom where a man can make what he likes of himself. Raffles is a development of his first dark hero, Stingaree, the bushranger who sports a monocle and who robs banks and holds up mail coaches and, like Raffles, is a master of disguise. He, too, is on the run from his past. Though he can fool policemen and bank managers, he cannot deceive the Hon. Guy Kentish, a visiting Englishman who recognises him instantly from the Old Country: 'I was a new member when you were turned out of the club.' In the outback, Stingaree hums his favourite numbers from Gilbert and Sullivan, as he manufactures his own myth. The young idler George Melvin in 'The Villain-Worshipper' is bowled over by the thought of him: 'That's the man for my money ... Stingaree, sir, is the greatest chap in all these colonies, and deserves to be viceroy when they get Federation.' But Stingaree persuades George that he is unsuited to a life of crime and tries to rescue him - at the cost of himself being betrayed to the police. Only a couple of years later, Hornung realised that for artistic purposes the great villain needs a worshipper, just as every Holmes must have his Watson, and so Bunny is born alongside Raffles, and with him that intense relationship 'passing the love of women', although modern readers have more often thought of Oscar and Bosie than David and Jonathan.
And here the plot thickens, in Hornung's life no less than in his fiction. He gets published in the magazines and plays cricket for the Allahakbarries (a conflation of 'Allahu Akbar' and J.M. Barrie, the team's founder); Jerome K. Jerome and Arthur Conan Doyle were also members. He had already met Conan Doyle's sister Constance (Connie) on holiday, and the two men had become friends. By the time that Hornung, Doyle and Jerome visit the Black Museum in Scotland Yard (later reflected in the visit of Raffles and Bunny there to view the relics of Raffles's own crimes), Willie is engaged to Connie. Conan Doyle liked Hornung from the first, describing him as 'one of the sweetest-natured and most delicate-minded men I ever knew'. And when the first collection of Raffles stories is published, Willie dedicates it to his now brother-in-law: 'To A.C.D. this form of flattery'.
At this point, though, I think we need to pause. We are on the brink of losing our footing in the 1890s, that treacherous quagmire of ideas and connections. It's a temptation to slip into the habit of assuming that all the great figures were intimate with one another, and sat around together all night at the Cafe Royal in a haze of absinthe, talking about art for art's sake. Hornung, we are told, is not only Conan Doyle's brother-in-law but his best friend. Conan Doyle and Wilde have apparently been intimates ever since they were dined by their shared American publisher, J.M. Stoddart, at the Langham Hotel in 1889. The closeness of the bond between Hornung and Wilde is shown by the fact that when Willie and Connie had their first and only child in 1895, they christened him Arthur Oscar, after Doyle and Wilde, and always called him Oscar.
Peter Rowland, Hornung's biographer, does emphasise that there is no documentary proof of the link, and both he and Andrew Lycett in his Life of Conan Doyle agree that this was 'a brave act of solidarity on Willie's part'. That's an understatement. It was on the day of Oscar Hornung's birth, 24 March 1895, that Frank Harris met Wilde at the Cafe Royal and advised him to drop his libel suit against Lord Queensberry. Ten days later, the disastrous libel suit opened at the Old Bailey, and only three weeks after that, Wilde was himself in the dock. Would you really want to saddle your first-born with such a name at such a time?
Might there not be a simpler alternative explanation for calling the baby Oscar - a family name perhaps? And indeed, there is, as Rowland admits. Johan Petrus and his wife, Harriet, had a first-born son in 1849, seventeen years older than Willie, who survived only three months, but long enough to be christened Oscar George Peter. Rowland is inclined to dismiss this memory as too far in the past, but Harriet died the year after the second Oscar was born. His naming may have been a farewell gift to her. It is common, after all, to christen a newborn child after a sibling or uncle who died in infancy.
How well  did Willie and Oscar know each other anyway? In the two massive Lives of Wilde, by Richard Ellmann and Matthew Sturgis, Hornung's name is not mentioned once. Nor is there a single letter to or from Hornung in the equally massive Complete Letters, edited by Wilde's grandson, Merlin Holland, and Rupert Hart-Davis. Rowland has a whole chapter on the relations between Willie and Oscar, 'Wilde about the boy', which he begins with a warning: 'It must be emphasised from the outset that, in the absence of information of a more tangible kind, what follows in the present chapter can be regarded, for the moment, as no more than conjecture.' And so it is. There's not a single solid reference to any meeting, only hazardings that they could have met when they lived only a couple of streets apart. At the end of his biography, Rowland binds his subject more tightly into the Wildean orbit by suggesting that Willie was homosexual. Here again, this may or may not be true; Rowland offers nothing in the way of evidence, apart from a couple of sentences towards the end of Hornung's wonderful school novel, Fathers of Men (1912), when the schoolboy 'Chips' Carpenter, the hero's babbling, bespectacled best friend, slyly vouchsafes to the hero Jan Rutter that 'you think I've been so straight! So I was in the beginning; so I am now, if you like, but I've not been all the time.' Chips can indeed be seen as the author's alter ego, but clearly what he means in the context of the story is that he hasn't always told Jan the truth. The modern sexual sense of 'straight' is decades away.
What about Conan Doyle and Wilde then? We know that they enjoyed what Conan Doyle called 'a golden evening' at the Langham with Stoddart. Wilde, on his best behaviour, listened instead of holding forth. From this dinner, there resulted the following year Wilde's Picture of Dorian Gray and Conan Doyle's Sign of the Four. Conan Doyle wrote a polite fan letter to Wilde, who wrote an effusive 'thank you' back. That seems to be the total extent of their correspondence. Conan Doyle mentions only one further meeting. Just after the opening of An Ideal Husband to great notices (though Henry James hated it), Wilde bumps into Conan Doyle and asks him if he's seen the play. Conan Doyle hasn't. Wilde said with a grave face: 'Ah you must go. It is wonderful. It is genius!' And Conan Doyle thinks he's gone mad. He's never seen swanking on this scale.
No further meetings are recorded. Yet you will find blogs and critiques that make such claims as 'their friendship would continue to grow over the years and they would often meet and correspond with each other, sharing their thoughts and ideas on literature and the writing process.' What we do know is that Conan Doyle didn't think much of Wilde's narrative skills. For that matter, he did not hide his dislike of the Raffles stories either. He makes it clear in his memoirs that from the start he had profound reservations about the whole project, while admiring the technical skill on display: 'There are few finer examples of short-story writing in our language than these, though I confess I think they are rather dangerous in their suggestion. I told him so before he put pen to paper, and the result has, I fear, borne me out. You must not make the criminal the hero.' If a taste for transgression and indulgence of elegant amoralism were to be the hallmarks of the Naughty Nineties, Conan Doyle wanted no part of them. Hornung removed the dedication after the first edition.
The lingering froideur over Raffles was as nothing to the incandescent row they had in August 1900. Conan Doyle's wife, Louisa, had been terminally ill with TB since 1893, and he had taken up with Jean Leckie, who was fifteen years younger and who became his second wife after Louisa eventually died in 1906. Jean had come to watch a game at Lord's with him, and Willie, who was also in the crowd, spotted her in the stands. When confronted, Conan Doyle admitted the friendship but protested that their relationship was platonic. Willie retorted: what's the difference? 'It's the difference between innocence and guilt,' Conan Doyle exploded. He later told his mother that he did send 'a polite note to Connie, which, between ourselves, is more than she deserves. And I don't feel better by contemplating the fact that William is half Mongol, half Slav.' But then Willie could dish out the racism himself. Penguin Classics may perhaps be excused for omitting Mr Justice Raffles, the full-length novel, from their selection, for the character of Dan Levy, the rapacious moneylender in the book, is the grossest antisemitic caricature since Fagin.
You begin to wonder whether Hornung really had any more to do with the 1890s than his brother-in-law. Rather, the character of Raffles looks forward to Bulldog Drummond, the Saint and, even more so, James Bond: the unflappable elegance, the insouciant brutality and the brand names (Raffles's Sullivans, Bond's Chesterfields and Morlands), the insistence on the best champagne and on the shaken-not-stirred martinis. The escapades of both heroes deploy the latest miracles of technology. Raffles exploits all the resources of the recently opened Tube lines to evade his pursuers; he has Bradshaw at his fingertips. In 'A Jubilee Present', he hails a hansom cab
shouting 'Charing Cross!' for all Bloomsbury to hear.
We had turned into Bloomsbury Street without exchanging a syllable when he struck the trapdoor with his fist.
'Where the devil are you driving us?'
'Charing Cross, sir.'
'I said King's Cross! Round you spin, and drive like blazes, or we miss our train! There's one to York at 10.35,' added Raffles as the trapdoor slammed; 'we'll book there, Bunny, and then we'll slope through the subway to the Metropolitan, and so to ground via Baker Street and Earl's Court.'

In his essay of 1944, 'Raffles and Miss Blandish', George Orwell contrasts Raffles's gentlemanly persona with the unrestrained violence of the villains in the work of James Hadley Chase. Like Bond too, Raffles's occasional heartlessness and stylish cynicism are excused by his underlying patriotism. He and Bunny volunteer for the South African war, and it is on the high veldt that Raffles is killed, sportive to the last, while swapping shots with a Boer sniper. Like Holmes, he is brought back for a further series, not resurrected but in a collection of his earlier exploits with Bunny. Hornung did not share the fierce opposition to the war of Hilaire Belloc and G.K. Chesterton (though Belloc was to become a friend and neighbour of Hornung's in Sussex). He thought the cause a just one (as did Kipling and Conan Doyle, who both went out to South Africa to help the war effort) and he later wrote an elegy for three old schoolfellows who had died in the conflict.
If his hero is a progenitor of modern thriller heroes, in his attitude to his old school, Hornung looks back, not forward. His last substantial novel, Fathers of Men, has resonances of Tom Brown's School Days, published half a century earlier. Thomas Hughes immortalised Dr Arnold's Rugby; Hornung does the same for Thring's Uppingham. Compare the Squire's memorable meditation before sending Tom off to boarding school: 'What is he sent to school for? Well, partly because he wanted to go. If he'll only turn out a brave, helpful, truth-telling Englishman, and a gentleman, and a Christian, that's all I want ... I don't care a straw for Greek particles, or the digamma.'
In Fathers of Men, Jan Rutter's pipe-smoking housemaster, Mr Heriot, sets out a similar credo: 'Our standard is within the reach of most ... there are those who would tell you it's the scorn of the scholastic world. We don't go in for making scholars. We go in for making men. Give us the raw material of a man, and we won't reject it because it doesn't know the Greek alphabet.' We are surely back in the world of Charles Kingsley rather than the world of Oscar Wilde. In many ways, Conan Doyle too still drank at that spring - why else would he christen his son Kingsley? High-minded parents seem to have gone on Kingsleying their boys until well into the 20th century - Kingsley Amis (b. 1922) perhaps one of the last - before muscular Christianity was extinguished as part of the all that which was to be said good-bye to.
Fathers of Men is nonetheless a tingling evocation of public-school life - the sly brutality of the boys, the fragile friendships, the uncertain tempers of the masters, together with the uplifting compensations, for some, of cricket and chapel. But Hornung's book has another dimension lacking in Tom Brown's School Days. Rutter is a surly lad with a sense of paranoia and a Yorkshire accent. This is because he has a Secret. His mother, from a genteel family, eloped with the groom, and died soon after Jan was born, leaving the boy to be brought up in a stable, quite abandoned by his mother's People. Only after his father dies do they reluctantly take any notice of him and send him off to boarding school, but without showing him the slightest affection. If Jan is to be turned into a gent, nobody must know about his background. The irony is that in real life Teddy Thring, whom Hornung worshipped as 'one of the greatest headmasters of the 19th century', had a jaundiced view of education for the lower orders:
You cannot break the laws of nature which have made the work and powers of men vary in value. This is what I mean when I ask, why should I maintain my neighbour's illegitimate child? I mean by illegitimate, every child brought into the world who demands more than his parents can give him or to whom the Government makes a present of money. The School Boards are promising to be an excellent example of public robbery.

Jan seems to triumph over his difficulties, and he captains the First Eleven (like Raffles, he is a devilish slow left-arm bowler). But he leaves the school under a cloud, his mother's family won't pay for him to go to university, and so he goes off to seek a new life, where else but in Australia? Thus from first to last, Hornung's fiction is haunted by the meanness and snobbery of the English upper classes.
But  in his writing and in his life, Hornung was even more obsessed with cricket. It was cricket that healed the rift with his brother-in-law. For seven years after the Lord's incident, they ran the Authors XI together, recruiting P.G. Wodehouse, A.E.W. Mason, A.A. Milne and stalwarts of J.M. Barrie's earlier Allahakbarries team. To understand fully how central cricket was to Hornung's vision of England, you need to read Ollie Randall's superb history of the rise and fall of cricket as the embodiment of Englishness. In the Raffles stories, actual cricket matches barely feature. For those, you must turn to the classics in the genre, such as J.C. Snaith's Willow the King, Wodehouse's The Gold Bat and Mike, Hugh de Selincourt's The Cricket Match and A.G. Macdonell's England, Their England - all by authors who turned out for Hornung's teams. And the little man invariably was first on to the field. As Conan Doyle said kindly: 'To see him stand up behind the sticks with his big pebble glasses to a fast bowler was an object lesson in pluck if not in wicket-keeping.'
In the Raffles stories, by contrast, cricket operates as a kind of meta-language, taking the sting out of his actions as a burglar, which might otherwise seem unpleasant and brutish - 'knocking them all round the wicket', 'drawing stumps', 'hitting him for six'. Almost Raffles's last words to Bunny, as he is about to be shot by a Boer sniper, are: 'I can't see where that one pitched; it may have been a wide; and it's very nearly the end of the over.' As it says in Tom Brown's School Days, cricket is 'more than a game. It's an institution,' and one whose traditions of fair play underpin ideas of empire. In late Victorian England, cricket-speak fulfils the same function as the language of chivalry and the tournament once did to sanitise the blood and guts of medieval warfare. And it is cricket that provides the rationale and the language for the coming conflict. Hornung literally preached the message in public schools and prep schools - for example, on 5 July 1914, a week after the assassination of the archduke at Sarajevo, at Stone House, Broadstairs (as it happens, my father's old prep school, though he was a couple of years too young to hear Willie's extraordinary effusion):
Who wants an easy victory? Who wants a life of full-pitches to leg? Do you think the Great Scorer is going to give you four runs every time for those? I believe with all my heart and soul that in this splendidly difficult Game of Life it is just the cheap and easy triumphs which will be written in water on the score sheet. And the way we played for our side, in the bad light, on the difficult pitch; the way we backed up and ran the other man's runs; our courage and unselfishness, not our skill or our success ... surely, surely, it is these things above all other that will count, when the innings is over, in the Pavilion of Heaven.

When war breaks out three weeks later, Oscar, aged nineteen, joins up instantly from Eton (not Uppingham!). He is best friends with John Kipling, who is not quite seventeen. They have met on winter sports holidays at Engelberg in Switzerland for the past few years. Their fathers have met in Sussex already, and unlike the fog that hangs over Hornung's supposed friendship with Wilde, it is clear that he and Kipling clicked immediately. It was at Engelberg in 1912 that Kipling read Fathers of Men and loved it, which delighted Willie, who had loved Stalky and Co. a decade earlier.
Kipling is as much an enthusiast for the war as Hornung, and he is devastated when John is rejected for military service by the Royal Navy and then by the army too, on account of the bad eyesight that he has inherited from his father (but which Oscar hasn't from his). Kipling then used his influence with Field Marshal Lord Roberts ('Bobs') and John is squeezed into the Irish Guards. Kingsley Conan Doyle had started at medical school but became a captain in the First Hampshires. Oscar Wilde's sons, Cyril and Vyvyan Holland, both finished up in the Royal Field Artillery. Cyril was already a regular, and before Vyvyan joined him, he wrote to his brother: 'First and foremost, I must be a man. There was to be no cry of decadent artist, of effeminate aesthete, of weak-kneed degenerate ... I am no wild, passionate, irresponsible hero. I live by thought, not by emotion. I ask nothing better than to end in honourable battle for my king and country.'
Oscar's letters home from the Front were no less remarkable than his father's sermons, over the top in every sense: on 19 June 1915, he wrote that he'd been given command of a bombing unit equipped 'with new Hand-bombs - glorious things, just the size and weight of a Cricket Ball!' The previous night, he had led three men on a raid to throw them into the German trench opposite.
I led off with cricket-ball No. 1 - it was just like 'throwing in' from 'cover' (a fast long hop!) - only this time I had 'some' batsmen to run out and there was a price on those stumps! ... The others then stood up and 'threw in' - the wicket-keep put them down nicely - and we made haste back to the Pavilion! - it was a case of 'appealing against the light' - for it was 1.30 a.m. by then and getting uncomfortably light.

Just two weeks later, on 6 July, Oscar was killed at Ypres. In the same year, Cyril and John were killed. Kingsley was badly wounded at the Somme and died in the great flu epidemic after the war; flu did for Willie Hornung too, in 1921. Hilaire Belloc's son perished in one of the last great battles of the war. Only Vyvyan survived into old age.
The fathers  worked out their unbearable grief in different ways. Kipling threw himself into a passionate quest to find John's missing body. His haunting poem 'My Boy Jack' was in fact written to commemorate the victims of the Battle of Jutland, in particular Boy Jack Cornwell, one of the youngest people to win the VC, but the poem was obviously infused by sorrow for his own son. Hornung was an energetic war propagandist and finally got himself sent out to help at the Front, where he felt closer to Oscar. Far from being disillusioned by the slaughter, he felt the justice of the cause ever more intensely. He reported back on what he thought the deplorable pacifist attitude which was spreading through several units and was fuelling the call for an armistice. In a postscript added to Fathers of Men in 1919, he expressed pride that between four and five hundred Old Uppinghamians (actually 461), about the same size as the school's population, should have 'had the last honour of dying in battle for all that they learned to love and reverence at Uppingham'. His poem 'Wooden Crosses' breathes an undimmed patriotism:
The men who die for England don't need it rubbing in;
An automatic stamper and a narrow strip of tin
Record their date and regiment, their number and their name -
And the Squire who dies for England is treated just the same.
So stand the still battalions: alert, austere, serene;
Each with his just allowance of brown earth shot with green.

Sassoon and Graves and Owen were obviously far better poets, but it is important to remember that they were not the only, or even the dominant, voices in the air. Disillusion and horror were counterbalanced by pride in what, it continued to be argued, was a necessary sacrifice. In this connection, it is worth mentioning Hugh Cecil's Flower of Battle (1996), which covers a dozen novelists of the time, many of them bestselling, who tried to make sense of the war with more sorrow than bitterness.
And Conan Doyle? Even before Kingsley's death, he had become disillusioned with the Church and correspondingly obsessed with spiritualism. His second wife, Jean, whom we last saw in the stands at Lord's, turned out to be a brilliant medium, and it was she who got in touch with Kingsley in the Beyond, and he immediately gave news of Willie, who had died only four months before. In life, Hornung had been scornful of spiritualism, and had refused to listen to the messages relayed from Oscar. Now he had no choice:
Are you in touch with Willie Hornung?
Yea, he came right over to us.
How is he?
He is heavy and tired. But he will improve. Already he is better. His mind is more open. He is sorry, and he realises things now.
A long pause.
I am Willie. I am here. I am so glad to be here. Arthur, this is wonderful. If only I had known this on earth, how much I could have helped others. However, it is too late. I am with Oscar. It is so glorious. I am working and feel so well ... And I am no longer handicapped by my horrid old asthma. You would not recognise me. I am much improved in appearance.

England after the war was, as Kipling said, 'a land of ghosts'. Strange that Raffles didn't get in touch too.
Hornung's eagerness to keep literary cricket going after the war was undiminished. And in August 1920, his last summer, he was there among the spectators at the cricket ground at West Grinstead owned by his brother 'Pitt' Hornung, who had made a fortune in sugar in Mozambique, to see his niece's husband, young Jack Squire, lead out his team soon to be christened the Invalids. Hilaire Belloc and G.K. Chesterton were often among the spectators, Edmund Blunden and Siegfried Sassoon regular players. Thomas Hardy offered to umpire during their Dorset tour. The future of literary cricket seemed bright again. But a more deadly enemy than the Boche was lurking beyond the boundary rope.
Randall charts the decline of cricket as a cultural influence with just as much brilliance and assiduity as he chronicles its rise. At the Invalids match at Rodmell at the end of that August, he spots Virginia Woolf among the spectators. In fact, Woolf rather liked the game and had enjoyed playing it as a girl, but she couldn't abide Squire, a writer and editor, and his gang: 'Happily we had fine weather; and sat in the meadow and watched Squire and Sassoon play cricket - the last people I wished to see - Somehow that the Downs should be seen by cultivated eyes, self-conscious eyes, spoils them to me.' Her countryside was not to be taken over by these philistine middlebrows. Modernism was on the march, and the enemy was the Squirearchy.
Woolf called Squire 'more repulsive than words can express, and malignant into the bargain'. Lytton Strachey called him 'that little worm'. Eliot declared that 'no truce is possible with such people.' D.H. Lawrence called him 'a suburban rat' (for the modernists, 'suburban' was always the ultimate insult). In New Verse, Geoffrey Grigson set out to discredit for ever the middlebrow world of letters. By 1940, the job was done, according to George Orwell: back in the 1920s, 'Squire ruled the London Mercury ... there was a cult of cheeriness and manliness, beer and cricket.' But 'the wind was blowing from Europe, and long before 1930 it had blown the beer-and-cricket school naked, except for their knighthoods.' Cricket itself was the enemy too. Osbert Sitwell wrote that it was hardly credible 'that an adult would, of his own accord, engage in such orgies of futile infantilism'. It had taken two centuries, from Chaucer to Cervantes, to destroy the myth of chivalry. The myth of cricket was in ruins after little more than a decade. Nothing seemed more laughable now, more horribly at odds with reality, than Hornung's sermons and verses; no ironies more ghastly than those in Oscar's letters home from the Front.
Suddenly cricket itself didn't seem so picturesque. The steady and remorseless professionalising of the game left no room for frivolity; the village green seemed a long way from the huge new stadiums. And then came the bodyline controversy of 1932-33. The England captain, the implacable Douglas Jardine, had decided that the only way to get Donald Bradman out was for Harold Larwood to hurl his thunderbolts directly at his body. Plum Warner, the tour manager, chevalier to the last, hated the tactic and visited the Australian dressing room to make peace, only to be told by the Australian captain: 'I do not want to see you, Mr Warner. There are two teams out there. One is playing cricket. The other is making no effort to do so.' 'Not cricket' - the ultimate insult was now being thrown at England's own Test team. The game went on, but innocence had departed.
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Am I perhaps in Italy?
James Butler

6666 words'You're not men. 
 You're boys. If there was no social media, you would be my concubines.' One of the weirdest lines of the 2024 US election came from Robert J. O'Neill, a pro-Trump former Navy SEAL who claims to have been one of those who shot Osama bin Laden. Respondents to O'Neill's post on X, which was directed at a gaggle of young, male campaigners, wondered whether it was a lexical flub. But O'Neill followed up. He replied to the Democratic influencer Harry Sissons: 'I'm telling you exactly what Betas like you will be used for: food and sex.' Fucking and devouring, or fucking as devouring: enough to keep a psychoanalyst busy.
It's not surprising for a Trump fan to see sex in terms of physical domination, given the 'grab 'em by the pussy' precedent. O'Neill's choice of another man as his object - however gamine and glabrous - is stranger, given the American right's swivel-eyed homophobia. A surprising number of gay men top the Trumpist pyramid (Peter Thiel, for instance, or the treasury secretary, Scott Bessent) and others lurk on its digital outskirts, but O'Neill isn't one of them. He obviously didn't believe his statements undermined his heterosexuality. Presumably this would be a risk only if he were the one being penetrated, and thus dominated (like a 'Beta') and feminised.
Tweets are trivial, but revealing. Klaus Theweleit's sociological study of fantasies among the Freikorps comes to mind: the soldiers' fear of contamination and penetration, their yearning for violent social restitution. O'Neill's respondents - like most people when the subject of sex comes up - assumed he had revealed something about himself, that he had been caught with his psychic pants down. Some alleged he had contracted the fantasy while stationed in Afghanistan.
The East has overheated the erotic imagination for centuries. Christian travellers often remarked on the Ottoman fondness for catamites, especially among military men. Uluc Ali and Hasan Veneziano - both important 16th-century corsairs, both converts - were said to have quarrelled bitterly over a boy; one Western spy claimed Ali was 'very much given to the unspeakable vice, taking pleasure in more than three hundred pageboys'. The habit of sodomy was often supposed to have been acquired from foreigners. 'Buggery', the English legal term, derives from 'Bulgar', referring to Bulgarian Bogomil heretics, who were accused of elaborate and obscene sexual practices. Sodom could be much closer to home, however, and for much of early modernity Italy was a byword for the unspeakable vice. 'Am I perhaps in Italy,' a Spanish servant asked, rebuffing his master's advances, 'that Your Grace wants to do this to me?' One 17th-century student installed a prophylactic basket around his buttocks before visiting an Italian barber, just in case.
Readers of Noel Malcolm's Forbidden Desire might find O'Neill's comments less surprising. The book's central argument is simple: between 1400 and 1750, sex between men followed distinct patterns in different places. In the Islamic and Christian cultures of the Mediterranean, pederastic sodomy was widespread. Typically it involved an adult man - in Christendom, usually under thirty - and a beardless youth, usually a teenager. Age also determined the sexual role, with the boys taking the passive position (willingly or otherwise). Criminal courts were especially attentive to anal sex ('buggery' or 'perfect sodomy') and punishment sometimes varied by role; bottoms historically got a raw deal. Punishment for other forms of sex varied. In far smaller numbers, court records describe incorrigible or 'inveterate' sodomites, who persisted with undiminished enthusiasm throughout adulthood. These 'untypical' cases often broke the pattern, taking place between adults, or with adult men taking pleasure in being sodomised, and occasioned the ire of priests and lawmakers alike. For the preacher Johann Geiler von Kaiserberg, any sodomite over the age of 33 (the symbolic age of Christ, but also an age by which marriage was expected) was irreformable; the 1539 penal tariff in Lucca instituted a regime of fines and imprisonment on a sliding scale according to age, but any man over fifty faced immediate execution.
In Northern European cultures no such pattern can be discerned: prosecutions for sodomy are much sparser - it is rare even as a slanderous accusation - and no systematic age differentiation emerges. This presented historians with a conundrum. Proto-homosexuality emerges in the records in around 1700, with reasonably coherent common practices and locations for cruising and semi-public sex. Initiating tactics were not always sophisticated or subtle: they involved a lot of perilous dick-grabbing as an opening gambit. But what about before then? Occasional evidence suggests a tantalising underground: a 1630s chronicler records a society of sixteen men, 'sworen Brothers' in the 'sinne of Buggeri', who meet each Sabbath day in Southwark. The same story of 'a peculiar Society, or Body', now swollen to fifty secret sodomites, appears in a Jesuit polemic of the same decade. Such evidence is unusual, sufficient only to prove that the 'beast-like confederacy' of sodomitic subculture did not spring into existence on the first day of the 18th century. The first wave of gay historians assumed, on the basis of thin literary evidence, that the Mediterranean sexual culture of catamites and Ganymedes must have obtained in Northern Europe too, but gone largely unrecorded. For Malcolm, speculative defences of this assumption - that in this part of the world homosexual behaviour was prosecuted only in cases of gross social infraction, that the death penalty deterred reporting or that the relative unpopularity of torture in England meant that fewer names were betrayed - fail to stack up. The simpler reading is true: such broad absence of evidence really is evidence of absence.
The explicit argument of Forbidden Desire has two limbs: Mediterranean cultures shared a pattern of pederastic sodomy, and this pattern was absent from Northern European cultures; both pattern and absence were repeated in these societies' respective American colonies and in their encounters with indigenous sexuality. A broader revisionism gradually becomes apparent as Malcolm lays out his evidence: he is sceptical about grand claims involving 'aprioristic theorising' of any kind, including those which seek 'gay people' throughout history. One of the effects of his chronological sweep is to undermine the idea, usually associated with Michel Foucault, that there is a clear watershed before which 'sexuality' is classified only as a series of prohibited or permitted acts, and after which it is thought of as an inner inclination and identity. As Foucault put it, 'the sodomite was someone who committed a sin; the homosexual is now a species.'
Malcolm is a distinguished intellectual historian, but an outsider to the history of sexuality. A startling archival discovery during his research into Ottoman diplomatic relations eventually prompted an academic article, a draft of which provoked a 'dysfunctional' response rooted in 'uninformed dogmatism' and 'blind deference to some of the familiar orthodoxies which I was seeking to challenge'. In return, Malcolm mastered a vast trove of scholarship on early modern sexuality, and brings an intellectual historian's clarity to sodomy as a mutable and gradually evolving legal and theological category. Forbidden Desire is thus the resolution of a scholarly grudge, intended to represent Malcolm's decisive victory.
Outsiders are well placed to puncture dogmatic consensus. But being an outsider has its limitations, too. Malcolm's argument is not entirely novel: other scholars have observed similar pan-Mediterranean patterns or raised critical doubts about Northern Europe. Louis Crompton's equally ambitious but far less detailed and rigorous study, Homosexuality and Civilisation (2003), made similar cross-cultural arguments, especially in comparing persecution in Christendom with Arab Spain. Like Malcolm, Crompton was interested in how often people referred to others as 'de ce metier' - of that type. Crompton's book was also a reminder that the historical study of homosexuality has its own political history: Homosexuality and Civilisation emerged from a university programme that Nebraska state legislators drafted a bill to prohibit. The fear that deviant sexuality can be spread simply by describing it is not only a feature of early modernity.
Foucault argued that the transition from act to identity arose as a consequence of the new legal and medical norms of the 19th century. Historians of sexuality have since pushed that date back while retaining the distinction. One of the triumphs of Forbidden Desire is its demonstration that speculation about coherent sexual inclination - ce metier - is commonplace. Commentators on Aquinas discussed sexual motivation on the part of 'a person of the improper sex'. The medical authority Pietro d'Abano suggested that adult sodomy arose from a biological malformation - a passage improperly distributed semen to the anus, which could thus feel pleasure. Sodomites themselves sometimes extrapolated from the ambiguity of 'nature': if God created the anus so that it was capable of giving pleasure, a Venetian priest observed in 1628, it couldn't possibly be a sin to use it for that purpose. The Dutch preacher Andreas Klink excused his groping on the grounds that it was an inherited inclination: his mother had yearned too intensely for his absent father during her pregnancy. Towards the end of the period a more confident self-assertion can be detected, especially among the upper classes: French police records mention a chevalier caught cruising in 1720s Paris, who attacked the policemen with his sword and then threatened to have the senior officer dismissed, 'adding further that he wanted to fuck in the middle of the Tuileries garden without anyone daring to stop him'.
One of Malcolm's touchstones is Michael Rocke's Forbidden Friendships (1996), a study of Florence's Office of the Night, which operated from 1432 until 1502. Over its seventy years, the anti-sodomy magistracy investigated as many as sixteen thousand men - among them Leonardo da Vinci - and levied more than 2400 convictions. (The total population of Florence was then between forty and fifty thousand.) The majority of these cases adhered to the pederastic pattern: the active partner was typically a young adult man - fewer men over the age of thirty (the average age of marriage for a Florentine) are mentioned in the legal record. The records cut across class and occupation, though informers often complained that the office was lenient to the powerful. 'Infamous' sodomites were fewer in number but may have persisted throughout adulthood, pursuing relationships with other adults or taking the passive role. Rocke gives an average age for those men of 39 as opposed to 27, and they often remained unmarried. It is clear that Florence was unusual, though it's not clear whether it was unusually prone to sodomy, unusually assiduous in recording it, or unusual in exercising a relatively mild punitive regime, which has helped make it more visible to posterity. Contemporaries were in little doubt: a German euphemism for sodomy was florenzen, 'to Florence'. Certain Florentines delighted in their reputation: after Savonarola's downfall, one city official said: 'Thank God, now we can sodomise!'
Malcolm rightly says that Rocke's book is 'superbly researched', but it has been taken to imply a broader pattern of toleration than actually existed elsewhere. Forbidden Desire's astonishingly varied (if sometimes wearing) catalogue of sexual combinations is also a detailed record of brutal punishments. Whatever the perils of historical overidentification, it is hard to quell rage when reading of the two 17-year-old boys burned at the stake in Seville in 1579 for 'immoral touchings'; of the Sienese law which decreed hanging from the genitals; or of the Venetian cleric placed in a cage in the Piazza San Marco in 1407 so that he could starve to death for the edification of the public - and so that the agents of the law could avoid the moral turpitude associated with killing an ordained man using a more direct method.
Gay history  gains political urgency from its concern with redress and restitution. For all its various forms of sophistication, its ultimate motive is often a search for people like us, even if they might not have recognised themselves as such. Untypical relationships, distinguished by their long duration or articulations of affection, are the most promising. Florentine records preserve cases of older men besotted by their Ganymedes: the unmarried weaver of whom it was said 'he sees no other god' but his boy, or the doctor who 'commits the greatest follies in the world' for his. The risible and tragic implications of one-sided boy infatuation were understood long before Thomas Mann.
Traces of real affection are discernible in the archives. A Portuguese sacristan sent plaintive love letters to a guitarist, recalling 'the heart in your loins, when I touched it with my fingers, and instantly it sprang up!' The letters survive because the guitarist passed them to the Portuguese Inquisition, confirming modern dating advice about musicians. The same archive holds another set of letters, from a monk to 'my little bewitcher, my puppy', in a clearly reciprocated affair of the heart. In his lover's absence, the monk says, with a taste for understatement still characteristic of modern gay culture: 'You have already begun to kill me. I die, my dear! Help me; I die with longing for you!'
The kernel of Forbidden Desire is Malcolm's archival find: an investigation conducted in 1588 by the Venetian high representative in Istanbul, the bailo, into two young members of his household. One, Gianesino, was the son of a local Christian family. The other, younger man, Gregorio, was a barber, recently arrived from Venice. It is difficult to assign precise ages, but Gregorio would have completed an apprenticeship and Malcolm suggests he was 'just a few years younger than Gianesino', perhaps in his late teens. By the time of the investigation, Gianesino had been ejected from the household and contact between the two prohibited. An inquiry into whether this prohibition had been flouted evolved into a wider investigation of the relationship itself. Across sixteen manuscript pages, fifteen witnesses from the household and two external merchants are recorded verbatim. Many of them recount seeing the two young men kissing at the window of Gianesino's little room, or gazing longingly at each other over dinner; 'everyone in the house' believed them to be having sex. Gianesino had given Gregorio tokens: silks, satin gloves and cap, a knife. Gregorio had crept out at night even after Gianesino's eviction and insisted he would see him 'even if the gallows were prepared for him'. The verdict of the kitchen boy was that 'the barber was in love with Gianesino, and Gianesino with him.' Gregorio, when questioned, agreed: 'I shall tell you the truth,' he said. 'I loved him greatly, I took pleasure in his company and I slept with him several times.' Yet he said they had not had sex, a denial reiterated when a disbelieving bailo asked outright whether he had taken the active or passive role. Gregorio then stated that he had, however, twice had sex with Antonio the carver.
This denial and admission invites speculation. Maybe Gregorio and Gianesino had not yet had penetrative sex, though the baker who shared Gregorio's room had his doubts. Maybe Gregorio wanted to deflect any potential punishment of his lover by emphasising his more transactional sex with the carver. The transcript mentions a letter from Gregorio's mother telling him to behave and to refrain from doing anything to cause gossip: formulaic advice, or the urgings of a mother who had reason to be concerned? A servant reminded the bailo that he had predicted Gregorio would be 'the shame of the household': it was rumoured that he had offered himself to an Ottoman official in exchange for a ride on his horse. Eventually Gregorio was deported to Crete, where he disappears from the record. Antonio the carver also lost his job. But Gianesino later returned to service, a break in employment being his only recorded punishment. Malcolm suggests that, habituated to Ottoman culture, Gianesino may already have been well acquainted with the pleasures of sodomy.
This body of evidence is extraordinary and rare. An internal inquiry, rather than the record of a trial, it is interested in motivation and the texture of the relationship as much as in sexual acts. Witnesses, and one of the accused, speak in their own words. A scandal among Westerners in the capital of the East is perfect for Malcolm's argument. Few of the witnesses seem troubled; the bailo himself is most interested in reputational matters, whether anyone outside the household knew of the relationship. Perhaps the tokens of affection and frank expressions of love mean it should be classified as an untypical case, different from the 'radical separation between affection and sex' we find elsewhere. Yet if this story had come down to us only as a record of a sentence - guilty of sodomy, resulting in expulsion and deportation - it might easily have been assimilated to that pattern. Countless Gregorios and Gianesinos, and their sincere loves, are lost to us.
One reason Gregorio was not deported immediately was the bailo's fear that he might convert to Islam. The idea that Christian renegades might convert to take advantage of Ottoman permissiveness was a propagandist's staple, but not without foundation. The most famous and damaging case was that of Ladislaus Morth, a senior official at the embassy of the Holy Roman Empire. Morth had been punished for an affair with a kitchen boy; after his conversion and defection in 1593, he led a raid on the embassy, allowing him to pass secret documents to the sultan. A letter survives, apparently sent from Morth to Hansel the kitchen boy, in which he declares that 'it is because of you that I have stayed in this country so that I could - and will - avenge you.' Malcolm doesn't mention it, but an eyewitness alleged that Morth attempted to liberate the boy during the raid.
Apostates attracted lurid slanders of all kinds, and sodomy - a rebellion against natural order - provided an easy analogy with rebellion against religious truth. Spurious material on Islamic libertinism regularly featured in such polemics. Accordingly, scholars have been suspicious about the historical reality behind reports of Ottoman sodomy, even those of foreign residents or visitors to the Ottoman world, tending to dismiss them as literary constructions. Malcolm deplores the influence of Edward Said on this strand of scholarship, in which all European accounts are reduced, in Said's words (rather less subtly than in his readings), to 'a way of controlling the redoubtable Orient'. Whatever its convenience for ideological opponents, Malcolm demonstrates conclusively that sex between men was 'widely existing, and widely known to exist' in the Ottoman world.
Much of Malcolm's material will be new to Anglophone readers. A 16th-century fatwa permitted an imam to ban a boy from standing at the front during prayers, lest he distract men from their devotions (though only if the boy was deemed attractive enough to pose such a risk). An 18th-century poet celebrated the dancing boys of the taverns, including 'girlish Memed' who 'has thousands of husbands'. In the tavern's back rooms they 'extract milk from the sugar cane'. One Turkish genre laments the appearance of down on the cheeks of the emred - the young boy - and his exit from desirability ('twink death' has a long pedigree).
Sodomy was widespread, and the erotic desire for boys was thought 'not only normal but the norm' (jurisprudential opinion differed on how severely actual sex should be treated). Seekers of pleasure did not even think boys had to be conscious: some poets celebrate dabib, 'crawling like a scorpion' on sleeping prey, and a rapist's handbook offers tips such as hooking a thread to find a sleeping boy in the dark, or wearing soft, soundless slippers. Less predatory expressions of desire survive too, promoting putatively chaste contemplation of the divine beauty manifest in the beloved boy. Somewhere between the two is Evliya Celebi's celebration of slave boys proffered by their owner, 'radiant as congealed light'. The Ottoman world was not a sodomite's paradise, though. Malcolm emphasises that Celebi's radiant slaves were 'vulnerable and powerless'. And desire between adult men was always a different matter: a normal man could desire a boy, and even sodomise him without being considered abnormal, but the ma'bun, an adult man who sought pleasure from being fucked, was thought to suffer from a dangerous and contemptible pathology.
A single sexual pattern may be detectable throughout the Mediterranean, then, but responses differed sharply. In the East, theoretical disapproval was modulated by open cultural celebration and a legal regime that made actual conviction difficult, sustaining a culture of open but discreet sodomy. In Western Christendom, moral disapproval and a harsh legal structure produced a much more secretive, paranoid culture, fearful of socially corrupting vice and anxious about exposure. This peculiar dance of hiding and revealing, shame and secrecy, colours our post-Christian attitudes to sexuality (even in the reversed injunction to 'come out'). Nor is it difficult to see why a European from the Western Mediterranean, who had acquired a taste for the 'unspeakable vice' in his mother culture, might have seen relative freedom in turning renegade.
Sartre once asked:  does the homosexual exist? It's not as strange a question as it may seem. In Saint Genet (1952), he was interested in Genet's homosexuality as 'the choice of a mind', an 'absolute consciousness, which approves of itself and chooses itself'. The willed quality of Genet's identity, in its compulsive pursuit of vice and abjection, seemed to Sartre more promising than Proust's 'cowardly' detachment from his own sexuality. To present, as Proust had done, the homosexual as a 'natural species', an 'expression of a psychophysiological mechanism', seemed to him a way of ducking difficult subjective questions. Modern arguments over whether homosexuality is a natural identity, or the subjective product of powerful social forces, would have seemed secondary to Sartre: 'If homosexuality is the choice of a mind, it becomes a human possibility.'
Actual homosexuals have not usually shared Sartre's priorities. To have a history is to be real, and to possess political legitimacy. Gay identity is not generally acquired in youth, however, at least not in the context of the family. It is sought out later, often secretly, sometimes transgressing familial expectations. Sex, whether sublime or desultory, does not automatically produce self-understanding. All teenagers experiment in self-fashioning, but gay adolescent Bildung can acquire a peculiar intensity that persists into adult quests for historical and cultural recovery. (My own teenage canon - an overdose of Derek Jarman, Herbert List's photography, the music of Coil, a little Allen Ginsberg - did not prove overwhelmingly attractive to the pop boys of mid-noughties Soho.) For those who grow up paralysed by shame and self-disgust, the discovery of people like oneself in history, or of the mutability of sexual customs and social mores, can act as a catalyst for self-acceptance and sexual flourishing.
If the Proustian 'natural species' of homosexual recurs through global history, and especially in 'primitive' cultures free of the disfiguring neuroses of civilisation, then we can present a cogent case for natural rights, political equality and institutional participation. Homophobia is both a moral and historical category error. Score one for Marcel and Lady Gaga: we were born this way. Strategic essentialism of this kind has been a route to rapid social change, of which legislative advances (decriminalisation, age of consent, marriage) are an index. But it has also been attended by uncertainties and evasions. As Malcolm, who has written extensively on Balkan history, remarks, pioneering gay historians resembled 'the patriotic historians of newly formed nations' in their eagerness for legitimation and their willingness to see what they so ardently wished to see.
History breeds discomfort. Foucault's basic question is still of great interest: what is it about sex that makes people believe it expresses fundamental truths about the self, and when did that belief arise? Being neither entirely alien nor entirely familiar, early modernity can engender particular anxiety when thinking about this question. If the prehistory of homosexuality cannot be disentangled from that of pederasty, exhuming it from the archive might offer persecutors a powerful weapon (not that they have been restrained by a lack of pretext). Even allowing for incentives to betray or misrepresent, and the inevitable slant of legal records, it is a history, in part, of coercion, domination and rape, often of boys we now think of as children. These facts do not become less uncomfortable if we admit that historical views of maturity are not our own. Malcolm is not detained by 'presentism', but it is harder for a reader to avoid these issues.
Modern homosexuality is more than, and qualitatively different from, its antecedents (as is modern heterosexuality). But our present standards aren't without hypocrisies. The long historical view might prompt examination of our own norms, which conceive of all parties as free agents making free choices, but often conceal compromise, compulsion or desperation. Nor do these norms adequately address the erotic thrill of inequality - of age, class, power, attractiveness - sought by many, consciously or otherwise.
One thread of Sartre's argument was that homosexuality poses questions about the wider system of which it is part, about the scope of human identity in general. Those questions can become very broad: Gramsci speculated that as each historical epoch alters the way it lives and works, successive crises of puritanism and libertinism reshape families and sexual relations to sustain the new order. This pattern of repression and release has always interested queer and feminist historians, offering the possibility that one could analyse changes in the family or the status of sexual minorities and thereby gain an insight into wider alterations in political and economic structures. No gay reader of Gramsci can fail to see an uncomfortable homology between a culture of individualist hedonism, often billed as subversive, and the preferred virtues of neoliberalism.
Causal inferences of this kind are hard to establish credibly, and often fall prey to wishful thinking; truly persuasive large-scale accounts are rare (Christopher Chitty's Sexual Hegemony, posthumously published in 2020, is a bold but sketchy attempt). Queer studies, in particular, can be pulled between the desire to accord marginal sexualities proper recognition and attention, and the political intuition that doing this might somehow help unstitch the social order in which they are seeking recognition, or even capitalism itself. As a former Spectator and Telegraph columnist, Malcolm is unlikely to favour such projects. Forbidden Desire is agnostic about broad socio-economic pronouncements, preferring a more modest comparative analysis of marriage age, and noting the larger proportion of unmarried and working women in Northern Europe.
What about women? Forbidden Desire lacks the guilty appendix on lesbian history that often concludes studies of male sexuality. Lesbianism's archival presence is comparatively tiny, but Malcolm also rejects a 'distinctively modern' unitary conception of homosexuality. Women thus appear only sporadically, occasionally included in the category of sodomy as participants in unnatural - i.e. non-vaginal - sex, and sometimes as a negative cause of sodomy, as being repellent to some men. Effeminacy, with its implied injury to masculinity, is a perennial anxiety; writers on sodomy reserve special contempt for the effeminate. The assumption - based on a crude translation of gender roles - that effeminacy entailed sexual passivity was not corroborated in reality.
Interpreting cross-dressing or gender play is hard. Evidence from the Molly houses, early 18th-century pubs where men met for socialising and sex, some wearing women's clothes, only underscores the difficulty. Some scholars have attempted to link the Mollies with dandyism and wider changes in attitudes to gender, but the episode was brief, confined mostly to London and to a specific class - not gentlemen. Dressing in women's clothes did not necessarily imply a more durable effeminacy: Lucy Cooper was, in ordinary life, 'a Herculean Coal-heaver'. But subjectivity is always mysterious: could this Hercules have felt briefly more real, or freer, as Lucy? Did he feel a loss each time he took off the wig?
One individual, the indelibly named Princess Seraphina, seems to have lived more widely in that identity. According to court testimony she took 'great Delight in Balls and Masquerades, and always chuses to appear at them in a Female Dress, that she may have the Satisfaction of dancing with fine Gentlemen'. Yet this evidence exists only because the princess - under her male name, John Cooper - unwisely took a man to court for stealing her male clothes. It would be a wishful misreading to call this a trans prehistory, but nor is it obviously and simply gay. It is evidence of a much more fluid relationship between sexual orientation and gender display than formal categorisation allows for, but one which can be observed in many queer spaces today. The list of names provided by Malcolm, none of which would be out of place on RuPaul's Drag Race, suggests how playful this brief subculture was, a joke that was not entirely a joke: Miss Kitten, Moll Irons, Flying Horse Moll, Pomegranate Molly, Dip-Candle Mary, Aunt England, Orange Deb, Nurse Mitchell, Susan Guzzle, Miss Sweet Lips, Green-Pea Moll, Plump Nelly.
Malcolm is a superb reader of the legal archive. But scholars searching for historical traces of homosexuality often look to culture for their evidence. Malcolm cites Alan Bray's warning that plays or poems are easy to misread and make weak bases for social generalisation - a rule of thumb Bray himself disobeyed - and takes obvious pleasure in exposing academic clangers. Most of these misreadings arise from some combination of poor scriptural literacy, spotty primary reading and a determination to see in texts 'exactly what they want to find'. Literary historians, Malcolm claims, read too much into the satirical trope of the roue's debauched progress from whore to catamite to goat, or inflate the presence of same-sex desire in Elizabethan theatre, or cynically rebrand innocuous texts 'on the basis of little more than word association'. By the end of the book, the phrase 'literary historian' has acquired an unmistakable stench.
Some of Malcolm's contempt is deserved, and the tortuous academese he quotes suffers when set against his own sharp prose. Of course it is bad reading to reduce all devotional language to oblique expressions of a secular theme, whether sociopolitical power or, in this case, sublated libido. But some of Malcolm's reservations concern debatable expressions of methodological difference: a satirical trope might be a poor indicator of social reality, as he says, but does that mean we should infer nothing from its use by multiple satirists? Is it really 'inconceivable' that Donne's readers might have found some residue of the erotic in his plea to 'ravish me' at the conclusion of Holy Sonnet 14, or that this gains its power by remaining unregenerate and divinely transfigured all at once? It is true, as Malcolm suggests, that devout readers of the frankly erotic Song of Songs understood it as an allegory for the relationship between God and Church, or Christ and the individual soul. But this is less an explanation of Donne's poem than its enabling precedent.
Astudy  that spans 350 years will necessarily treat some evidence peremptorily, and when Malcolm touches on one's personal canon it stings. The chaste homophilia of Marsilio Ficino should surely be balanced by the franker eroticism of Angelo Poliziano (named twice in the records of the Office of the Night). Poliziano's Greek epigrams to his golden-curled Ganymede, plead with him to 'intertwine your tongue with mine'; it was a posthumous slander that he died raving of love for a boy, but not a baseless one. Passignano's Bathers at San Niccolo (1600) is indeed a 'remarkable' painting, which ought to be more widely appreciated, but it doesn't seem plausible to explain away the frank look of love between the male couple at its centre as a hallucination on the part of the modern viewer, simply because they do not fit the dominant age differentiated pattern.
Poetry is especially tricky. Malcolm only briefly mentions Dante, who sits outside his period, but still manages to dismiss any link between humanism and sodomy. Yet Dante's treatment of sodomites is more complex than Malcolm allows. It is certainly true that some critics have been puzzled by Brunetto Latini's placement in the circle of the sodomites, and have sought to explain his 'crime against nature' by framing it as a perversion of language or reason, or by deliberately misreading the Inferno's moral geography. All this shows is that straight critics, too, make wishful readings. Gay readers of Dante have been more attuned to the complex and tender respect that Dante accords Latini, who was his teacher, and to the presence of saved sodomites expiating their lust in Purgatorio 26. Even in hell, his images are striking. In Inferno he describes the crowd of sodomites:
                                        ciascuna
ci riguardava come suol da sera
guardare uno altro sotto nuova luna;
e si ver' noi aguzzavan le ciglia
come 'l vecchio sartor fa ne la cruna.
                                        each
stared steadily at us, as in the dusk,
beneath the new moon, men look at each other.
They knit their brows and squinted at us - just
as an old tailor at his needle's eye.

I am not the only gay reader of Dante to wonder if this image, of men searching each other's faces in the almost dark, reflects some culture of public cruising. (In later Florence, 28 per cent of the Office of the Night's recorded cases took place outdoors.) The gay dantista, Robert Duncan, took this close reading as the core of a sonnet written in 1964, balanced on an exquisite double negative, about a love 'of which Dante does not speak unkindly':
Sharpening their vision, Dante says, like a man
seeking to thread a needle
They try the eyes of other men
Towards that eye of the needle
Love has appointed there
For a joining that is not easy.

Boccaccio, one of the earliest commentators on the Commedia, claimed that Dante was well acquainted with the sin of (heterosexual) lust, and thus was prone to sophisticated reflection on it. Other early readers detected his generosity, but found it suspect: one important anonymous commentary suggested that Dante was 'stained with this vice' because he is kindest to sinners whose sin he shares. Benvenuto da Imola simply thanked him for outing Latini and friends for the edification of posterity. Dante wasn't an anachronistic gay liberationist, but his earliest readers saw that there was something unusual in his treatment of sodomites; his poem is more than a gross condensing of contemporary dogmas.
Shakespeare, who has not lacked for gay readers, is more important to Malcolm's argument. He mentions a small cluster of classicising late 16th-century homoerotic verses, including Marlowe's frankly homophile Neptune in Hero and Leander and Richard Barnfield's Ganymede sonnets. It seems impossible not to add Shakespeare's sonnets to this group, but according to Malcolm the 'whole character of Shakespeare's work is very different'. Unlike the Barnfield sonnets, which seek sexual consummation, the Shakespearean sonnets take the erotic attraction (which the speaker 'explicitly eschews') as a predicate for meditation on 'age, youth, time, hope, regret, self-love, self-abnegation, possession, loss and so on'.
Many Shakespeareans have been discomfited by the sonnets. In the preface to his edition of 1964, Auden, in a gesture of characteristic cowardice, refused 'to secure our Top-Bard as a patron saint of the Homintern'. Coleridge thought the male addressee 'a purposed blind'. A contemptuous (but perceptive) early reader simply scrawled on his copy 'what a heap of wretched Infidel Stuff'. For Malcolm, the clincher is Sonnet 20, addressed to the 'master mistress of my passion', which laments that, since nature has 'pricked thee out for women's pleasure', he must abandon any attempt at sex. Not all readers have found this apparent naivety so convincing.
Making inferences about Shakespeare's sex life is a fool's game, and usually says more about the critic than the playwright. But Malcolm is unusually coy about whether he believes the sonnets to have been driven by any real erotic attachment, or whether they are only masterful uses of a convention. He is surely right that Shakespeare stretches the sonnet, which his plays sometimes mock, far beyond its conventional bounds for purposes that transcend the erotic. But Malcolm's particular focus on the act of sodomy, and his tendency to dissolve queer readings of Shakespeare into early modern friendship culture (this is also the basis for his dismissal of homoerotic readings of Coriolanus), obscures the sonnets' homophile intensity, which extends far beyond the sequence's early disclaimer: Shakespeare is tortured with sleeplessness and in bondage like a slave, a condition he both desires and deplores. C.S. Lewis, an honest reader, thought the language was 'too lover-like for ordinary male friendship', finding 'no real parallel to such language between friends in 16th-century literature'.
Given Forbidden Desire's careful exposure of premodern thinking about sexual inclination, it might surprise some readers that in its conclusion Malcolm comes out, moved by his evidence, as a 'moderate constructionist'. It shouldn't. Malcolm cites as his reason the 'significant difference' between modern understandings of sexuality and the 'same-sexuals' he discusses. As John Boswell observed when reflecting on the reception of his own work in the 1980s, advocates of either pure essentialism or pure constructionism mostly exist as straw men. Our own desire can strike us as alien and predictable by turn, make us seem fools or madmen, even to ourselves. Its hybrid character, our own and not our own, accounts for some of its fascination. If there is any lesson from history, it is that few sexual orthodoxies endure. Our own socio-sexual architecture, with its fissile taxonomy of identities and non-identities, its monogamies (absolute, conditional or hypocritical) and chaotic experiments in openness, might well strike future generations as quaint or barbaric.
So vast and learned a book deserves to change its field. The patterns it identifies will become a common heuristic for studies of sexuality in early modernity, and ought to inspire research into comparatively neglected Greek and Slavic sources, which might help substantiate Malcolm's suspicion that the Mediterranean pattern was a diminished survival of ancient pederasty, stripped of its social and affective components. (France, the only country to display both of Malcolm's patterns, also cries out for more attention.) Just as important, the book restores actual sex to its central position in a field which can lose itself dilating on the act's symbolic value as a marker of a vague, if politically agreeable, 'otherness'.
But sex is not all we are. It is Gianesino's gift of silks to his beloved, and Gregorio's insistence, stood in front of his powerful inquisitor, that he loves Gianesino, that lingers in the imagination. Bray remarked of his pioneering choice to write on 'homosexuality' in the Renaissance that contemporary terms - 'Ganymede, pathic, cinaedus, catamite, bugger, ingle, sodomite' - survived, if at all, as slurs. The types they refer to are mostly lost to us. Malcolm suggests that the 'limited and particular identities' of early modern sodomites might attune us to the 'different kinds of modern homosexual', though what these types may be, why the unitary category of 'homosexual' deserves such scepticism or what historical or political advantage there may be in breaking it apart, is left to the reader to imagine. It is possible to admire Malcolm's sceptical intelligence while wondering if his detachment has produced a monumental collection of individual cases, which provides the modern gay reader with his history while depriving him of an easy way to talk about it. As Crompton put it in his preface to Homosexuality and Civilisation, 'the sexual fact and the possibility of human love and devotion' remained constant over time, whatever the vocabulary. 'These "sodomites" were human beings with whom the modern gay man may claim brotherhood and the modern lesbian recognise as sisters.' Such an injunction might trouble the historian. But as Bray put it in the preface to his final book, readers can and will - and must - appropriate the past for themselves.
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Bring me bimagrumab
Liam Shaw

3873 wordsIn  1889 Charles-Edouard Brown-Sequard, a 72-year-old professor at the College de France, wrote a letter to the Lancet in which he reported the effects of injecting himself with guinea pig semen. The results were remarkable. He could once more lift heavy weights, no longer had to hold the banister when going down the stairs and his youthful vigour had returned in other areas too. 'After the first days of my experiments,' he wrote, 'I have had a greater improvement with regard to the expulsion of faecal matters than in any other function.'
Brown-Sequard's research was just one example of a late 19th-century fascination with organs and their rejuvenating secretions. The same year, other researchers reported that they could give a dog diabetes by surgically removing its pancreas, then reverse the condition by placing fragments of pancreas under the dog's skin. It seemed that the pancreas was responsible for exuding a mysterious substance into the blood. Diabetes was the absence of this secretion.
This was a welcome development. At the time, medicine could do little for people with the condition. Sufferers complained not only of constant hunger but of constant thirst, becoming dehydrated as their bodies voided pints of sweet-tasting urine. These symptoms had been recognised for thousands of years. Ancient Chinese texts describe 'the wasting thirst' (xiao ke) and Sanskrit medical authorities refer to 'honey urine' (madhumeha). In Greek, from which the modern name derives, diabetes was simply 'the siphon' (diabetes); one doctor in the second century ad wrote that 'the flow is incessant, like the opening of aqueducts.' In the 18th century a doctor in Liverpool, Mathew Dobson, showed that the sweetness of patients' urine resulted from high levels of sugar circulating in their blood. But the cause of the condition was mysterious, and long into the 19th century, the various speculative treatments - potatoes, oats, opium - did little to help.
The pancreas is present in all vertebrates. In humans, it is a salmon-coloured gland roughly the length of a dinner fork that sits behind the stomach, and without its crucial secretion the body of a diabetic behaves as if they are starving. The liver releases its stored sugar, sweetening the blood above a healthy level. But without insulin the sugar can't be used, so the starvation response continues, and the body resorts to burning fatty tissue for energy, turning the blood acidic and lacing the breath with the fruity smell of ketones. The surge of toxins in untreated diabetes typically kills patients within a few years of their first symptoms.
In the 1890s, researchers began injecting pancreatic extracts to cure diabetes in much the same manner that Brown-Sequard had trialled semen's restorative effects. But by 1914, one American doctor thought that chasing after a glandular cure had proved not only useless but harmful. His own treatment was simple: starvation. The aim was to keep a patient's blood sugar low, eking out their existence as long as possible on strict rations. One manual instructed doctors to begin with a diet of black coffee and whiskey, to 'keep the patient more comfortable while he is being starved'. Calibrated starvation did seem to extend some patients' lives, but it was uniformly awful and few could adhere to the regimen.
Faced with this horror, the pancreas and its secretions remained under active investigation. As biochemical methods became more precise, the eventual identification of the magical substance, insulin, was inevitable. What was far from inevitable was that it would be discovered in the early 1920s at the University of Toronto by a group of four scientists, only two of whom would be awarded the Nobel Prize, resulting in a bitter dispute that overshadowed their subsequent careers.
It was this dispute that first attracted the historian Michael Bliss to the story of insulin. In the account he learned at school, its discovery was a medical fairy tale whose knight errant was a young Canadian doctor called Frederick Banting. In 1920, while reading an article on diabetes, Banting had an epiphany about the way to isolate the sought-after pancreatic extract. He approached John Macleod, a biochemist at the university, who agreed to give him laboratory space to investigate his wild surmise. Banting was assisted by a student, Charles Best, and within a year they were keeping diabetic dogs alive with their extract. In 1922 Banting and Best tested it on humans, with miraculous effects. The following year, Banting and Macleod were recognised with a Nobel Prize. Banting shared his portion of the prize with Best; Macleod shared his portion with the biochemist James Collip, who had helped purify insulin.
That was the conventional account. But in the late 1960s, when Bliss was a graduate student in history, his older brother, a professor of physiology at McGill, had written to him with some gossip still going round Canadian medical circles - the kind of gossip that becomes 'more interesting after each round of drinks', according to Bliss. There were rumours of unpublished documents, untold stories, things that would only come to light after Best, the last of the four, had died. Bliss longed to know more, but it was only after Best's death in 1978 that he was able to access the glut of archival material - notebooks, memoranda, papers - and to persuade other scientists and researchers to give him their recollections (more than sixty did). The resulting book, The Discovery of Insulin, first published in 1982 and reissued in multiple editions, has rightly become a classic.
With access to original laboratory records from Banting and Best, Bliss found he was able to describe their experiments 'day by day and dog by dog'. But medical research was quite a departure from his previous academic expertise in business history, and he was anxious to get the details right. To make sure he could write accurately about removing a dog's pancreas, he arranged to watch a vet perform the procedure and was proud to have touched the pancreatic ducts himself. His book conveys the shambolic nature of Banting and Best's investigations, conducted in the relatively lawless world of 1920s medical experimentation. The dogs they used weren't bred for the laboratory, but procured on the street from dubious characters. There was no attempt at standardisation: operations were performed on a long-haired spotted hunter, a spaniel, a yellow collie, an Airedale and scores of others. Many of the dogs died through the incompetence of their vivisectionists - neither had performed a pancreatectomy before.
Toronto was also where the Canadian Anti-Vivisection Society held its first meeting, in July 1921. Banting and Best weren't mentioned, but just a few miles away they were operating on street dogs in a dingy room filled with 'heat and dirt and unbelievable stench'. It's possible they performed these operations without gloves, using their fingernails to scrape pancreas remnants away from the splenic artery. Opening up seven of the dogs to check their progress, they discovered that five of them would need to have their pancreatic ducts tied together again. By the end of the week, most were dead.
Over the next few months, their exciting but often demoralising work continued. The pair took to living in the laboratory, cooking steaks on a Bunsen burner and working through the night. As the summer dragged on, one dog began to blur into another, their chaotic numbering system making it hard to marshal their data into anything coherent. Bliss identifies multiple points where they misinterpreted their experiments and even failed to read their own graphs correctly.
In theory, pancreatic extracts were simple. Every trained anatomist was familiar with the islets of Langerhans, the tiny cell clusters in the pancreas believed to produce the secretion (or hormone) that controlled blood sugar. But in practice, any extract of the pancreas was a clotted gunk of proteins floating in miscellaneous juices. Even if the crucial hormone was present in this dirty mixture, injecting such an impure goop into the blood tended to produce side effects. Banting's late-night insight, scribbled in his notebook, had been that ligating the pancreatic ducts would protect the 'internal' secretion of the islets of Langerhans from degradation by other 'external' secretions. In this way, one would obtain a much purer extract. In an article published in February 1922, Banting and Best claimed that the extract produced after ligation was 100 per cent effective in lowering the blood sugar of dogs. This was an exaggeration - by Bliss's count their data suggested around 50 per cent. But more embarrassingly, Bliss points out that the success of their extract can have had nothing to do with the fiddly process of ligation: Banting's idea was reasonable, but wrong. The important step was the subsequent biochemical purification, meaning that equally good results could be obtained with extracts of the whole unligated pancreas. Banting and Best seemed to realise this, because they eventually abandoned ligation in their experiments. But for the rest of his life, Banting clung onto his epiphany, continuing to credit it as the pivotal moment without ever acknowledging that he had been wrong.
Bliss shows that Banting and Best were not proceeding rationally. But this doesn't mean that their fumbling was incomprehensible. Each dog was a real dog, its blood sugar really did rise and fall, and Bliss argues that if we want to understand how insulin was discovered we must follow exactly what Banting and Best knew at each stage. The approach is gripping, because the reader knows that this misinformed picaresque led to one of modern medicine's greatest discoveries. The picture that emerges is far from any neatly circumscribed scientific method. As Paul Feyerabend wrote in Against Method (1975), 'even a law-and-order science will succeed only if anarchistic moves are occasionally allowed to take place.' Bliss doesn't quite say it, but Banting may have accelerated the discovery of insulin precisely because of his sloppiness and egotism.
Macleod, who had encouraged Banting and made the work possible, soon became the subject of his ire after daring to question his results. Their relationship soured. Macleod handed over the problem of making a purer pancreatic extract to Collip, a talented biochemist spending a sabbatical year at Toronto. In January 1922, Collip succeeded in making a highly potent form with his own method, which it seems he refused to share with the ambitious and paranoid Banting (things went so badly at one meeting that there may have been a physical fight). In the aftermath, Banting nearly imploded. He started drinking himself into oblivion, stealing alcohol from the laboratory when he couldn't afford to buy it, and told Best he was going to quit the whole enterprise. Best persuaded him to stay.
Despite these difficulties, the work at Toronto moved quickly onto human patients with promising results. In May 1922, Macleod presented the team's findings to the Association of American Physicians. Several people in the audience had been experimenting with extracts themselves, and were probably just months away from the same discovery. But this was the first time the wider scientific community heard about insulin, and the response was electrifying.
In Toronto, Collip and his team were struggling to produce enough insulin to meet the rapidly rising demands. The US pharmaceutical firm Eli Lilly offered their services and, after some reluctance, the university entered into a licensing agreement. It felt it had little choice. As a representative from Lilly pointed out, the demand for insulin was going to be immense, far beyond what a university could provide. It was crucial for a responsible pharmaceutical company to be involved from the start, because of the risk of 'attempts on the part of unprincipled individuals to victimise the public'.
In  2017, Alec Smith turned 26. He had been diagnosed with diabetes a couple of years earlier and, like millions of people around the world, was now dependent on insulin. But turning 26 meant he was no longer covered by his mother's health insurance. He'd just moved out of the family home in Minnesota to a new apartment when he went to collect his monthly prescription and got a shock: the bill was $1300. Alec didn't have that kind of money, so he left the pharmacy without it. Rather than asking his family for help, he decided to ration his remaining insulin until payday. It was a fatal decision. When his body was found, the insulin pen he used was empty.
Who killed Alec Smith? At the time of his death, insulin's global market was still, as it had been for decades, dominated by three companies: Novo Nordisk, Sanofi and Eli Lilly. All three can trace their history of insulin production back to 1923, securing a reliable customer base in the millions of people who needed it to survive. Bliss's last lecture before his retirement in 2006 was to the 900-strong insulin sales force at Lilly. As Chris Feudtner writes in Bittersweet (2013), injectable insulin transformed diabetes into a chronic rather than a fatal disease. But as well as becoming crucial for those unable to make insulin, like Alec Smith (type 1 diabetics), the drug had also become an important part of managing type 2 diabetes, a slower condition where the body grows less responsive to the body's natural insulin. In the 1920s, diabetes probably affected around one in a hundred people worldwide. Today, one in nine people have it. Although rates of type 1 diabetes have increased slightly, that rise is almost all due to type 2, which is closely associated with obesity.
Until the late 1970s, production of insulin still relied on extracts from pig pancreases, offcuts of the meat trade. (Pig insulin is almost identical to human insulin.) Two tonnes of pig pancreas produces just eight ounces of insulin, and Eli Lilly needed to process 56 million carcasses a year to meet demand. With the rise of recombinant DNA technology, it became possible to envisage making insulin from bacteria instead. In 1978 the company Genentech was the first to succeed, working out of a rented warehouse shared with a distributor of porn videos. By smuggling a modified gene into E. coli on an engineered loop of DNA, they turned bacteria into tiny factories that swelled to bursting with insulin.
In 1996, Lilly released a genetically modified form of insulin called Humalog that was even faster-acting in the bloodstream: its protein sequence had been altered to prevent it sticking together in clumps. Humalog was a modest medical advance compared to the discovery of insulin itself, but it permitted a different patent. Many other minor changes followed, and each new patent gave manufacturers a new twenty-year exclusivity period. Insulin diversified from one substance into a family of brand-name medicines, each encircled by a thicket of intellectual property. New delivery devices - pens and pumps rather than syringes - could all be covered by separate patents too.
Despite there being no patent on insulin itself, its three early manufacturers now enjoyed unchallenged dominance. And despite the promise that genetic engineering would lead to falling costs, the price of insulin in the US only rose. In 1996, a 10 ml vial of Humalog cost around $40 in today's money. But over the following years its market value began to climb. Between 2012 and 2016 it almost doubled, eventually reaching more than $300 - ten times the cost in Britain.
In the face of widespread criticism, insulin manufacturers protested that to speak of the price was misleading. As patients were reliant on insulin, the manufacturers in turn were reliant on the distributors who bought their products and acted as middlemen, selling them on to healthcare systems. These middlemen had realised they too could abuse this monopoly by encouraging the Big Three to bid for favourable placement in their inventory. The manufacturers paid the middlemen ever increasing kickbacks for this privilege, delivered legally as rebates on the price of the insulin they sold. All this meant that while the 'list' price of insulin kept climbing, the amount that the manufacturers were paid after rebates remained relatively stable.
This argument neglected to mention that the companies had a strategy of price-matching their rivals. In late 2014, Lilly executives had privately earmarked 3 December as the date they would raise the price of Humalog by 9.9 per cent. But Novo Nordisk got there first, announcing its own year-end price increase of 9.9 per cent a few weeks earlier. Internal emails show that Enrique Conterno, the president of Lilly Diabetes, was emphatic: 'Let's compensate by taking [our] price increase earlier ... I think we should push for it asap.' If they waited, the distributors would stock up at Lilly's current price, harming future profits. After a flurry of emails on Friday, 21 November, Lilly's prices went up on the Monday.
In the last decade, anger over insulin pricing made this practice politically untenable. In 2023, Lilly announced it was dropping the price of Humalog in the US to $66. But a recent survey reported that 20 per cent of Americans with diabetes had rationed insulin in the last year, compared to none in Britain, Sweden or Germany. The US is an outlier, but insulin's robust oligopoly has persisted worldwide. Medecins Sans Frontieres estimate that the cost to manufacture insulin for a typical patient for a year is less than PS100. The median global price is at least double this, and newer insulin medicines are many times more expensive still. Other smaller companies sell insulin, and in theory others can join the market whenever they like, but the dominance of the Big Three continues.
The treatment  of diabetes has never been dependent on insulin alone, and in the century since Banting and Best's experiments scientific knowledge has expanded its scope further. The pancreas also produces another molecule, glucagon, which acts to increase blood sugar. In the early 1980s, researchers worked to identify the gene that encoded glucagon. In humans, that meant isolating the fraction of cells responsible for making it from within the islets of Langerhans - a challenging prospect, as Banting and Best had found. Instead, biochemists turned to the American anglerfish, a wide-gaped fish of spectacular ugliness whose glucagon-producing cells are stored in big fleshy lumps. The glucagon gene was discovered, but the same region of the genome also encoded two other hormones. These were given the name 'glucagon-like peptides', GLP-1 and GLP-2, and appeared to be intimately involved in the feedback mechanisms relating to food. Levels of GLP-1 peaked soon after eating, passing on a message to the pancreas to reduce glucagon and increase insulin, ready for the expected rise in blood sugar.
Insulin lasts for hours in the bloodstream, GLP-1 just minutes. This meant it couldn't serve as a reliable drug. But other researchers had been pursuing similarly structured molecules that would have more long-lasting effects. They found them in another unlikely animal, the Gila monster - a black and yellow venomous lizard that lives in the deserts and scrublands of Mexico and the American Southwest. A protein extracted from its spit eventually led to an approved drug for type 2 diabetes called Byetta, first sold in 2005. Many patients loved it, calling it Lizzie in honour of its reptilian origin. Lizzie and other GLP-1-like molecules had more complex effects than insulin. In 1996, researchers had discovered that injecting GLP-1 into the brains of starved rats stopped them eating. Somehow, GLP-1 made their huge appetites evaporate. This reduction in appetite meant that medicines such as Lizzie could lead to rapid weight loss. There was an obvious potential double application for GLP-1-based drugs to treat not just diabetes but obesity.
It took years of research, but the world's biggest insulin manufacturers were at the head of the pack. After Novo Nordisk launched Ozempic to treat type 2 diabetes in 2018, patients started to use it for weight loss too, and a higher dose of the same drug was soon approved as Wegovy. In 2022, Lilly launched Mounjaro for type 2 diabetes, and the following year it was approved for weight loss as Zepbound. More than a hundred other anti-obesity drugs are currently in development, including pills as well as injections. Not all will make it to patients, but in the next few years Lilly hopes to win approval for a trio of new drugs with goblin-like names: retatrutide, orforglipron and bimagrumab. Novo Nordisk is also pursuing new products, including one that targets the cannabinoid receptor responsible for the munchies (the hope is that blocking it will have the opposite effect).
The potential market for these drugs is enormous. In the UK alone, nearly two-thirds of people aged over 35 are currently classed as overweight or obese, and many would like to be thinner. More than 1.6 million people in the UK have taken GLP-1 drugs in the last year, nearly all of whom buy them privately despite the cost. Health economists have argued for universal access, since according to standard metrics the huge costs of such a move would be more than offset by the downstream benefits. We are only in the opening throes of the transformation these new medicines will effect. Sectors from retail to hospitality are modifying their business plans for a new, thinner clientele. And because GLP-1 drugs seem not only to reduce appetite but to reconfigure the palate towards bitter and fresh tastes, nervous junk food manufacturers are experimenting with low-calorie, high-protein milkshakes and reformulated frozen meals that will hit the spot.
A Nobel Prize for GLP-1 drugs in the next few years seems certain. Among the many thousands of scientists who contributed to the research, much of it publicly funded, some are already jostling for position. The contrast with insulin a century before is stark. Science has changed since the days of Banting and Best, and future historians of science will have the unenviable task of charting their narrative not through personal notebooks but by navigating a blizzard of papers from large teams where the role of any individual is hard to establish. Does that matter? Even in the case of insulin, Bliss thinks that without the Toronto researchers somebody else would have discovered it within a few years, and quite possibly within months.
The apportioning of credit and blame is a human instinct, even when we know the story is usually more complicated. Before insulin, doctors found themselves blaming diabetic patients for not following their starvation diets. More than a century later, people continue to be blamed for being fat even as our scientific understanding of metabolism has become more nuanced. We know that modern food systems drive people into obesity and we have a better understanding of the intricate hormonal signals of hunger and satiety - signals that can be harmful to our health but excruciating to ignore. GLP-1 drugs offer to cut this Gordian knot. Even leaving aside the uncertain long-term side effects, there are reasons for concern. Tens of millions of people are set to become dependent on a handful of the world's largest companies. The power of these companies already exceeds anything their founders would have imagined - or desired. In 1923, Nordisk was set up by a Danish scientist to manufacture insulin for patients across Europe, with all profits ploughed into a charitable foundation. Although the foundation still holds most of the voting rights, the company is now majority-owned by outside investors, including BlackRock and Morgan Stanley. In 2023, thanks to sales of Wegovy, Novo Nordisk's market value briefly exceeded the GDP of Denmark.
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At MoMA
Wifredo Lam Reconsidered
Tony Wood

2645 wordsThe Cuban artist  Wifredo Lam's best-known work, La jungla (1942-43), is a riotous and unsettling painting. Measuring nearly eight feet by seven-and-a-half, it features a series of anthropomorphic figures standing amid dense green vegetation. They are long-limbed, with outsize feet and curving buttocks; parts of faces, somewhere between stylised human and totemic animal, float above their torsos; three of the figures have plump fruity breasts attached to their bodies, while two have scrotum-like appendages on their chins. In the upper right of the painting, a hand holds up a pair of shears; at the lower left, a face is attached to one of the figure's shins, perhaps a parasite or just another piece of its fantastical anatomy.
[image: ]'La jungla' (1942-43)




Many have interpreted the figures in La jungla as representing the orishas, the guardian spirits of Afro-Cuban spirituality, and the painting itself as a celebration of the African component of Lam's heritage: his mother was of Spanish and African descent, his father Chinese. Yet unlike many of Lam's other works, La jungla doesn't make direct references to African traditions, and its deliberate ambiguity of tone - at once spectral and fleshy, sensual and comic - resists any straightforward reading. Lam himself was coy about its meaning. Towards the end of his life, in 1981, he referred to it as a 'self-portrait'. 'You only have to look at it, it's me,' he said. But the painting also seems intended to parody the Western fetishisation of colonised people's bodies and cultures. In 1950, the Cuban anthropologist Fernando Ortiz described the buttocks of the figures in La jungla as embodying 'Cuba's sensual mulatto nature', yet they seem (at least to me) to send up that stereotype. When asked about them decades later, Lam deadpanned: 'I put the large buttocks there as a volume corresponding to the diagonal on which the weight of the composition rests.'
MoMA acquired La jungla in 1945, and between 1946 and 1988 it hung in the museum's lobby - a prominent location but also a liminal one that perhaps implied some unease over what exactly the painting was doing. For the poet and critic John Yau, the painting's placement signalled its exclusion from the canon and by the same token Lam's secondary status as a mere follower of Picasso or an imitator of Surrealism. MoMA's current retrospective, When I Don't Sleep, I Dream (until 12 April), is the largest yet devoted to Lam, and is clearly designed to rectify this marginalisation. The new English translation of Jacques Leenhardt's 2009 monograph on Lam adds further impetus to that effort (Thames and Hudson, PS55).
Born in the sugar-producing town of Sagua la Grande in 1902, the year Cuba finally attained full independence, Lam moved to Havana in his late teens and began making art. In 1923, he received a scholarship to study in Madrid and spent the next fifteen years there, working at first on painstakingly dense pencil portraits - Durer was an early influence - as well as landscapes and self-portraits in oil. The wry deployment of ethnic stereotypes is evident from early on: Sol (1925) shows a languid, semi-reclining Lam dressed in a Chinese silk gown and holding a fan. While in Spain he also absorbed Cubism, though his palette was often brighter: an untitled work from 1937 shows two seated female figures, faces and bodies deconstructed into an assemblage of planes and curves in yellow, green, purple and a rich chalky blue.
In 1931, Lam lost both his wife and one-year-old son to tuberculosis, a tragedy that shadows later works such as the faceless Mother and Child (1939). He began to frequent leftist circles, meeting Federico Garcia Lorca and other socialist intellectuals. When the Civil War began, he enlisted in the Republican army and fought in the defence of Madrid. While convalescing from an illness contracted in a Republican munitions plant, Lam painted La guerra civil ('The Civil War'), in which a morass of figures and body parts tangle, and rifle stocks point at various angles towards the centre of the painting. In the lower section, three female figures emerge more clearly, hunched in grief over a prone body; behind them, a woman carrying a child confronts an impassive soldier. The palette here is more subdued, the background a faded beige: La guerra civil was painted on sheets of kraft paper glued together, and Lam left much of the surface untreated.
In the late 1930s and early 1940s, Lam used kraft paper out of necessity, but later he frequently returned to it out of choice, and would often use commercial paint thinned with turpentine rather than oils. The untreated surface contributed to another shift in his method: a blurring of the relation between figure and ground, which creates a sense of spatial unmooring. In La guerra civil, the ground on which the conflict is unfolding - physical and political - is solid enough, but his later work often seems to suspend the laws of gravity, the feet and arms of his spectral figures floating towards the edges of the frame.
In 1938, Lam moved to Paris, where he befriended Picasso. The latter's influence is clear in such works as Tete (1940), where the large oval of a face is segmented by a long wedge of a nose, the mouth and one eye simplified into horizontal lines. The fall of Paris in June 1940 forced Lam to join the exodus to Marseille and he became close with the Surrealists: Andre Breton, Max Ernst and Benjamin Peret were among those also waiting for an exit visa. At first through the collective drawing game of 'exquisite corpse' and then in a stream of ink drawings, Lam unleashed a burst of fantastical forms: combinations of human and animal anatomy flow into plants and chairs, nipples and nodules protrude from bodies, teeth and eyes appear in unexpected places. While Surrealism clearly played a role in unlocking these forms, he also seems to be playing a characteristic double game, edging back and forth between something that looks like a symbolic language and the gleeful play of autonomous forms.
In March 1941, Lam was able to leave Marseille, making his way to the Caribbean on board the Capitaine Paul-Lemerle. Quarantined in Vichy-controlled Martinique for a month, Lam met Aime Cesaire, forging what would become a lifelong friendship; two years later, Lam illustrated the Spanish translation of Cesaire's Cahier d'un retour au pays natal, the first of many collaborations. Cesaire, for his part, wrote some of the earliest critical assessments of Lam's work, finding in it a visual counterpart for his own condemnations of colonialism and re-engagement with African cultures. Lam often asked his friends to give titles to his paintings, and it was Cesaire who put a new name to a gouache from 1938 of a weeping, dark-skinned woman, her face broken into geometric blocks of colour. In 1961, he titled it Madame Lumumba, after the wife of the Congolese leader assassinated earlier that year.
In August 1941, Lam returned to Cuba - a difficult homecoming. 'What I saw on my return was like some sort of hell,' he said, referring to the country's semi-colonised status and pervasive corruption, which for Lam extended to the commodification of Afro-Cuban music and dance. 'I refused to paint cha-cha-cha,' he told Max-Pol Fouchet in 1976. Yet he found a way out of this apparent impasse: between 1942 and 1949 he produced some four hundred paintings. The breakthrough of La jungla comes after a series of works in which Lam was developing a new idiom; all feature anthropomorphic figures which loom out of tropical vegetation. The speed with which he was working is fully apparent: in parts of La jungla the thinned-down paint has run a few inches, giving the painting an air of hastiness that is at odds with the density of its composition and its monumental scale.
These formal developments seemed to reflect a shift in purpose that perhaps explains La jungla's ambiguous power. In his interview with Fouchet, Lam noted that on his return to Cuba, he wanted 'to paint the drama of my country, but by thoroughly expressing the negro spirit, the beauty of the plastic art of the blacks'. In this way, he added, 'I could act as a Trojan horse that would spew forth hallucinating figures with the power to surprise, to disturb the dreams of the exploiters.'
According to Cesaire, what Lam's paintings carried was a 'cargo of revolt': 'men full of leaves, of sprouting sexual organs, growing topsy-turvy, hieratical and tropical: gods'. Many of his works from this period incorporate elements from African and Afro-Caribbean religions: Le Sombre Malembo, Dieu du carrefour (1943) includes a horned face that seems intended to represent the Yoruba deity Eleggua, god of the crossroads. Mofumbe and Omi Obini (both 1943) are like Cubist portraits of orishas, the former against a backdrop of dazzling spatters of colour, the latter standing in front of a wall of multicoloured vegetation. These spiritual motifs were familiar to Lam: his godmother, Ma' Antonica Wilson, had been a priestess of the Lucumi religion. His return to Cuba coincided with a growing interest in Afro-Cuban traditions, and Lam became close to some of its leading proponents, including the anthropologists Fernando Ortiz and Lydia Cabrera. In 1946 he travelled to Haiti to exhibit some recent paintings and while there attended Vodou ceremonies, which by all accounts exerted a powerful influence on him. (And on others: Breton apparently felt sick afterwards, leading Lam to make fun of his earlier enthusiasm for 'convulsive beauty'.)
Even as he deploys African and Afro-Caribbean spiritual motifs, however, Lam transforms and adapts them. There are drawings that echo the formal language of veves, the ritual tracery of Vodou, and then there is the enigmatic figure of the femme-cheval, the horse-headed woman, which first appears in a painting of the same name in 1948. In Vodou ceremonies, the person being possessed by a given deity is referred to as a 'horse' who is 'mounted', making the femme-cheval a kind of freeze-frame of this transitory fusion of the human and the divine. It also speaks to Lam's own experience of in-betweenness. While in Haiti, he met the artist Hector Hyppolite, who rejected the idea of a direct African influence on Lam's work by assigning it to another part of his heritage: Lam did not paint 'African symbols, he paints Chinese ones'. Later in 1946, Lam returned to Europe and expressed another sense of dislocation: he wrote to his second wife, Helena Holzer, that 'here I feel that I am a sham, like some exotic being (branded, as it were), like a Negro or Oceanic statue from the Pacific, it doesn't matter where from, but whose transplanted being becomes here a sterile product, a weird museum object.'
Yet what felt inauthentic in Europe was central to Lam's understanding of his own work in Cuba. He referred to a 'desire to include in my painting all the transculturation that had occurred in Cuba' - using a term coined by Ortiz to describe the island's fusion of cultures. The ingredients Lam identified included 'the native population, the Spanish, the Africans, the Chinese, French immigrants, pirates', adding: 'I claim all this past for myself.' Where others might seek to meld these components into a harmonious synthesis - Ortiz used the metaphor of an ajiaco, a stew - Lam kept them in tension, leaving their incongruities unresolved.
After Fulgencio Batista seized power in 1952, Lam settled in Paris and would spend most of the rest of his life in France and Italy. Many of his works from the late 1940s and early 1950s retain the anthropomorphic figures of previous years but with a much more sombre palette: La Rumeur de la terre (1950) features white and grey wing-like entities floating amid huge black angular forms, all against a dark brown backdrop. Lam's largest work on paper also dates from this time: Grande Composition (1949), some ten feet by fourteen, is populated by the familiar long-limbed, human-animal hybrids - bodies sprouting horse tails, hooves, breasts and horns. He leaves the kraft paper bare, filling in the background with charcoal; pencil lines are visible across much of the surface, as if the work were still in progress or the thought behind it incomplete. In overall effect, Grande Composition is reminiscent of Picasso's Guernica. But what crime is being committed here, what battle being fought out? A more ambiguous drama is unfolding, and Lam's deployment of elements from multiple traditions - the mask-like faces seem to draw equally on African and Oceanic art - points again to the slow process of 'transculturation', with its combination of conflict and absorption.
[image: ]'Grande Composition' (1949)




In the late 1950s, Lam developed a new formal vocabulary in a series of large abstract works known as the 'Brousse paintings'. These lack any figurative element: instead we see dense thickets of angular forms, occasionally flecked with white or dashed through with other colours. The 'bush' of the title refers to the vegetation characteristic of much of rural Cuba, a tangled, swampy undergrowth called manigua. Celebrated in national mythology as the terrain of Cuba's independence struggles, at the time it would also have evoked Fidel Castro's guerrilla struggle against Batista.
The Brousse paintings are the only occasion where the MoMA exhibition refers, even obliquely, to the Cuban Revolution. Given the ongoing US blockade of Cuba, this is perhaps not surprising; notably, the exhibition features no works loaned from Cuba, which would almost certainly have been confiscated by US authorities. Still, the silence is puzzling given Lam's strong public support for the revolution. He called a 1958 painting Sierra Maestra in homage to the mountains where Castro's rebellion began, and visited Havana regularly from the early 1960s onwards, giving interviews to outlets such as Bohemia. El tercer mundo (1965-66) was painted on site for the Museo Nacional de Bellas Artes and Lam contributed to a huge mural titled Cuba colectiva. When his health began to fail in 1980, he returned to Cuba for treatment, and after his death in Paris in 1982 his ashes were interred in Havana's Colon Cemetery, after a state funeral presided over by Castro.
The elision of the Cuban Revolution becomes especially glaring given the prominence the exhibition gives to the theme of decolonisation. Lam's connection with Cesaire is rightly emphasised. But the political upshot of their shared anti-colonialism appears reduced here to a generalised anti-racism and, as the curators of the exhibition put it, a commitment to 'making space for diasporic culture'. The idea that decolonisation might amount to something more concrete and radical than this, and that the Cuban Revolution might have been an example of it, doesn't seem to enter the frame. But it's clear that Lam saw it in these terms: he painted El tercer mundo while the Tricontinental Conference - including delegates from Africa, Asia and the Americas - was taking place in Havana, connecting Cuba's struggle against US imperialism to those of recently independent states against their former colonisers. The painting's vertiginous dissolution of perspective - gravity is again suspended, allowing a jumble of spectral figures to drift up and down and across the frame - might well depict a world finally unloosed from its imperial moorings.
Lam described his work as 'an act of decolonisation, not physical but mental'. The phrase is frequently quoted by critics and is cited in the exhibition to support its claim for Lam's contemporaneity. Less often mentioned is the fact that those words are taken from an interview published in Bohemia in 1980, in which he also insisted that 'I would like people everywhere to be well aware of my solidarity with and confidence in the Cuban Revolution.' For Lam, mental decolonisation wasn't disconnected from the political kind; the two unfolded in tandem, and Cuba was carrying it out in the political sphere just as he was in the artistic one.
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Among the Private Spies
Vadim Nikitin

5010 words'The name's Steele, Christopher Steele.' That's the way a former MI6 operative who wrote the notorious dossier alleging collusion between Trump and Putin introduced himself at a debate at the Cambridge Union last October. 'And as you can see, sir,' he told the union president to giggles from the audience, 'tonight I've come dressed in my usual work clothes: black dinner jacket and the signature James Bond Omega watch.'
Less than a week later, Steele was denounced as a 'reputation-mauler for hire' and faced the prospect of ruinous legal action over allegedly feeding an MP knowingly false claims that a British businessman was a Kremlin agent. His investigations business, Orbis, was already reeling from spending $800,000 to see off a lawsuit from the US president over the dossier, and had recently suffered a huge exodus of staff. But that evening, Steele was determined to have fun. Reminiscing about his presidency of the union as a student in the 1980s, he hammed up his status as spymaster turned democratic crusader. It was an image Steele had perfected over years of largely uncritical media interviews (down to the quip about the watch), and it's the image he presents in Unredacted, a self-exculpatory and score-settling memoir in which he represents himself as a truth-seeker standing up to a clueless cross-Atlantic establishment.
Steele was born on a UK military base in Aden and spent time as a child at RAF Akrotiri in Cyprus - the base for British reconnaissance flights over Gaza, and in the news again after being attacked during the US-Israeli war on Iran - where his father worked as a climatologist for the British army. After studying social and political sciences at Cambridge, he unsuccessfully interviewed for a newspaper job and failed the civil service exam before being recruited into the secret intelligence service. Steele joined MI6's Russia desk in 1987, just as Gorbachev was launching perestroika. Three years later, at the age of 25, he was posted to Moscow as second secretary at the British Embassy - a Foreign Office cover. The year after that, the Soviet Union collapsed. In 1993 he returned to London.
During his next posting, in Paris, Steele's cover was blown after a list of more than a hundred MI6 agents working in embassies around the world was leaked on the internet. This public outing put paid to his career as a field agent. After his posting to Paris ended, Steele claims to have been appointed head of the MI6 Russia desk in London. By 2009, he had resigned and founded a business intelligence consultancy called Orbis with Chris Burrows, who was also on the leaked list.
In its first few years, Orbis kept a low profile in London's crowded field of private intelligence companies. That changed in 2016 when Steele was reportedly paid $168,000 by an American firm called Fusion GPS to investigate Donald Trump, who had recently won the Republican presidential nomination. Fusion GPS was founded by Glenn Simpson and Peter Fritsch, former reporters for the Wall Street Journal who had made their careers out of delving into Russian corruption. The project was originally commissioned by a conservative news outlet, the Washington Free Beacon, but ended up being financed by Hillary Clinton's campaign.
The result was a collection of brief reports asserting links between Trump's team and Russia. The dossier claimed that the 'Russian regime has been cultivating, supporting and assisting TRUMP for at least 5 years', and that 'he and his inner circle have accepted a regular flow of intelligence from the Kremlin, including on his Democratic and other political rivals.' What made the dossier infamous was its declaration that, as a result of his 'perverted sexual acts which have been arranged/monitored by the FSB', the Russian state security service 'has compromised Trump through his activities in Moscow sufficiently to be able to blackmail him'. But the most damaging allegation by far concerned 'evidence of extensive conspiracy between TRUMP's campaign team and [the] Kremlin' - evidence that the dossier glaringly failed to provide.
In May 2017, Robert Mueller, the former head of the FBI, was appointed special counsel to oversee the official investigation into Russia's alleged interference in the 2016 election. After nearly two years of exhaustive research, the Mueller Report found no evidence that Trump and his team had engaged in conspiracy or co-ordination with Moscow to interfere with the outcome of the 2016 election. However, the investigation did establish that the Russian government 'perceived it would benefit from a Trump presidency and worked to secure that outcome', and that Trump had tried to impede the investigation.
Neither Mueller's investigation nor any other probe found evidence to support the dossier's other key allegations: the existence of the so-called 'pee tape' of prostitutes supposedly hired by Trump to urinate on the bed Obama had used on a visit to Moscow; that Trump's personal lawyer Michael Cohen had travelled to Prague for secret briefings with Kremlin officials and hackers; that another Trump staffer had discussed sanctions relief at a meeting with Igor Sechin, the head of Russia's state-owned oil company, Rosneft; or that Trump had somehow been 'cultivated' by the Russian secret services.
Nevertheless, Steele has doggedly stood by the dossier. 'Our 2016 Trump-Russia reporting has not been "discredited",' he writes in Unredacted, quoting his own statement on X. 'In fact its main tenets continue to hold up well and almost no detail has been disproven.' But its core assertions remain contested and unproven. Such was the amount of uncorroborated and implausible information in the dossier that many experts, including the former CIA officer Daniel Hoffman and Ben Macintyre, a journalist who has written books on Russian espionage, suspected that it was itself a product of Russian disinformation.
Why was the dossier so shoddy, and why, despite this, did it command such influence? Steele's own apparent lack of expertise may be relevant here. He makes much of his linguistic prowess, boasting of having read Anna Karenina in the original 'in two volumes from cover to cover', yet he has a shakier grasp of Russian than he claims. He mentions, for instance, a chance encounter with Gorbachev he says he had while serving as a junior spy in Moscow. When asked by Gorbachev, who was on his way to a meeting with John Major, what he did for a living, he claims to have answered: 'I follow you very closely.' Alas, the formulation he includes in the text, 'Ia slieduiu vas ochien' blizko,' is a clumsily literal translation that makes little grammatical sense. One former employee of Steele's I spoke to described his grasp of Russian as 'tragicomic'.
These are pedantic observations. But they underscore the fact that, for all his purported expertise, Steele possesses no academic background in Russian studies, lived there continuously for just three years of a 22-year career and, by his own admission, hasn't visited the country since 2009. Significantly, at no point in his government service is he likely to have line-managed Russian field agents to any great extent - he would have been too junior in 1990 and too senior in 2006-9. And it is field agents, whether spies or subcontractors, who provide the critical raw information that differentiates human-led intelligence from the mass of much cheaper open-source research. Others in the business intelligence sector have cast doubt on Steele's analytic abilities - a shortcoming that may have led him to place unjustified trust in unverified reports from his sources. 'He's very bad at distinguishing truth from fiction,' one industry figure told me. 'That's why we didn't hire him.'
Beyond  the question of Steele's competence, the structure of the business intelligence sector shares the blame for the dossier's deficiencies. Steele frequently writes about the 'collectors' or 'head agents' whom Orbis hires to conduct its research. Such labels deliberately evoke the hard glamour of spycraft. In fact, these 'collectors' are simply subcontractors who, in turn, often pay their own sources for relevant information, which becomes ever more corrupted as it travels down the line. Many firms are founded by former spies, but few subcontractors are former intelligence agents, and those who claim to be are treated with suspicion. Some collectors run their own small firms, creating yet another layer of subcontractors.
At the business intelligence companies where I worked for several years, our subs tended to be bilingual 'knowledge workers' from think tanks and NGOs, freelance journalists, PhD students or former PhD students: in other words, those inhabiting the no man's land between academia and the 'real world', between Russia and the West, between youth and adulthood, between journalism and being a gun for hire. They are often highly educated people who for one reason or another have left the paths followed by their friends and university roommates: from the Gubkin University of Oil and Gas to Gazprom, from the Moscow State Institute of International Relations to parliamentary aide or second secretary at a Russian embassy, from the Plekhanov Russian University of Economics to an oligarch-owned tech company. Since the banning of the late Alexei Navalny's opposition network, many of his former activists, dispersed across Eastern Europe and needing to make a living, have become collectors.
What does the job mean in practice? As soon as a client's project is taken on, often involving the investigation of a commercial rival, we start calling round the subs to see who has the relevant expertise and capacity. Usually, they receive about a fifth of the amount the company charges to the client. For routine projects, that's between PS2000 and PS4000. For that sum, the sub is expected to deliver preferably verbatim commentary from between five and ten sources - known as human intelligence or HUMINT - alongside public records research, such as obtaining court filings and cadastral records.
What happens next varies from sub to sub but tends to involve the following. The sub rings up their contacts - friends, family members, former colleagues, ex or would-be lovers - and potentially offers them a cut of the fee if they or someone they know can say something about the subject of the investigation. Sometimes, the sub uses their income to keep a few people on retainer. Then it's a race against time for the sub to secure the requisite number of source comments within the usual two to three-week deadline. Because they are generally paid per source, subs are incentivised to pass along all commentary, including things they suspect to be hearsay or even false. The most diligent compensate for shoddy content with detailed caveats. But many do not.
No subcontractor willingly reveals the identities of their primary sources to the analyst at the firm, who in turn often conceals the existence of the subcontractors to the client (though it is an open secret that business intelligence consultants do not usually conduct their own primary source work). The commentary found in business intelligence reports is thus several degrees removed from its original source, which is, in any case, unknowable to the commissioning analyst, just as it is to the client. All this makes such intelligence essentially unverifiable.
When I commissioned a sub to conduct source inquiries, I could never be entirely sure that they hadn't at least partly made them up. The best way to guard against this is to triangulate the research from several different subs and sense-check it through extensive research in public records. In practice, however, deadlines and budgets are almost always too tight to allow such fastidiousness. It's sometimes possible to spot signs of sloppiness or subterfuge: one sub became notorious for lifting 'intelligence' wholesale from Facebook walls; another would procure quotes from supposedly well-placed sources which, after some research, were more often than not found to resemble parts of articles published in local papers.
But even the most reliable subs aren't above massaging or padding out their reports, sometimes as a consequence of unreasonable demands by clients. One of our clients once insisted on a minimum of ten sources in a highly complex and urgent report. Against the odds, my sub delivered the work, to the client's great satisfaction. Months later, he confessed that while all the quotes were real, he had spoken to only four sources and 'cloned' the rest to comply with the request. I kept this information to myself.
'The team at Orbis,' Steele writes, 'had acquired - and retains - reliable direct access to Russian sources, allowing us to illuminate the workings of Vladimir Putin's autocratic and closed regime.' In reality, for the dossier Steele relied primarily on a single sub, a Russian-American researcher called Igor Danchenko. Before joining Orbis, Danchenko had worked as a senior research analyst at the Brookings Institution, where he distinguished himself by uncovering signs of plagiarism in Putin's university dissertation in economic science. A lawyer by training, Danchenko is an expert in Russian energy politics and came to Steele highly recommended by Fiona Hill, once Trump's Russia adviser and now the chancellor of Durham University.
It's surprising that I had never met Danchenko. We both come from remote Russian cities (Murmansk for me, Perm for him) and served time as researchers at Washington DC think tanks in the 2000s before stumbling into business intelligence, mainly for lack of better options. Iggy, as he is widely known, has worked with several of my former colleagues in London and the US. They praised his diligence and were horrified by the toll the dossier had taken on his life: unmasked by an anonymous blogger in 2017, he was later charged with lying about his sources to the FBI but was eventually acquitted in October 2022. The ordeal left him financially broken and all but unemployable.
Steele 'supported me after I won', Danchenko told me. 'But before that, I was alone. Nobody stood by me, apart from my wife and literally two friends.' Steele had broken off contact once the dossier was published. 'My wife thinks that he could have found a way to pass on a small message, to say "Take care, man," just to do a human thing,' Danchenko said. 'But he acted like a true spy. He broke all communication. So as not to expose anyone. And so did I.' Danchenko spent nearly five hours talking to me on the phone. He spoke in eloquent and profanity-leavened Russian, only occasionally segueing into mildly accented English. He struck me as thoughtful and idealistic, with scabrous humour and a strong sense of personal morality. Describing himself as a 'typical masochist' who relishes his ability to endure pressure, Danchenko quoted Joseph Brodsky and Eduard Limonov, invoked the Russian international relations scholar Alexei Bogaturov, recited the lyrics to a song by Grazhdanskaya Oborona, the USSR's first psychedelic punk band, and riffed on Chomsky's notion of universal grammar. Although he is not a drinker, talking to Danchenko in the early hours I felt like I was trapped in Venedikt Yerofeyev's alcoholic fever dream Moskva-Petushki. There was something anachronistic about him, the aura of a Soviet-era intelligent from a previous generation.
By the time Steele asked him to unearth kompromat on Trump, Danchenko had completed, on his estimate, at least a hundred reports for Orbis. Most comprised open-source research for innocuous assignments relating to risk analysis or pre-transactional due diligence, but many also involved HUMINT. Although he had little experience in such a high-profile matter, he took on the job of investigating a US presidential candidate just as he would any other assignment, and wasn't paid a special rate for it.
Not having any direct high-level Russian contacts of his own, Danchenko got in touch with Olga Galkina, a childhood friend working in PR in Cyprus who had previously served as a spokesperson for various officials in Russia as well as for the country's nuclear watchdog. In an interview now declassified by the Trump administration, Danchenko told the FBI that it was Galkina who had supplied some of the most damaging allegations in the dossier, including the flimsy claim that Cohen had travelled to Prague to meet Kremlin representatives. According to the Wall Street Journal, Galkina also claimed that her own employer, a tech firm owned by a Russian entrepreneur with whom she was mired in an acrimonious contractual dispute, was involved in the hack of Democratic Party servers (a claim the company denied and for which no evidence has emerged).
Danchenko refuses to comment on Galkina or to confirm the identities of his other sources. But an investigation by the Washington Post revealed that another contact of Danchenko's, Charles Dolan Jr, an American PR executive, was likely to have been behind the 'pee tape' claims. This was also the conclusion of Special Counsel John Durham's exhaustive report into Russiagate, published in 2023. Dolan worked on Bill Clinton's 1992 presidential campaign and advised Hillary during her unsuccessful presidential bid in 2008. In between his stints with the Democrats, he was a senior member of the Russia team at Ketchum, a PR company whose clients included both the Russian government and Gazprom. During that time, he is said to have interacted with Putin's powerful press secretary, Dmitry Peskov, and other senior officials. Yet the original source for the dossier's claims of a pee tape wasn't a highly placed Russian insider but anonymous members of staff at the Ritz Carlton in Moscow; Dolan also admitted to investigators that he had fabricated at least one allegation about the Russia-related activities of Trump's team. Neither Dolan nor Galkina, who between them are believed to have provided the main claims behind the Trump collusion narrative, can plausibly be said to have had access to major Kremlin secrets.
Danchenko defends his research: he told me he had a duty to pass on to Steele all the information he collected, including apparent gossip and hearsay. But he is adamant that he caveated his findings as to their likely accuracy and the reliability of the sources. No such caveats appear to have made it into the dossier, which Danchenko says he didn't read before its release and doesn't accept as his work. Nor has he read Unredacted in its entirety. 'I have enough problems,' he said. 'One day I'll write my own account and we'll compare notes.' I asked him whether he thinks he might have been unwittingly used by the Democrats to launder baseless assertions planted by Clinton insiders such as Dolan to make them look like the products of independent investigative research. 'I don't think I was used by Chuck [Dolan],' he told me. 'He is a seasoned political operative but I doubt he's capable of something that sophisticated.'
Many in the sector stand by Danchenko. 'I always feel sorry for Iggy, who got dragged through the courts,' one business intelligence analyst told me. 'He swears that his original reports were enormously caveated. He didn't believe lots of what he reported.' Danchenko's claim not to recognise the text of the dossier rings true: subs don't see the final reports that incorporate their findings. If nothing else, the dossier's style and syntax clearly point to Steele's authorship. After it first appeared in the public domain, published online by BuzzFeed in January 2017 with its origin undisclosed, it took my old schoolfriend Bradley Hope, then working at the Wall Street Journal, less than a day to work out Steele's identity. 'I called around - it's a small world - and immediately I was being told that it's definitely Chris Steele because this is the kind of tendentious bilge that only he could have produced,' he told me.
One way in which Steele compensates for his questionable source network and apparent lack of direct expertise involving Russia is by aggressively leveraging his status as a former intelligence officer. It is this at which he truly excels, thanks largely to an outsize capacity for self-promotion - at one point in Unredacted he describes his tenure at the Russia desk ('a service within the Service. An elite service') as 'effectively the professional equivalent of playing in the English (soccer) Premier League or, in US terms, the Super Bowl'.
Steele boasts about having been 'one of the first' to conclude that the former Russian spy Alexander Litvinenko, who died from polonium exposure in 2006, had been the victim of a Russian state plot - even though Litvinenko himself had suggested as much from his hospital bed. He also takes credit for helping the FBI to unearth a massive bribery scandal in Fifa, the international football governing body. Luke Harding, the Guardian's former Russia correspondent, wrote in his 2017 book Collusion that 'Steele discovered that Fifa corruption was global.' However, a review by the US Justice Department later found that none of the material Steele provided to the FBI was used in the subsequent indictments of Fifa officials. As the journalist Barry Meier writes in Spooked: The Secret Rise of Private Spies (2021), an expose of the business intelligence sector, 'Steele basically acted as a middleman', introducing the FBI to the journalist who actually broke the story. Meier describes Steele as having 'the bravado of a private spy who wanted people to believe that he knew more than he did', which may explain his decision not to caveat Danchenko's findings in the dossier.
One of the  biggest ironies of Russiagate, as it became known after the dossier's release, is that despite there being no basis to its claim of collusion between Trump and Putin, Steele does have Russian connections of his own, some of them close to the Kremlin. Among his first clients was Oleg Deripaska, founder of Rusal, the world's second largest aluminium producer. Orbis was hired to produce intelligence and help track down money that Deripaska claims was embezzled from him by Paul Manafort, Trump's campaign manager for some of the 2016 presidential campaign, who was an associate of Deripaska's between 2005 and 2009. However, their relationship reportedly soured following a failed business venture in Ukraine. By the time Manafort joined Trump's team, his dispute with Deripaska had been smouldering for around five years; it came to a head in 2018 when a Deripaska-controlled company sued Manafort and his business partner for $25 million in damages. Even before it was tasked with compiling the Trump dossier, Orbis had been targeting Manafort, possibly on Deripaska's behalf. It's unquestionably true that the dossier's focus on Manafort's alleged Russia ties as the link between Trump and the Kremlin served not only the interests of anti-Trump Democrats but also those of a Russian oligarch.
Steele has addressed his relationship with Deripaska on several occasions, claiming in Unredacted that 'in private, we knew Deripaska was contemptuous of Putin,' an assertion belied by Deripaska's documented links to companies that produce armoured personnel carriers, infantry fighting vehicles and military-grade armoured cars for the Russian army. Steele also writes that when he began working with Deripaska, 'the world showed little concern for how Russia's oligarchs had come by their wealth, nor was there much concern about the degree of political influence they enjoyed in Western countries like Britain.' Yet Steele maintained a relationship with Deripaska at least as late as 2017, by which time there was widespread speculation in the media that he was soon to be sanctioned. The following year, the US Office of Foreign Assets Control designated him a Specially Designated National for 'malign activity'. Deripaska has denied any involvement with the dossier, telling reporters that he had 'absolutely nothing to do with this project' and 'certainly wasn't involved in any activity related to it'.
Deripaska wasn't the only prominent Russian businessman who paid Steele. Among Orbis's clients was a global advisory firm working on behalf of the father and son billionaires Vladimir and Sergei Makhlai, controlling shareholders of the ammonia producer TogliattiAzot. According to a former Orbis employee, Steele was tasked with investigating Dmitry Mazepin, whose chemical company Uralchem was mounting a hostile takeover of ToAZ. For the assignment, Steele employed an unorthodox method that leveraged his high-level political contacts. In November 2022 the Labour MP Liam Byrne, a former chief secretary to the Treasury, asked a question in Parliament about the 'clear risk that oligarchs are using proxies, and that this misbehaviour is washing up on our shores and in Companies House'. As an example, Byrne brought up Mazepin, who he claimed had transferred his corporate interests to a British associate just days after he was sanctioned. According to Intelligence Online and confirmed to me by someone involved in the project, Byrne had received his information about Mazepin from Steele, who was then under contract with Mazepin's chief rival. Byrne didn't respond when I approached him for comment; there is no evidence that Steele paid him to ask the question.
Earlier that year, he had made a similar intervention in Parliament, calling attention to the purported ties between a British businessman called Mohamed Amersi, a prominent Tory donor, and Russian intelligence. 'Information I have seen from well-placed sources in the Kremlin shows that Mr Amersi is an associate and business partner of people with all sorts of friends, including some with close connections to the SVR and FSB,' Byrne told Parliament in January 2022. 'Perhaps the most concerning of Mr Amersi's connections,' he went on, 'is Leonard Bogdan, a man with very interesting friends in the FSB and the SVR.'
At the time, Amersi was locked in conflict with the former Tory MP Charlotte Leslie, director of the Conservative Middle East Council. Amersi wanted to set up a rival organisation, Conservative Friends of the Middle East and North Africa. To prevent this, Leslie's supporters commissioned Orbis to find incriminating material on Amersi and his associates. The former Orbis employee who worked on the report told me that their original research didn't support the assertions made in the final draft shared with Byrne, which had been embellished by one of Steele's favoured subcontractors, a spy novelist codenamed Douglas. Amersi described the allegations as 'drivel' and publicly denied any links to Russian intelligence.
Byrne soon made further use of parliamentary privilege in a way that benefited Steele's clients. In March 2023, he asked the following:
Can we have a debate in government time on the activities of short-selling attack group Viceroy Research and its leader, Fraser Perring? I am told that it is working hand in glove with Boatman Capital, which launched the short-selling attack on Babcock International while it was overhauling our nuclear submarines. Mr Perring is a not infrequent visitor to Moscow, and is now targeting Home REIT, which provides homelessness services, including to homeless veterans. We must ensure that short-selling groups are not another weapon in Putin's arsenal. Where there are links between short-selling attack groups and the Kremlin, we need to know.

Perring vehemently denies working with Boatman Capital and says he has never been to Moscow. But shortly before Byrne asked the question, Viceroy had published negative reports into Texas-based Steward Health Care as part of a short-selling campaign. Leaked documents obtained by Khadija Sharife of the Organised Crime and Corruption Reporting Project showed that Steward had hired a business intelligence company to discredit Perring and Viceroy. That company, Audere International, paid Steele PS29,000 to have a question about Viceroy raised in Parliament; Audere sent the proposed text to Steele, who forwarded a version of it to Byrne. In evidence I've seen, Audere employees agree that Steele could be provided with 'further funding' to expedite the matter, as part of his 'ongoing anti-Russian interference work'. Audere's CEO described the whole operation as a 'false flag'. Neither Audere nor Steele responded when I approached them for comment.
Perring has asked Byrne to provide evidence of the claims he made in Parliament; Byrne has so far failed to do so. Incidentally, Home REIT, the social housing fund Byrne defended, collapsed the following year and is now under SFO investigation over a suspected PS300 million fraud. 'There are no ethics to these people,' Perring said to me of Steele and senior figures at Audere. 'They did what they did, they knew it was wrong, and their motivation was the almighty dollar.' In the days after Byrne asked his question, HSBC suspended Perring's bank account, as well as that of his 13-year-old daughter. As David Rose reported in UnHerd in October, 'he was sacked from companies he worked with, ostracised by friends, and ended up PS8 million worse off.' Perring is now planning to file a defamation suit against Steele and others who he alleges were behind the operation to smear him, and has filed a complaint with the parliamentary commissioner for standards, which is still under consideration. Describing Steele as a 'rogue operator', Perring says the purpose of his suit is 'to take out a bad actor and highlight the lack of regulation in the [corporate investigations] sector'.
Steele has already survived several lawsuits, including the one from Trump, whose case was thrown out by a judge in February 2024 without ruling on the truth of the allegations. Trump was ordered to pay PS620,000 in legal costs; he has so far failed to comply. In 2018, a defamation case brought against Steele by Mikhail Fridman, Petr Aven and German Khan, whose Alfa Bank the dossier claimed had ties with Putin, was also thrown out, although the judge accepted that the dossier 'does not present any direct evidence that Alfa interfered in the election'. Although Steele has cited these victories as demonstrating the dossier's validity, the substance of his claims has never been tested in court.
Steele continues to keep himself in the news, most recently through his unsupported claim in February that Jeffrey Epstein was a Russian spy. Despite the financial and staffing difficulties facing Orbis and his other consulting company, Walsingham Partners, he has maintained a buoyant public face. After all, 'you have to have style over substance to succeed,' he told the Cambridge Union. 'How you present yourself is now more important than what you know.' It's a philosophy that has served him well to date.
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Poem
Dark Night
John of the Cross
translated by Martha Sprackland

233 wordsIn the middle of a dark night,
restless, with bright love burning
- Oh, fortunate delight! -
I slipped out, no one seeing,
now that all my house lay sleeping.

In darkness and secure
I went by a secret stair, disguised
- Oh, lucky venture! -
in darkness and concealed,
my house now being lulled to sleep.

In that night of bliss and joy
seen by none, in secret and quiet,
with no clear vision I stepped forth
with neither guide nor light
save that which burned within my heart

and shone to light my journey
more surely than the midday blaze
to where one who I know truly
beneath no overlooking gaze
awaiting me there stays.

Oh, shepherding night!
Oh night, lovelier than ruddy morning!
Oh dark night that entwined
the Beloved with his darling,
Lover to Beloved now transforming!

Onto my flowering breast
tended and kept for him alone
he sank down into his rest.
I gave him everything I owned
and sweet air from the fanning cedars flowed.

The breeze over the parapet blew
and moved his hair under my hand,
and with his own calm touch he drew
across my throat another wound
and all my senses were subdued.

There I stayed, and there forgot,
my cheek laid on my Beloved fair.
And all things ceased, and I was lost
and all my worldly doubt and care
were sunk among the lilies there.
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Beware the mattress
Andrew Cockburn

2357 wordsThe killing  of Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, along with a number of other leading officials, in the first few hours of the Iran War has confirmed that assassination is a routine tool of Israeli policy. Over the past two years, Israel has successfully targeted the military and political leadership of Hizbullah, Hamas and the Houthis, serially eliminating officials almost as soon as they step into the shoes of their murdered predecessors. The targets don't have to be high-profile figures. Last October, an Israeli airstrike in southern Lebanon killed two engineers, Ahmad Saad and Mustafa Rizk, employees of a development organisation run by Hizbullah, who were on their way to assess war damage to buildings and infrastructure. This was part of an ongoing strategy to target not only Hizbullah's military arm but its civilian functionaries, an approach assiduously deployed against civilian infrastructure in Gaza, down to workers trying to repair the devastated water system. For Israel, it seems, there is no political problem that can't be solved, at least in part, by the elimination of individuals.
 The first group known for deploying assassination as a key instrument of political strategy was the medieval Ismaili sect known as the Assassins, who for centuries successfully targeted rulers across the Middle East until they were ultimately crushed by the Mongols. Political murder never went entirely out of fashion. It was favoured by groups such as the Social Revolutionaries in tsarist Russia, and was also used by militant Zionist organisations in Palestine, notably the Irgun and Lehi, which targeted British officials and others who stood in the way of the nascent Israeli state. Among their victims was Count Folke Bernadotte, the Swedish diplomat who, as UN mediator, drafted a peace plan deemed unacceptably favourable to the Palestinians. He was duly gunned down in September 1948 on the orders of one of Lehi's leaders, Yitzhak Shamir. Shamir was subsequently recruited to take charge of Mossad's first targeted killing squad. Emerging later from the shadows to enter politics, he rose through the ranks of Likud, becoming foreign minister in 1980 and prime minister three years later. When Shamir met the UN official Brian Urquhart for the first time, he greeted him warmly. 'I am so happy to meet you,' he said. 'I have never dealt with the UN before.' 'Oh, but you have, foreign minister,' Urquhart replied. 'You dealt with Count Bernadotte, did you not?'
 Amid many fits and starts, the Israeli assassination programme became steadily more elaborate and ambitious. For the proposed elimination of a single senior Palestinian fighter, Iyad Batat, in the West Bank in 1999, according to the Israeli journalist Ronen Bergman, commanders assembled a joint force consisting of no fewer than nine separate security agencies and units. In Rise and Kill First (2018), his encyclopedic history of the programme, Bergman reports that by the year 2000 Israel had launched some five hundred targeted killing operations. By the time the book came out, in 2018, it had conducted eight hundred more.
 Israel's use of assassination as a preferred policy tool has long been recognised, and even celebrated in fiction, for example in John Le Carre's The Little Drummer Girl (1983), which featured an Israeli spymaster's devious and successful plot to kill a Palestinian terrorist. One operation in particular caught the popular imagination: the hunting down of the perpetrators of the massacre at the 1972 Olympics in Munich. Eleven members of the Israeli Olympic team were taken hostage and killed by a militant Palestinian group calling itself Black September; most of the hostages died during a staggeringly inept rescue attempt by the German police. In response, the Israeli prime minister, Golda Meir, authorised Mossad to eliminate the organisers of the attack, a covert campaign called Operation Wrath of God. Beginning with the shooting of a young Palestinian, Wael Zwaiter, as he walked up the stairs to his apartment in Rome, the hit team killed nine people over the course of the next two years. Some were gunned down in the street; others were dispatched by bombs planted in homes or cars.
 In July 1973, however, Mossad assassins shot a man in Norway whom they believed to be one of Munich's chief planners, Ali Hassan Salameh. In fact, the victim was a Moroccan waiter, Ahmed Bouchiki, who had been living peacefully in Lillehammer for the previous nine years and was killed as he walked home from the cinema with his Norwegian wife, who was seven months pregnant. A passer-by noted the licence plate of the getaway car; the killers didn't immediately abandon it because one of them had been out buying kitchen appliances for his new house near Tel Aviv and didn't want to leave them behind. The next day, members of the team were apprehended at the airport by Norwegian police. One of them, it turned out, was acutely claustrophobic and soon started talking after being taken into a windowless room for questioning. Others were carrying fake passports and compromising materials that led to the exposure of Mossad operations across Europe. Despite this fiasco, the reputation of Israeli intelligence only gained in lustre. Operation Wrath of God became a staple in print and on screen, culminating in Steven Spielberg's 2005 movie Munich, nominated for five Academy Awards.
 Aviva Guttmann now casts the affair in a whole new light. She makes clear that, far from acting alone, Mossad relied heavily on assorted European security agencies for intelligence on Palestinian activities. Not only did they often provide the intelligence Mossad needed to select its targets, they also helped confirm when those targets were in a location they could be got at. The Europeans could have had little doubt that they were participating in an assassination campaign conducted on their own territory, certainly not after the initial killings, which contemporary commentators soon surmised were probably the work of the Israelis.
 The mechanism for the sanguinary cooperation was an organisation called the Club de Berne. An informal association of security agencies, mostly European but also including Mossad and the FBI, it was set up in 1969 and has operated without public oversight ever since. Official records of intelligence agencies' communications with their foreign peers are rare. Delving into the Swiss national archives, Guttmann has unearthed a trove of the club's counter-terrorist communications during its early years, a programme codenamed Kilowatt and conducted via encrypted telex. Thousands of messages charted in copious detail the movements of Palestinians and their plans for hijackings, bombings and other acts of terrorism.
 Given that the plots chronicled in the Kilowatt reports frequently involved blowing up civilian airliners, sometimes with the assistance of unwitting dupes recruited to carry bombs onboard, it's hard to criticise the efforts of the Europeans to nip them in the bud. But it is ironic, nonetheless, that the club played a vital role as a component of what was itself a terror operation. It was a tip from the West Germans, for example, that linked Zwaiter, the first victim of Wrath of God, to the Munich attack - though Bergman concludes, on the basis of the testimony of a former senior Mossad official, that Zwaiter had no connection to Munich.
 Kilowatt also helped the Israelis keep abreast of local police monitoring of their own operations. When Italian police investigating Zwaiter's killing enlisted the Kilowatt network to help find the culprit, there was 'an element of absurdity', Guttmann writes, 'because among the partners who were supposed to help identify the murderer, was the murderer'. But members of the Club de Berne almost certainly already knew who the murderer was - including the Italian intelligence agencies, which had long enjoyed close relations with Mossad. So providing updates on the homicide investigation was just another favour among friends: Mossad learned some good lessons about the mistakes it had made, which would come in handy in the planning of subsequent killings. And by keeping Israel in the loop, the club was implicitly signalling that the assassinations could continue without undue hindrance from local law enforcement.
 Operation Wrath of God is generally depicted as dedicated to avenging the Munich attack, which bestows a degree of moral clarity and precision on the assassination effort. But as Guttmann makes clear, after the second killing, of Mahmoud al-Hamshari, the target list was expanded beyond those supposedly connected to Munich to include anyone on Mossad's list of enemies. The third victim, Hussein Abu-Khair, the PLO's representative in Cyprus, apparently owed his place on the hit list to his role as liaison with the KGB, though Kilowatt did provide tenuous evidence connecting him to the planning of an attack to be launched from Cyprus. Accordingly, Khair, who took minimal security precautions and always stayed in the same hotel in Nicosia, was killed by a mattress bomb in January 1973. To emphasise their determination to prevent any co-operation between the Palestinians and the Soviets, Mossad killed Zaid Muchassi, Khair's replacement in the liaison position, a few months later with another mattress bomb. Hamshari, killed in his Paris apartment by a telephone-triggered explosion, was suspected of planning the bombing of a Swissair plane that killed 47 people in 1970, but was also believed to be negotiating a non-aggression pact between the PLO and France, a relationship that Mossad was determined to forestall.
 Salameh, a senior PLO operative, was one of Wrath of God's highest-priority targets, partly because intelligence supplied by MI5 suggested that he had been one of the chief planners of the Munich attack. It was also MI5 which provided the photograph that convinced Mossad, incorrectly, that their quarry was in Lillehammer. As it turned out, Salameh wasn't in fact the architect of Munich. That was Mohammed Daoud Oudeh, who in 1999 inconveniently published a memoir, Palestine: From Jerusalem to Munich, revealing his role. Oudeh died of natural causes in 2010. Mossad had finally caught up with Salameh in 1979, killing him with a car bomb in Beirut. Guttmann doesn't discuss his assassination, but it is the considered judgment of many, including the historian Kai Bird in The Good Spy: The Life and Death of Robert Ames (2014), that Salameh was murdered not just because of Munich, but also because his close relationship with the CIA made him a point of contact between Washington and the PLO, a connection not at all to Israel's liking.
The  existence of the Club de Berne wasn't publicly acknowledged until 2004, when a press release from the Swiss Justice Department casually referred to a meeting that had just taken place to discuss counter-terrorism measures in response to the Madrid train bombings. Guttmann stresses the hypocrisies involved when a network operated by anonymous functionaries pursues what is in effect a covert foreign policy. Officially, the governments that supposedly control the European members of the club have always been critical of Israel's settlement policies in the Occupied Territories, and Switzerland has been adamant in maintaining its policy of neutrality. Yet, as Guttmann notes, 'the countries' intelligence relations were excellent. Not one critical word was ever mentioned in Kilowatt exchanges.' Despite public condemnation of the Lillehammer murder by Norway and other European governments, amiable co-operation among club members continued as before. Norway convicted and imprisoned five of the six Lillehammer team members the police had managed to catch, but they were pardoned and released after less than two years. Whether or not the political leadership in club members' countries were officially informed of the Israeli campaign, they felt no reason to complain. Many had their own record of dirty work: the British with respect to Northern Ireland, the French in dealing with Algeria, the Italians with the Red Brigades.
 Israel's assassination programme would increasingly be treated as a model to be followed. Asked in 2005 if he had a problem with a state becoming an executioner, Avi Dichter, the retiring head of Israel's internal security service, replied: 'No. I'm telling you, foreign delegations come here on a weekly basis to learn from us, not just the Americans ... the state of Israel has turned targeted prevention' - a favoured Israeli euphemism for assassination - 'into an art form.'
 The US was to the fore in adopting the 'art form'. After 9/11, enormous energy and resources were devoted to targeting prominent opponents such as the Taliban leader Mullah Omar, Saddam Hussein and the leading lights of al-Qaida. Rather than exploding mattresses, the weapons of choice were drones and laser-guided missiles, as well as elite units such as Delta Force and Seal Team Six, but the guiding mindset was the same. Occasionally, a dissenting voice suggested that the policy of targeting high-value individuals was counterproductive. A secret US army intelligence study in Baghdad in 2007 concluded that high-value targeting, 'our principal strategy in Iraq', had led to increased American casualties and should be discontinued - but the machine ground on. 'Turns out I'm really good at killing people,' Barack Obama remarked to aides after ordering a strike in 2011. 'Didn't know that was going to be a strong suit of mine.' More recently, Donald Trump has gleefully posted videos of alleged Venezuelan drug traffickers being killed by American drones on his orders.
 American efforts notwithstanding, Israel continues to lead the world in assassinations, carrying them out on an unprecedented scale in Gaza over the past two and a half years. The careful selection process employed in the days of Operation Wrath of God is a distant memory; victims in the tens of thousands have been selected and located with the aid of AI systems, which also provide instantaneous estimates of the number of civilians likely to die as the result of a strike. There has been no sign that Israel's old partners in the Club de Berne, which has expanded and now has an operational headquarters in The Hague, have raised any objection. 'If you do something for long enough, the world will accept it,' a former senior Israeli military lawyer declared ahead of a previous assault on Gaza. 'We invented the targeted assassination thesis and we had to push it. [Now] it is in the centre of the bounds of legitimacy' - as international acquiescence to the actions of Israel and the US against Iran has now demonstrated.
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Toxic Inner Critic
Leo Robson

3811 wordsNicola Barker's  latest novel, TonyInterruptor, is a reaction to, and reflection on, a moment of creative crisis. While writing H(A)PPY (2017), Barker has said, she stopped sleeping for nine or ten months. On completing the book she was convinced that her relationship with the novel form was over: 'I felt everything falling away around me, the entire construct of my life, my relationship with words, my grasp of meaning. It all crashed.' Barker is not one of the world's great explainers - she believes in an elusive unconscious and a universe replete with mystery - and she has never provided a cogent account of what she thinks was going on, other than to point out that in the utopian future society H(A)PPY describes, 'narrative' is outlawed and so the story she was telling, via her narrator Mira A, was 'the destructive element ... the thing that's not permitted'. More helpful clues can be found in the book itself, which shows Mira A's illicit narrative breaking down in a riot of blank pages, typographic games and untranslated Latin. The novel ends with the word 'silence', a touch of Hamlet in a work otherwise closer to The Tempest.
Whatever the underlying causes, Barker appears to have experienced a kind of creative paralysis similar to what athletes call the yips - a neurological condition that also gave its name to one of her earlier novels. The Yips (2012) told the story of a has-been golfer called Stuart Ransom, but Barker's own experience was more closely foreshadowed by a passage involving another character, Jen, who is asked by Gene, her colleague at the Thistle Hotel in Luton, about the role of 'philosophy' or 'structure' in her existence. She replies that for her there's only 'stuff': 'Here's some stuff, here's some other stuff, here's some more stuff. Just stuff - more and more stuff, different kinds of stuff which is really only the same stuff but in different colours and with different names; stuff stacked up on top of itself in these huge, messy piles.' When Gene remarks that this sounds unstable, Jen agrees. 'That's part of the fun. It's constantly threatening to topple over - to crash.' Then what? 'It topples! It crashes!'
Barker's silence was temporary - I Am Sovereign arrived in 2019 - but the moment of crisis left an impact. H(A)PPY marked the culmination of a quarter-century of activity, beginning with the short stories collected in Love Your Enemies (1993) and Heading Inland (1996), and a pair of novels concerned with working life in London, Reversed Forecast (1994), set in a Soho bookies, and Small Holdings (1995), about a privatised park in Palmers Green. After these came a succession of comedies marked by their energy, idiosyncrasy and eclecticism, featuring depressed, phobic or panicked characters. In the decade leading up to H(A)PPY, Barker published five substantial novels, including The Yips and Darkmans (2007), a Gothic mystery about drug dealing, the spectre of history and the construction of the Channel Tunnel. In the eight years since H(A)PPY, she has published two novels which, though extraordinarily rich and fertile, between them add up to about a third of the length of Darkmans.
More striking than this deceleration has been Barker's refusal to present her crisis as an awakening, an opportunity to recant or repent, then proceed - and advance - accordingly. Though the afterword to The Cauliflower (2016), a portrait of the Bengali Hindu mystic Sri Ramakrishna, questions whether the book can be characterised as a novel, she has found novelistic narrative flexible enough for her needs. The problem, when it came, was not with the form but with her relationship to it, something she decided to reconstitute. As Jen puts it in The Yips, 'the shit hits the fan for a while, then the fallen stuff just reconfigures itself and everything pretty much goes back to normal.' That seems to have been Barker's hope. The more common choice for novelists who find themselves at an impasse has been to point to the blatant - though belatedly recognised - inadequacy of the novel as a vehicle of expression, and to pursue modes free of encumbrances like fictional invention and a story arc. Such a path has been taken by a number of prominent writers over the past fifteen years, most fruitfully and intriguingly Rachel Cusk.
Barker and Cusk were born a year apart in the mid-1960s, published their first books in the same year and have both been praised for their distinctive comic tone. (Cusk wrote rave reviews of some of Barker's early books.) Cusk's crisis arrived slightly before Barker's. In the early 2010s, she suffered what she called a 'creative death': 'I was heading into total silence.' Already fed up with what she saw as the indirectness of the traditional novel, she also concluded that she could no longer write memoir - at least not without 'being misunderstood and making people angry'. Instead, she turned to the discursive mode deployed by an earlier novel-sceptic, W.G. Sebald, who once described his 'prose fictions' as a rebuke to books about 'relationship problems in Kensington in the late 1990s'. The result was Outline, in which the Cusk-like writer Faye largely occupies the role of auditor and prompt.
This turn toward greater directness - often labelled 'autofiction' - was of little use to Barker. Recalling her first encounter with Henry James, she said that although she couldn't 'understand everything', she felt she was being taken on 'a profound emotional journey that went beyond mere comprehension'. Not that she's entirely averse to comprehension. The position espoused by Jen in The Yips is too defeatist: the point is to tap narrative's capacity as a navigating tool, though its limitations are also crucial. If a narrative explains everything, there's no room for the uncanny or ineffable. If it explains nothing, it ceases to be narrative. In the final scene of H(A)PPY, Mira A asks 'How might I describe this place?' and then wonders how to describe seven other things, including 'this confusion' or 'this mystery'. She is assured by a voice: 'There is no need.' Hence the embrace of 'silence'. But there's a lot to be said before we stop short of the final word.
Cusk has said that once 'you have suffered sufficiently, the idea of making up John and Jane and having them do things together seems utterly ridiculous'. An art closer to statement, or built on testimony, might be said to look pain in the face without distraction and obfuscation. But an aesthetic like Barker's, which is invested in the novel as a vehicle of sense-making, a site of irreducible specificity and an opportunity for joyful mischief, can never forsake the John-and-Jane route. The change in Cusk's work pushed her towards literary experimentation: all three books in the Outline trilogy were nominated for the Goldsmiths Prize, given for fiction 'at its most novel', and she won in 2024 with Parade. Barker hit the buffers with a book that received the same award, and the pair of novels she has produced since H(A)PPY, while hardly hidebound, describe, among other things, relationship problems in late 2010s Llandudno and early 2020s Canterbury.
I Am Sovereign concerns a twenty-minute house viewing in North Wales. Like Outline, it is about a writer at a crossroads. As with Faye's interlocutors, members of Barker's cast are grappling with existential problems, and there's an author figure listening, in this case Barker herself. But the devices serve opposite ends. Charles, the main character in I Am Sovereign, who is trying to sell a cottage inherited from his mother, wants to 'calmly and systematically re-pattern' the way he thinks - to silence his 'Toxic Inner Critic' and become more assertive. Cusk adopted a mode of self-erasure; she has talked about an 'annihilated perspective' - what Faye calls a more passive 'way of living in the world'. Key to the project was the fact that Cusk was looking for an alternative not just to the novel but to confessional writing. Barker, by contrast, forged ahead with a book full of invention and full of herself.
In I Am Sovereign Barker is seeking a balance between clarity and ineffability. Charles 'honestly doesn't know why' he can't get started in life. Then we're given a possible explanation. His 'dad always used to say that he was a pathetic piece of crap who would never amount to anything'; Charles has concluded that his father has manifested as a 'Toxic Super-Ego', a concept he has learned from the charismatic YouTube psychologist Richard Grannon. But Charles reckons there's something about Grannon himself that 'doesn't entirely add up'. If he's really a lost soul like Charles, how can he also be 'a life-coach/therapist and teach high-level martial arts and do a series of other remarkably cool and interesting things like becoming an NLP Master Practitioner and living in the Far East and having an encyclopedic knowledge of Important Cultural Moments in both fiction and film while owning a giant, blonde dog which lollops about shedding hair and stealing socks'? To complicate matters, we learn that Charles's dad 'never called him a "pathetic piece of crap"' (even if 'the message was there'). Charles is determined to muster a sense of 'order, of connectedness, of coherence', and though Barker doesn't ridicule the goal there's no attempt to minimise the obstacles to achieving it.
The prospective buyer of Charles's cottage is a Chinese woman who brings her unhappy grown-up daughter to the viewing. The estate agent has left the Hasidic community she grew up in. Meanwhile the Author, who emerges at the midway point, has lost her faith in the novel 'since completing her last work (H(A)PPY)'. All are trying to forge a sense of identity and find reserves of spiritual resilience. I Am Sovereign is highly lucid, almost a roman a these. The epigraph, taken from T.S. Eliot, is 'Where is the life we have lost in living?' and by the end of the first paragraph Charles is seized by an urge to buy an audiobook called 'something like: Living Your Unlived Life'. But the novel also contains plenty of digressions and bizarre turns, moments that defy Barker's scheme.
TonyInterruptor  is another discursive work with a chaotic streak. An early passage informs the reader that an incident of heckling at a jazz concert, known as the First Interruption, has gone down in performance lore and become a source of 'ferocious' academic debate and inspiration for 'countless memes'. We are also told that the book we are reading is the third of four published on the subject. Barker's dual impulses - towards legibility and obscurity - are reflected in the novel's epigraphs, a pair of quotations from Mark E. Smith, the Fall frontman. One is about his urge as a teenager to 'make music that didn't exist, because everything else was so unsatisfactory'; the other is Dadaist or daft: 'Blue cheese contains natural amphetamines. Why are students not informed about this?' (On the title page Barker gives the novel the alternative title Blue Cheese Amphetamines.) Here the critic comes from the outside. He's called John Lincoln Braithwaite: in accordance with Barker's procedures, the first two names call to mind John Wilkes Booth and Abraham Lincoln, figures in the most famous interruption of a performance; the surname calls to mind nothing.
In the opening scene Braithwaite, sitting in the third row, stands up during a trumpet solo and asks whether the people gathered there are being 'honest'. He points at the trumpeter, Sasha Keyes, and adds: 'You, especially.' Most of the audience is oblivious to the interruption. But in the dressing room afterwards Sasha lets rip about this 'random, fucking nobody ... some dickweed, small-town TonyInterruptor'. Larry Frome, who plays the synth, and for some (no) reason uses the word 'worm' for 'word', asks 'one worm?' His girlfriend - and Sasha's ex-wife - Fi Kinebuchi, who plays the autoharp, lyre and guitar, quotes Krishnamurti on the danger of naming things: 'When you teach a child that a bird is named "bird" that child will never see a bird again.' Then the pianist, Simo Treen, adds #TonyInterruptor to footage taken by a 'disgruntled Zoomer', India, who has been forced to attend the concert by her father, Lambert Shore, a professor of architecture at Christ Church University, where Fi teaches music.
Barker's intentions are reflected in the structure. Most of the novel - the opening ten chapters - traces the impact of the First Interruption on those involved: the jazz troupe, the interruptor, some key members of the audience. Lambert attended the concert in order to watch Fi perform, and the First Interruption enables further contact (he later corners her in the university staffroom, 'clutching his phone'). Lambert's wife, Mallory Shore, a former barrister who works as a legal copywriter, comes into contact with Sasha. There's recognisable causality, a tour around the personal conflicts and intellectual conceits generated by a dramatic opening incident. There are articulate - if often exasperated and circular - conversations and reflections about what one character calls 'ART and IDEAS and MEANING'. At one point, India asks: 'Is this seriously how normal people talk to each other in their kitchens?' But the penultimate chapter takes things in another direction. At an art gallery in Paris, a former nun from Kenya helps Braithwaite prepare for an art installation based on the First Interruption. 'This thing we watch is an intimate act,' she says. 'We have to gift our ... uh ... l'immobilite ... our stillness to the performance. In payment. In respect. En hommage.'
I Am Sovereign reckons with the question Barker asked herself following H(A)PPY: what's left? Along the way, she introduces a certain amount of ambivalence about her title-mantra. The assertion 'Say anything enough times and it becomes true' is followed by: 'Doesn't it?' TonyInterruptor might be taken as a less hesitant exhibition of Barker's sovereignty. Interruption - of a routine, a way of life - was the source of the problems in H(A)PPY, but here it is used to generate narrative momentum. The novel is to some degree a parable about the power of naming things - the one-word nickname is what seals the fame of the First Interruption. But Barker is preoccupied by many forms of verbal reference. Something 'apocryphal' also 'rings true'. India has never heard the word 'heckle': '"Like cackle, but with an h,"' her father explains, '"and an e," he adds, as an afterthought.' Barker is an incessant self-interruptor. She explains that Simo was interested in the sonic properties of birdsong 'long before anyone else', then adds in parenthesis that 'to be frank' everyone has 'always' been interested in the subject.
Honesty in this novel is associated with impulsive action and plain speech, and freedom from calculation, obfuscation and coldness. After the interruption Braithwaite explains that he wasn't calling Sasha 'dishonest', but asking a question, 'a completely spontaneous inquiry about the true nature of improvisational performance', which then became part of the performance and was, in a sense, 'the most authentic thing about it'. Later, Lambert introduces India - the latest in Barker's long line of perceptive teenage girls - to the concept of sprezzatura, described as 'a pretence of studied indifference, a cynical, surreptitious, passive-aggressive projection of simplicity and ease, secretly underpinned by jaw-dropping levels of exertion and expertise'. Barker is herself trying to walk this tightrope, offering her more obscure flourishes as sincere while neither exaggerating nor hiding the effort involved.
Barker's Clear: A Transparent Novel (2004) touches on similar questions. It's about another public performance, David Blaine's 44 days living without food in a Perspex box suspended over the Thames. One girl is convinced that the box is made of glucose: 'When he thinks nobody's looking, can't you see the bastard licking?' Other onlookers call him 'a fake, a cheat, a freak, a liar' and are afraid of 'being "caught in a lie". Or of being duped. Or diddled. Or bamboozled ... Seems like the need for real "truth" ... has - at some weird level - become almost a kind of modern mania.' In the opening lines, the narrator, Adair Graham MacKenny, reflects on a less ostentatious work of art, Jack Schaefer's Western novel Shane. Quoting the first line, 'He rode into our valley in the summer of '89,' Adair marvels: 'a single, short breath into the narrative, and already he's here.' The irony, of course, is that Barker invokes Schaefer's book as a kind of throat-clearing exercise before beginning her own story. TonyInterruptor, by contrast, opens more like Shane itself: 'One day, he just stood up ...' For Barker honesty takes many forms. It's fine to be direct when directness is what's called for.
Driving Barker's occasionally topical concerns - the Channel Tunnel, Blaine's stunt, social media - is a potent spiritual vision. She grew up in a Catholic household and is interested in ideas from other religions, particularly Hinduism. If we accept the account given by Clifford Bickerton, an author-loathing character in Barker's occasionally fourth-wall-breaking In the Approaches (2014), her first stab at fiction was inspired by three paintings of Christ she saw in a shop window in Windsor. In most of the work, however, she hasn't been an obviously religious writer. The surface of her prose is less pensive than in-your-face: her books teem with puns and italics. It's a different way of going about things from that of, say, Marilynne Robinson. But Barker's worldliness or seeming extroversion reflects a sense of openness, a belief in the banal and even silly as sites of pattern and meaning. Reversed Forecast ends with an epiphany about human happiness on the bus. In this, her work occasionally recalls Salinger's later stories and, among practising writers, George Saunders and Thomas Pynchon.
Barker's explorations have taken her to 19th-century India and a post-metaphysical future. Yet British banality has retained its allure, and its uses. Her work is full of people called things like Bill and Jim. Martin Amis, the subject of Barker's undergraduate thesis, once wrote that the 'way a writer names his characters provides a good index to the way he sees the world'. He wondered how people like Tom Metfield and Jane Framsby (from the novels of John Braine) could 'really exist, in our minds or anywhere else, with such leadenly humdrum, such dead names'. But to Barker, daughter of a Derek, the humdrum possesses an archetypal status, and at times an incantatory power. Sasha's plucking of 'Tony' when venting his spleen about the First Interruption has its roots not just in the novel's concern with the power and danger of coinages, but in Barker's long-held conviction that a spiritual vision can be achieved through chronicling the sort of local detail that might risk being taken as social comment or satire. (She has repeatedly stressed that she has 'no interest in class'.)
What is the particular import of 'TonyInterruptor'? It has the ring of a standard playground taunt, like 'Billy no mates'. Various characters are convinced that it has something to do with an early song by the Fall (we don't learn why). But then one of those people, Mallory, bumps into Sasha in A&E and has a sudden realisation that neither Sasha nor Mark E. Smith came up with it: 'It's Martin's. Can't you hear it? Lionel Asbo. TonyInterruptor? The rhythm? The symmetry? The implicit snideness? You simply improvised on Martin's original. You adapted his phrase. You unconsciously adapted Martin's phrase.' This isn't a terrible theory, and Barker herself may believe it. In any case, Mallory, who has taken a shine to Sasha, hopes it will put the whole debacle into perspective, rendering him not, as he'd earlier feared, 'the tragic fucking hero in a world - a landscape - composed entirely out of lies', the victim of 'an authentically Shakespearian set-up in a world where nobody reads sodding Shakespeare any more', but a figure in 'a comedy of errors ... just much ado about ...' Mallory takes to the idea that Sasha's predicament is comic, then recasts it in Buddhist language, invoking the 'lineage of missteps' and the hopeful notion that enlightenment is achieved through failure and setbacks.
But there's another possibility. 'TonyInterruptor' recalls the Latin names of saints such as Beda Venerabilis, Ioannes Baptista and Eadmundus Rex et Martyr (to whom the Benedictine Abbey in In the Approaches is dedicated). Sasha studied classics, so he would be familiar with this formulation - and he should also know that he could scarcely be the tragic figure of a tale in which the decisive name belongs to someone else. Whatever genre he finds himself in, there's no doubt that he's a secondary character, a victim turned beneficiary in the story of someone who questions assumptions and effects change - along the lines used at one point to describe the Buddha himself, who breaks the spell of rules and 'ego (passion, greed, ambition, anger)' by laughing at them.
It's typical of Barker's version of transcendence that the saint-figure here is just an ordinary and slightly annoying man. But it would be wrong to view this as an irony. The dialectic in her work is not between high and low, or naivety and knowingness, but what a character from In the Approaches calls 'finding significance through insignificance'. In this light, TonyInterruptor resembles not just Clear or Five Miles from Outer Hope (2000), about interlopers who disrupt island communities, but the two religion-themed novels Barker published immediately before H(A)PPY: The Cauliflower and In the Approaches, which explores the lives affected by the thalidomide victim Orla Nor Cleary, who as a 12-year-old girl during the 'infamous late summer of 1972' was hailed by many in the Sussex village of Toot Rock as a saint.
In an interview about H(A)PPY, Barker described paradox as 'my thing' and referred to the Hindu practice of worshipping Kali, the goddess who represents the 'pair of opposites', creation and destruction. At one point in TonyInterruptor, Sasha contemplates the idea that the 'world makes no sense and the opposing notion that the world makes perfect sense', then adds 'Might it even be both?' The notion that it could be 'both' favours the perfect-sense model, since this would accommodate the no-sense position. But then even a scintilla of no-sense undermines the prospect of perfect sense. In the two books Barker has written since H(A)PPY, she is aspiring to perfect sense, knowing she is bound to fall short. She prefers erecting a scaffold to shrugging a shoulder, trying and failing to do something to waving a white flag.
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Wrong Sort of Citizen
Aziz Huq

2798 wordsOn  18 January, ten vans of immigration agents carrying rifles and riot shields descended on Columbia Heights, a suburb of Minneapolis. At the home of ChingLy 'Scott' Thao, a US citizen, they knocked quickly before shattering the front door with a battering ram. They yanked Thao, who was wearing only bright blue boxers and Crocs, out into the sub-zero cold and bundled him into a black SUV. For about an hour he was driven around and questioned before being deposited back at home without apology or explanation. Less fortunate was another Twin Cities resident, an autistic woman called Aliya Rahman. Five days before Thao's arrest, Rahman was driving to an appointment at the Hennepin County Traumatic Brain Injury Centre when she was caught up in a traffic jam caused by ICE and her car ended up blocking an intersection. Rahman, who was born and grew up in northern Wisconsin, was told to move her car out of the way. An agent then smashed the passenger-side window, showering her with glass, sliced off her seatbelt with a large knife and dragged her out of the vehicle, tearing her rotator cuff. A few weeks later, Rahman accompanied her representative in Congress, Ilhan Omar, to Trump's State of the Union address, and again needed to be treated in hospital after being arrested for standing up during the speech.
 The executive order handed down on the day of Trump's second inauguration described his immigration policy as animated by the goal of 'total and efficient' removal of 'illegal aliens' from the United States. As the treatment of Thao and Rahman suggests, one of the many problems with the programme is that ICE has no simple way to distinguish reliably between US citizens and the roughly fourteen million undocumented people living in the United States. In any case, neither ICE agents nor the state police who work alongside them seem all that worried about these distinctions. Kenny Laynez-Ambrosio, an 18-year-old US citizen who lives in West Palm Beach, Florida, was stopped last May by highway patrol. As soon as the other two male passengers in the pickup truck his mother was driving were flagged as undocumented, Laynez-Ambrosio was dragged out of the vehicle with them (they used a stun gun on one of the other men), arrested and transferred to ICE. When he claimed truthfully that he was a US citizen, one of the troopers replied: 'You've got no rights here. You're illegal brother.' A few months later, the US Supreme Court affirmed as 'common sense' the legal rule that police and ICE can make immigration stops partly taking into account skin colour, complexion or accent.
 It's hard to know just how many US citizens have been swept up in immigration enforcement given the Trump administration's reluctance to concede error. Between January and October 2025, by one count, 170 US citizens were detained. Not all of them were released like Thao, Rahman and Laynez-Ambrosio. A lawsuit was filed in Louisiana last July on behalf of several children between the ages of two and eleven who are US citizens but were unlawfully deported along with their non-citizen guardians. One of the children, the complaint noted, has stage four cancer. The tally of the erroneously detained and deported is likely to go on rising. ICE's 2025 budget was $28.7 billion, over three times its Biden-era figure and more than Brazil or Spain spends on its army. Even with the best intentions in the world, tripling the size of a law enforcement body will bring problems. Finding high-quality recruits will be a particular challenge, and there's reason to think ICE's approach has been simply to stop screening new hires.
 Citizens are swept up in immigration enforcement not only as a result of mistaken targeting. The Trump administration has introduced two new policies that aim to turn citizens into migrants who can be expelled. The first, a narrowing of birthright citizenship, has attracted considerable public attention and legal challenges; it seems likely to falter in the courts. The second was announced with less fanfare and is likely to escape judicial checking, which means it will probably be more consequential. It involves stripping naturalised citizens of their US status. It is unlikely to affect as many people as the 540,000 deported in 2025 but even a small number of well-targeted denaturalisations could have far-reaching political effects.
 Among his inauguration-day announcements, Trump issued an executive order seeking to redefine the US constitution's grant of 'birthright citizenship'. Until 1868, the constitution was silent on who was a citizen, instead delegating authority to Congress to 'establish a uniform rule of naturalisation'. Flexing this power in 1790, it invited 'any free white person' of 'good character' to naturalise. The tens of thousands of men, women and children dragged to North America by the triangular Atlantic trade were not included in this offer and those born of enslaved parents in the United States stood on equivocal legal ground for more than half a century. In 1857, in Dred Scott v. Sandford, the plaintiff challenged his and his family's bondage. Scott pointed to a principle of the common law, enshrined by Lord Mansfield in 1772, which held that when a slave was transported onto free soil, his enslavement ended. The chief justice, Roger Taney, and a majority of the court didn't embrace that principle in their judgment. Any court needs jurisdiction to decide a case, Taney reasoned, and Scott's plea hinged on a jurisdictional provision that covered cases between one citizen and another. But Scott, Taney argued, wasn't a citizen. Those 'whose ancestors were imported into this country, and sold as slaves' were not 'included, and were not intended to be included, under the word "citizens" in the constitution'. Taney's logic, impeccable on this point, is an example of the theory of legal interpretation known as originalism, which dominates the contemporary court.
 After the Civil War, Congress repudiated aspects of the antebellum racial order in a series of constitutional amendments. In the Senate debates over what became the Fourteenth Amendment of 1868, Senator Lyman Trumball proposed that citizenship should flow to anyone 'born in the United States'. When Democratic and Republican senators objected that this might sweep Native Americans into the polity, the caveat 'and subject to the jurisdiction thereof' was added. To this day, a member of a Native American tribe is not a citizen by force of the basic law but at the sufferance of Congress. It took legislators more than half a century to extend citizenship to tribal members (in the Indian Citizenship Act of 1924), and that entitlement could be undone today by a majority vote in Congress.
 Trump's birthright citizenship order leverages the evasive generality of the term 'subject to the jurisdiction thereof'. The order denies birthright citizenship to children whose mothers were 'unlawfully present in the United States', or whose presence is 'lawful but temporary', at the time of their birth. In part this recreates the regime that the Fourteenth Amendment tried to change. An enslaved woman in 1858 was not considered a citizen; she had 'lawful, but temporary' presence. If the Trump order were applied to her children, they would not be citizens by birth.
 Every federal trial court and court of appeal that has heard a challenge to the birthright citizenship order has found it devoid of a legal basis. The fact that it makes an obvious mockery of the amendment's 'original' meaning might lead one to expect that the Supreme Court will follow suit when it hears the case on 1 April. The justices, however, have shown little interest in original meanings when they don't chime with their immediate political aims. The government seems likely to lose the birthright citizenship case, but that outcome is far from certain.
 The second part of Trump's assault on the wrong sorts of citizen has received less public attention and may not be properly tested in court before its rollout. In December 2025, the Department of Homeland Security instructed its regional field offices to 'supply the Office of Immigration Litigation with 100-200 denaturalisation cases per month'. The DHS also sent denaturalisation experts to its field offices, reassigning staff to help them. These immigration officers cannot on their own strip a person of citizenship. Cases are referred to the Justice Department, whose attorneys decide between civil and criminal denaturalisation suits. The department has said it will 'prioritise and maximally pursue denaturalisation proceedings in all cases permitted by law and supported by the evidence'. To meet the White House quotas it seems likely that the procedurally more nimble civil action will need to be used.
 It is difficult to find any power of denaturalisation in the constitution. Congress is granted authority only to make a 'rule of naturalisation', not its inverse. Trumball's addition to the Fourteenth Amendment - that 'all persons born or naturalised in the United States ... are citizens of the United States' - is hard to square with denaturalisation. The sentence declares clearly the qualifications for citizenship, brooking no second-guessing or difference in treatment between the native-born and the naturalised.
 In practice, denaturalisation was unknown until the early 20th century. When Congress passed the first statutory denaturalisation provisions in 1906 and 1907, it was acting in the context of immigration law that linked citizenship to a particular view of equality in marriage. Since 1855, an American man marrying a non-American woman could pass on his citizenship to her, at least if she was a 'free white person' of 'good character'. Whether American women could do the same was less clear. The Expatriation Act of 1907 resolved the ambiguity, directing that American women marrying non-Americans would lose their citizenship. In 1913 Ethel Mackenzie, a wealthy San Francisco suffragist, was turned away from the ballot box because her Scottish husband wasn't a US citizen. She also lost the legal right to own property in many states, and to pass on American citizenship to her children. Mackenzie had the resources to take her case to the Supreme Court. A unanimous bench, addressing denaturalisation for the first time, ruled against her. Its decision rested on the 'ancient principle' that, by marrying, husband and wife 'merge their identity, and give dominance to the husband'.
 A few years after Mackenzie's loss in court (her husband took US citizenship), Congress relented, at least in part. The 1922 Cable Act allowed white or black women who married foreigners to keep their citizenship, but not if they had married Chinese or Indian men, as Mary Keatinge Morse had. Born in South Carolina and descended from a Quaker family that came to America with William Penn, the founder of the Pennsylvania colony, Morse was another wealthy suffragist and an early patron of the National Association for the Advancement of Coloured People. In 1924 she married Taraknath Das, a leading Indian nationalist, who had become a US citizen in 1914. A year before their marriage, the Supreme Court had ruled that a 'high-caste Hindu' could not be naturalised because they were not 'white' in common parlance. Das suddenly found himself without citizenship, and Morse in turn lost hers. Writing in the Nation in 1926, she described herself as 'an American-born woman' who, by the 'double standard of the American government ... am not only rendered alien, but a stateless alien'. She and her husband moved to Europe, where they remained until 1935.
 Sau Ung Loo Chan was born in Hawaii and graduated from Yale Law School in 1928. Returning to the US after a decade in Hong Kong, she was told she had lost her citizenship as a result of her marriage to a Chinese American because her husband could not prove his nationality. She was so successful in marshalling witnesses and evidence of her husband's status that the immigration service offered her a job. She had previously been denied entry to the US on returning from a trip to Europe after her first year at Yale. 'I knew just enough law to scream "habeas corpus" at officials,' she later said. 'They finally let me in.'
 The ideological dissidents who were expelled under denaturalisation provisions that became law in 1906, and were periodically expanded by Congress after that, were less fortunate. The 1906 law allowed the Justice Department to begin denaturalisation proceedings if citizenship had been 'illegally procured' - by fraud, say. In practice, according to the historian Patrick Weil, it was 'quite discretionary', and invariably 'highly political' and 'symbolic'. In 1940 and 1952, the discretionary power was formalised by provisions permitting denaturalisation for people who had voted in a foreign election, worked for a foreign government or carried out 'subversive activities'.
 The most notorious example of ideological denaturalisation involved the anarchist Emma Goldman. 'At first I took this case of the US authorities taking away my papers as a joke,' Goldman wrote, 'but now it turns out serious; altogether too serious.' Concerned that targeting Goldman would only add to her reputation, the government focused on Jacob Kersner, the man she had briefly married and then divorced in 1885 after emigrating from Russia. Kersner's naturalisation was cancelled on the ground that he had been under eighteen when he became a citizen. Since Goldman derived her citizenship from their marriage, she thus lost her citizenship too. In December 1919, she was bundled onto the SS Buford, docked at Gravesend Bay in Brooklyn, which took her and 247 others to the Soviet Union. Denaturalisation was later used against suspected fascists in the 1940s and communists in the 1950s. According to one estimate, more than twenty thousand Americans lost their citizenship between 1907 and 1967.
 The Supreme Court eventually curtailed the stripping of citizenship on ideological grounds, although the tactic didn't entirely disappear from the government's repertoire. In 1950, Bays Afroyim, a naturalised US citizen, moved to Israel and voted in an election there. When he tried to renew his US passport, he was refused because he had voted in a foreign election. Like Mackenzie, he challenged the decision in court. Unlike her, he won. Only actual 'fraud in the naturalisation process', the Supreme Court held, could be a basis for stripping someone's citizenship.
 It was the Obama administration that first broached the possibility of mass denaturalisations on the basis of such fraud. In 2008, Homeland Security identified 206 people who had been ordered to be deported but managed to get citizenship under a different name because their fingerprints had been misfiled. Operation Janus launched criminal and civil actions for fraud and sought the denaturalisation of those responsible, but no one was deported during Obama's presidency.
 The first Trump administration ramped up these efforts. In September 2017, the attorney general, Jeff Sessions, promised that his department would 'aggressively pursue deportation ... to strategically enforce the nation's immigration laws'. The first victim of this campaign was Baljinder Singh, who had apparently entered the United States under the name Davinder Singh 27 years earlier. The exact facts of Singh's case are obscure. A civil deportation action does not require the person being stripped of their citizenship to be present in court. Homeland Security posted a notice to Singh's last known address, delivering it to a person of 'suitable age and discretion'. There is no way of knowing whether Singh ever received notice of the action challenging his status. Nevertheless, the government's lawyers were able to secure judgment against him. It's possible that Singh still does not know he has lost his citizenship. But even if he had appeared in court, he would not have been entitled to an attorney, a jury, or to offer testimony. The absence of a statute of limitations on civil denaturalisation means that a person can lose their citizenship one year, ten years or even fifty years after their citizenship ceremony. It's easy to see how this authority could be misused.
 Last year, after Zohran Mamdani won the Democratic primary for the New York City mayoral election, Andy Ogles, a Tennessee Republican who sits in the House of Representatives, sent the attorney general, Pam Bondi, a letter demanding that she open 'denaturalisation proceedings' against Mamdani. Ogles pointed to the rap lyrics Mamdani had written a few years earlier, which Ogles characterised as expressions of solidarity with criminals convicted of terrorism-related offences. Soon afterwards, Trump demanded that the comedian Rosie O'Donnell lose her citizenship because she was 'not in the best interests of our Great Country ... She is a Threat to Humanity.' There's no reason to think that either Mamdani or O'Donnell is at risk of losing their US passport. Yet a year ago it wouldn't have seemed at all likely that James Comey, a former director of the FBI, or Letitia James, the attorney general of New York, or Jerome Powell of the Federal Reserve would be investigated, let alone threatened by a grand jury indictment. The Trump administration is adept at the rapid evisceration of settled legal expectations.
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Born with a Hitler moustache
Dinah Birch

3416 wordsIn June  1934, Richmal Crompton published 'William and the Nasties' in the Happy Magazine, an interwar journal that provided readers with a cheerful stream of popular fiction. In this story, William Brown, 11-year-old leader of the Outlaws, decides to become a Nazi. Despite his interest in 'rightin' people's wrongs', he has been impressed by his friend Henry's account of 'the Nasties' in Germany:
'They can't be called nasties,' said William. 'No one would call themselves a name like that. That mus' be what people call them that don't like them.'
'No, it's their real name,' persisted Henry. 'They really are called nasties. Nasty means something quite different in Germany.'
'Don't be silly,' said William. 'Nasty couldn't mean anything but nasty anywhere. What do they do?'
'They rule all the country,' said Henry, 'an' make everyone do jus' what they like an' send them to prison if they don't.'

Henry explains that the Nasties specialise in targeting Jews: 'Jews are rich ... so they chase 'em out and take all the stuff they leave behind. It's a jolly good idea.' Remembering that Mr Isaacs, the new owner of the local sweetshop, is Jewish, the boys plan a raid. In their view, Mr Isaacs is mean with his measures and thoroughly deserves this treatment. William, appointing himself leader of the Nasties, rejects the feminine associations of Herr Hitler, preferring to call himself Him Hitler ('I'm jolly well not going to call myself her anything').
Their enthusiasm falters as evening falls and they approach the shop. Crompton makes clear that their underlying decency is reasserting itself: 'It - it does seem a bit like ordin'ry stealin',' Ginger says. On entering they find themselves interrupting a burglary and turn their attention to rescuing the sweetshop owner from the thief. Their fascist aspirations forgotten, the Outlaws become the warmest of friends with Mr Isaacs, who rewards them with liquorice allsorts, buttered almonds and bull's eyes.
'William and the Nasties' was among the stories collected in William - the Detective (1935). By the time it was removed, somewhat belatedly, from new editions of the book in 1986, countless children had learned about William Brown's flirtation with fascism. I was a keen consumer of William's adventures in my first years as a reader, and though my ignorance of European history was fathomless, I had the vague sense that 'William and the Nasties' was describing something other than the inventive mischief that delighted me in Crompton's other stories. One thing I did know was that the Nazis had been responsible for the Second World War, and that they were a very bad lot. What could have led William to become a Nazi, however briefly?
'William and the Nasties' is a clumsy attempt to satirise the rise of Nazism. Greedy self-interest is what motivates the Outlaws, together with the belief that the law will be on their side. According to William, 'It's not stealin' when you're nasties. It's by lor if you're nasties.' Even I could see that this wouldn't do. Crompton's story was ill-judged in tone and marred by the characterisation of Mr Isaacs as a 'small hook-nosed man', ungenerous in his financial dealings. But the story was making a stab at a serious point, at a time when the advance of fascism in Europe had yet to make much impression on most British people.
Continental writers had a more grounded knowledge of what fascism meant. Lion Feuchtwanger's The Oppermanns (published in Amsterdam in 1933 and soon translated into English) traces the ruin of a middle-class German Jewish family who run a chain of furniture shops. Feuchtwanger, a successful novelist and playwright who had worked with Bertolt Brecht, was an early and outspoken critic of Hitler. The Oppermanns was originally intended as a film collaboration with the British screenwriter Sidney Gilliat. The project had been commissioned by Ramsay MacDonald, who was disturbed by the rise of Nazism, but the government's support was withdrawn after Hitler tightened his grip on Germany in 1933 and MacDonald retreated into a policy of appeasement. Feuchtwanger, who had been forced out of Germany and was living in the South of France, converted the idea into a weighty novel, and his celebrity ensured a substantial readership. More than 250,000 copies were sold worldwide.
The warning delivered in The Oppermanns is qualified by its uncertain perspective, which wavers between defiance and a more pragmatic advocation of compromise or flight. (Feuchtwanger, after some months in a French internment camp, escaped to America in 1940, and lived in California for the rest of his life.) Writing in the early 1930s, he couldn't have predicted the scale of calamities to come. Was the unshakeably decent behaviour of Gustav Oppermann, the moral centre of the novel, an exercise in futility? Klaus Frischlin, Gustav's secretary, whispers in his dying employer's ear: 'They will not crush us ... neither us, nor our children, nor the Socialists, nor the Jews, nor the spirit of reason. They will never succeed in crushing us.' That conclusion wouldn't have come easily to any Jewish novelist writing in 1945.
Feuchtwanger was one of the first authors to articulate the dangers of fascism. Others followed in increasing numbers later in the 1930s, when the threat of war had become only too apparent. George Orwell's Homage to Catalonia was published in 1938, as was Virginia Woolf's Three Guineas. Woolf's essay makes a connection between anti-fascism and women's struggle for freedom:
The daughters of educated men who were called, to their resentment, 'feminists' were in fact the advance guard of your own movement. They were fighting the same enemy that you are fighting and for the same reasons. They were fighting the tyranny of the patriarchal state as you are fighting the tyranny of the Fascist state ... The whole iniquity of dictatorship, whether in Oxford or Cambridge, in Whitehall or Downing Street, against Jews or against women, in England, or in Germany, in Italy or in Spain is now apparent to you. But now we are fighting together.

Many of the writers who chose to sound the alarm through fiction rather than polemical essays were women whose books endorse Woolf's argument. William Brown knows that his new life as a dictator cannot be tainted by any suggestion of femininity. Katharine Burdekin's dystopia Swastika Night (1937) anticipates a 'cult of masculinity' arising from the triumph of Nazism. Both Phyllis Bottome's family saga The Mortal Storm (1938) and Djuna Barnes's provocatively gay Nightwood (1936) are formed by gendered perspectives. Kay Boyle's Death of a Man, also published in 1936, describes the simultaneous undoing of Pendennis, a spirited American woman in flight from her oppressive father, and Prochaska, her Austrian lover, who has been seduced by Nazism. Boyle, an American who had lived in the Tyrolean Alps in the mid-1930s, identifies the origins of Austrian fascism in the resentment of the impoverished middle classes. But gender has a central part to play. Prochaska feels himself to be unmanned by the privation and defeat of his countrymen, and his politics are an attempt at masculine self-assertion - 'all his life he had been fearful of becoming as soft as other men were.' Boyle, influenced by Woolf and D.H. Lawrence, focuses on the destructive relations between Pendennis and Prochaska, to the extent that some of the first readers of the novel suspected she was sympathetic to Prochaska's infatuation with Nazism. But Boyle wants her readers to perceive that his conversion to popular nationalism rests on a fantasy of manhood. She is describing the death of a man, not his apotheosis.
Other novels make more fleeting political statements. P.G. Wodehouse, who had moved to France in 1934, and maintained a cautious distance from anything that could be identified as a political direction for his fiction (if not his radio broadcasts), didn't entirely insulate himself from the concerns of the late 1930s. In The Code of the Woosters (1938), Roderick Spode, the risible leader of the Black Shorts (so-called 'Saviours of Britain'), is clearly based on Oswald Mosley and his Blackshirts. Spode's thuggish persona is damaged when Jeeves discovers that the source of his income is designing ladies' underwear (gender again). Wodehouse allows Bertie Wooster a moment of something close to a political identity as he confronts Spode's aggression:
It is about time ... that some public-spirited person came along and told you where you got off. The trouble with you, Spode, is that just because you have succeeded in inducing a handful of half-wits to disfigure the London scene by going about in black shorts, you think you're someone. You hear them shouting, 'Heil, Spode!' and you imagine it is the Voice of the People. That is where you make your bloomer. What the Voice of the People is saying is: 'Look at that frightful ass Spode swanking about in footer bags! Did you ever in your puff see such a perfect perisher?'

This abrupt change in mood doesn't last, but Wooster's incongruous outburst briefly disrupts the sunlit artifice of Wodehouse's world with a suggestion of something darker.
Stevie Smith's Over the Frontier, also published in 1938, represents a different kind of fantasy. Smith's writing is never conventional, but this novel is among her oddest publications. Pompey Casmilus, who is still entangled in the unhappy affair that began in Smith's first novel, Novel on Yellow Paper (1936), has escaped to Germany and finds herself in the unlikely role of soldier and spy. She is both repelled and energised by her transformation: 'I do not like to be in uniform, to prance around and be a soldierly female, I have a sort of horror of that sort of female.' It's hard to know how to take Smith's description of Pompey's implausible exploits, which often seem to be a luridly extended dream rather than political satire. But the novel's conclusion allows no room for ambiguity in its vision of the world that has consumed Pompey, immersing her in the brutality of war. 'Power and cruelty are the strength of our life, and in its weakness only is there the sweetness of love.'
Anna Gmeyner, a Jewish playwright born in Austria, balanced realism with lyricism in her depiction of Europe's corruption. Gmeyner's affluent parents had moved in Sigmund Freud's circle, and after moving to Berlin she had, like Feuchtwanger, worked with Brecht, and written screenplays for G.W. Pabst. Escaping from persecution in Germany, she went to Russia and collaborated on an unfinished film with Eisenstein. She moved to London in 1935. Manja: A Novel about Five Children was first published in Amsterdam in 1938 under a pseudonym, and a well-reviewed English translation (titled The Wall) appeared the following year. The story describes the fate of divided social groups in the period between 1920 and 1933, all contending with the bitter aftermath of the First World War. The five children were born in 1920, and their families embody the fractures within the Weimar Republic. Heini is born to liberal parents who are reluctant to acknowledge the slow defeat of their progressive values; Franz's parents find their declining fortunes much improved by becoming Nazis; Harry's prosperous family has Jewish antecedents, a fact which they mistakenly believe will cause them no difficulties; Karl's father is a committed and active communist. Manja, the Jewish girl at the centre of the bond between the children, is the daughter of an impoverished single mother from Poland. The children meet regularly in the shelter of a wall where they discuss their shared plans and daydreams. But as they approach adolescence, political circumstances become impossible to ignore, and their futures are directed by what happens to their families Manja is a child of preternatural virtue, and her goodness undermines Gmeyner's project. The awkward fusion of fable with realism makes it too easy for readers to distance themselves from the novel's urgency.
Sally Carson's Crooked Cross (1934) was among the earlier responses to the menace of fascism, and the novel anticipates many of the preoccupations of Manja. Like Gmeyner, Carson insists that recognising the subjugation of women within the family is essential to any analysis of fascist ideologies. But her book doesn't share the febrile quality that characterises Gmeyner's writing. Crooked Cross follows the Klugers, an unexceptional German family living in the fictional town of Kranach, as they come together for Christmas in 1932. Kranach is modelled on Schliersee, a small town near Germany's border with Austria. Carson knew it well. The Klugers are a part of this community, but it soon becomes clear that economic pressures are destabilising their apparently settled lives. Herr Kluger's salary as a post office official has been reduced, and Rosa, his resourceful wife, is struggling to manage the household budget. Helmy, the eldest son, is embittered by his failure to find any kind of work, while his younger brother, Erich, depends on a part-time job as a ski instructor and is humiliated by the expectation that he will supplement his income by providing sexual services for the rich women he is teaching. Only Lexa, the daughter of the family, is confident of a secure future. She is engaged to a gifted young surgeon, Moritz Weissmann. But Moritz, though he thinks of himself as entirely German and has followed his German mother into the Catholic Church, has a Jewish father and a Jewish name. The reader begins to guess what is in store for these largely likeable characters.
The Kluger men turn to the Nazi Party for their salvation. Erich becomes a brown-shirted stormtrooper, relishing the violence of his new role, while Helmy finds purpose as a party secretary. The women of the family are dismayed:
'Do you want another war, Helmy?' asked Frau Kluger quietly, keeping her eyes on the bread she was cutting ...
'I don't know,' he answered miserably. 'I don't know what I want. I want something - we all want something - we all want to be somebody, want to have something - make something.'
'You mean you all want to break something,' broke in Lexa sharply. 'And when you've broken everything you can touch - what d'you think you'll do then?'

Carson recounts the relentless succession of events that leads to the disintegration of the family. The novel's timeframe extends over six months, from Christmas Eve 1932 to midsummer 1933. Hitler is appointed chancellor in January; the Reichstag fire in February leads to the proclamation of a national emergency; Dachau concentration camp for political prisoners opens in March; Jews are excluded from public office in April; trade unions are banned and books are burned in May. Step by step, Germany is transformed. Carson spares her readers no detail of the disaster as it evolves. But her impulse to account for the Klugers' commitment to the Nazis does not waver. Helmy isn't a monster, though his actions have monstrous consequences. More deeply affected by a consciousness of failure and futility than his brother, he is led by misplaced loyalty. He does his best to separate his sister from Moritz, without fully grasping what is at stake. 'It was hard to have to treat your friends like this,' he tells himself. 'But Jews were Jews. And you had to do what Hitler said, that was your duty now.' The Kluger men are culpably naive in their response to what they perceive as dispossession and injustice, and Carson repeatedly underscores Helmy's lack of 'moral courage', juxtaposing his prevarications with Lexa's strength. But Helmy doesn't quite lose his humanity, and he is finally made to face the cost of his choices.
Sally Carson 
, born in 1902, was the youngest of three sisters, and spent her childhood in Dorset. It was a conventional middle-class English upbringing, unusual only in the lack of a father's presence (he died when Carson was four years old). Like Stevie Smith, Carson grew up in 'a house of female habitation' and seems never to have doubted her right to creative independence. She worked as a publisher's reader and a dance teacher in London, and began to write fiction as a young woman. She had friends in Bavaria, and her holidays there gave her a keen interest in the region ('from the first time of seeing Bavaria you loved it'). In describing the spread of Nazism, which was slower to reach the conservative southern regions of Germany than the cities of the north, she was writing as both insider and outsider. Crooked Cross was the first in what became a trilogy, followed by The Prisoner (1936) and A Traveller Came By (1938). The modest success of the novel led to a dramatised version by Birmingham Repertory Theatre in 1935. The play was popular, its profile perhaps enhanced by the controversy it generated. Some saw the story as anti-German propaganda, and the Lord Chamberlain's office, adhering to the government's policy of appeasement, stipulated that every 'Heil Hitler' should be removed from the script.
Carson must have been gratified by the play's positive reviews. But then professional misfortune struck with the appearance of Bottome's The Mortal Storm shortly after the play's London launch. Unlike Carson, Bottome had an established reputation as a novelist, and her book, which tells a story closely resembling the narrative of Crooked Cross, became a bestseller. In 1940 it was made into a Hollywood film starring James Stewart. Crooked Cross was eclipsed. Perhaps professional disappointment was softened by personal fulfilment, for in 1938 Carson married Eric Humphries, a publisher whose father had established Lund Humphries, and they had three children. She died of cancer in 1941, and her work disappeared from public view.
Crooked Cross has been reissued by Persephone Books, a press dedicated to reprinting neglected works of fiction and non-fiction, mostly by women, from the mid-20th century. Persephone has also made The Oppermanns and Manja available in handsome new editions, and is reissuing The Prisoner later this month. Carson's dissection of the question that has disturbed the European mind for decades - how did it happen? - has touched a contemporary nerve, and the new edition of Crooked Cross has met with unexpected success. The novel is driven by a steady building of cold dread, as the reader is led to appreciate the extent to which life in Kranach has been corroded by hatred and fear. Lexa realises what she is up against when she and Moritz accidentally collide with another couple at a dance. 'Blast you! ... you filthy Jew ... Get out of the way.' It was based on an incident Carson herself had witnessed. Michael, a sardonic English observer who visits Kranach and tries to win Lexa from Moritz, represents a different and more detached viewpoint. He sees Hitler as an absurdity: 'They'll be insisting next that boy babies are to be born with a Hitler moustache already trimmed!' Carson wasn't writing with the involved intensity of authors whose lives had been threatened, or irreparably damaged, by fascism. Like Michael, she is watching from a place of safety, conscious that her own position is protected by her British passport. But she knows that the Nazis are more than a joke.
Nicola Beauman, who founded Persephone Books in 1999, came across a copy of Crooked Cross years ago, and reserved the book for reissue when the right moment arrived. Francesca Beauman, Nicola's daughter and now managing director of the press, has said that the American election in November 2024 served as the trigger for its appearance. The analogies are obvious, but Francesca Beauman doesn't claim that the book will make a difference. Introducing the novel on Persephone's blog, she asks: 'Will the novel be read by anyone who has the power to improve/change things for the better? It is not very likely - and so it will become another in the long line of novels that tried to be influential/make people wake up ... but failed because of the listlessness of politicians.' She is not entirely wrong, but the listlessness of politicians isn't the only issue here. Leaders of liberal Western nations face a tide of difficulties, from structural economic weakness and ever-rising welfare costs to climate change and the disorder arising from international conflict. If they are listless, their lethargy is a product of impotence. Meanwhile, the new populism continues to gain ground, touting its shop-soiled illusions of a return to national greatness.
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Gender Wonder
Katie Ebner-Landy

2498 wordsDare you but write, you are Minerva's bird,
The owl at which these bats and crows must wonder,
They'll criticise upon the smallest word:
This wanteth number, case, that tense and gender.

If  you think you know what the 17th-century poet Anne Southwell means by referring to Minerva's owl, you are probably wrong. Southwell is alluding to Ovid's story of a jealous crow, who worries that the owl has usurped his position as Minerva's favourite. The owl is Nyctimene, a princess who was raped by her father and who was then, out of pity, transformed into a bird by Minerva. As an owl, Nyctimene must 'hide her shame in darkness'. Southwell's poem is an address to women who emerge from suffering to undertake the task of writing. Through their work, they are transformed. This might save them from oblivion or self-denial, but it also exposes them to the jealousy of other creatures.
In her 1975 essay on ecriture feminine, Helene Cixous encouraged her female readers to 'write, let no one hold you back, let nothing stop you: not man; not the imbecilic capitalist machinery... big bosses don't like the true texts of women - female-sexed texts. That kind scares them.' Would Southwell have shared Cixous's belief in a distinct style of writing rooted in women's experience? Elizabeth Scott-Baumann's new book, Sex and Style, investigates something like ecriture feminine in the work of nine women poets writing in early modern England. Scott-Baumann's claim is that these writers share a recognisable literary style, expressed both in the formal texture of their work and in the way they described their poetic ambitions.
Southwell is the earliest poet Scott-Baumann considers. Born in 1574, she lived between England and Ireland, had two husbands (a knight and an army officer) and is memorialised at St Mary's Church in Acton. Southwell had no interest in publishing either her poetry or her criticism, and for centuries remained in obscurity. When her commonplace book was discovered in the 1960s, Jean C. Cavanaugh celebrated the discovery of 'one of the earliest known essays of literary criticism in English by a woman'. Southwell's essay takes the form of a letter to her friend Lady Ridgway, who had told her that she prefers prose. 'How falls it out (noble lady),' Southwell begins, 'that you are become a sworn enemy to poetry?' The publication of two of Southwell's manuscripts, containing political poems, sonnets and other verse, in 1997 led to increased scholarly interest in her work, and she is now regarded as one of the most important female poets of the early 17th century.
The latest author Scott-Baumann deals with is Aphra Behn (1640-89). Behn had a short career as a spy for Charles II, was probably imprisoned and was among the first women to make a living from her writing. Behn represents 'a very important corner on the road', Virginia Woolf wrote in A Room of One's Own. With Behn, 'we leave behind, shut up in their parks among their folios, those solitary great ladies who wrote without audience or criticism, for their own delight alone.' In their place, we encounter 'a middle-class woman with all the plebeian virtues of humour, vitality and courage' who had 'to make her living by her wits'. For Woolf, Behn's work is a stepping stone towards 'the extreme activity of mind which showed itself in the later 18th century among women - the talking, and the meeting, the writing of essays on Shakespeare, the translating of the classics'. Scott-Baumann suggests that such work was underway much earlier. Her chosen poets were already engaged, she argues, in critical debates about literary style. Early modern women 'theorised literature as much as men did'.
In La Jeune Nee (1975), Cixous lists a set of binaries that structure our collective thinking: activity/passivity; sun/moon; culture/nature; day/night; father/mother; head/emotions; logos/pathos. In this list, the second term is considered inferior and is associated with women. Cixous hopes to undo this hierarchy and offers in its place what Toril Moi describes as 'an invigorating utopian evocation of the imaginative powers of women'. Instead of falling in with a feminism she saw as a capitulation, a strategy for women who wanted 'a place in the system, respect, social legitimation', Cixous rejects the system entirely. (At the International Women's Day march in Paris in 1968, members of the collective Psychanalyse et Politique, with which Cixous was associated, carried signs saying 'Down with Feminism'.)
For Scott-Baumann, one of the most important binaries at play in 17th-century English verse concerned rhyme: monosyllabic/polysyllabic or masculine/feminine. The notion of feminine rhyme - a rhyme between two or more syllables in which the final syllable or syllables are unstressed - had come into fashion in the 16th century as translators tried to justify the vogue for French and Italian poetry, both of which regularly employed it. Although Chaucer used this form of rhyme across the Canterbury Tales, with pairings such as 'gentillesse'/'hoolynesse' and 'cloystre'/'oystere', it was only in the late 1500s that it began to be theorised in terms of gender. Feminine rhyme was 'sweeter', John Harington wrote in 1591, in the preface to his translation of Ariosto's Orlando Furioso. It could also be comic, as Christopher Marlowe realised when writing his Hero and Leander two years later - a poem which, in describing the beauty of Leander's body, pairs 'tell ye' with 'belly'.
According to Scott-Baumann, the proliferation of feminine rhyme in the work of 17th-century female poets was not accidental. They did not use it for sweetness, or for comedy, but to make a point about gender. To strengthen her case, she turns to the work of Mary Wroth, the author of Love's Victory (c.1617-19), perhaps the first example in English of a dramatic comedy written by a woman. After the publication of her prose romance Urania in 1621, Wroth became embroiled in a literary feud with the MP Edward Denny, who was outraged that she had drawn on members of his family for the allegorical characters in her book. He aired his grievances in a poem that took exception to women writing anything at all: 'Work o th' works, leave idle books alone,/For wise and worthier women have writ none.' Denny also brought Wroth's gender into question. Wroth composed a line-by-line response. To his 'Hermaphrodite in show, in deed a monster,/As by thy words and works all men may conster,' she shot back: 'Hermaphrodite in sense, in art a monster,/As by your railing rhymes the world may conster.' Scott-Baumann cites this exchange as proof that feminine rhyme was used when talking about gender in 17th-century verse. But this seems a stretch given that the monster/conster couplet is one of only two feminine rhymes in Denny's poem - the other eleven are all masculine. Perhaps he just wanted to call Wroth a monster.
Shakespeare's Sonnet 20, the only one in which he deploys feminine rhyme throughout, provides stronger evidence of its use in contemporary poems about gender. Though the poem is presumably addressed to the 'fair youth' who is the subject of most of the sonnets, he is described here as both female and male, 'the master mistress' of the speaker's passion:
A woman's face with Nature's own hand painted
Hast thou, the master mistress of my passion;
A woman's gentle heart, but not acquainted
With shifting change as is false women's fashion.

Of the nine poets Scott-Baumann discusses, Hester Pulter comes closest to illustrating her point that female poets consciously manipulated feminine rhyme when writing about gender. Born in 1605, Pulter was a 'royalist, writer of poetry about death, alchemy, politics and myth'. Like Wroth, Pulter had some access to a literary community: John Milton wrote a sonnet to her sister; the romance writer George Pettie was a relation of her mother's; and, since her manuscripts were first discovered in a library in Leeds in the mid-1990s, some scholars have argued that her work may have influenced Andrew Marvell. In more than half of her poems, Pulter uses feminine rhyme, often to pair technical words: 'dissolution'/'revolution'; 'salvation'/'transmigration'; and, in a poem about the loss of Sir William Davenant's nose to syphilis, 'gnomon'/'no man'. Scott-Baumann suggests that Pulter was attempting to change the connotation of feminine rhyme. This was not sweet rhyme, but rhyme that drew attention to itself, that was virtuosic, intellectual and went 'against the grain'.
Southwell is mentioned to support this point, thanks to her rhyming of pairs such as 'wonder'/'gender'; 'hierarchy'/'felicity'; 'fantasy'/'destiny'. It seems reasonable to suggest that Southwell's rhyming of 'wonder' and 'gender' in her Nyctimene poem is not accidental. Here the word 'gender' - which in the context means grammatical gender - becomes a pun because of its positioning as a feminine rhyme. This expands the meaning of the lines 'They'll criticise upon the smallest word:/This wanteth number, case, that tense and gender.' When women write, they will not only be criticised for getting singulars and plurals mixed up, as well as nominatives and accusatives and pluperfects and perfects, but they will also be chided for choosing specifically feminine words, which really should be masculine.
While two of Scott-Baumann's nine poets may have tried to change the connotations of feminine rhyme from sweet to intellectual, Wroth was happy to continue to use sweet couplets ('folly'/'holy') and Katherine Philips criticised the use of feminine rhyme in certain contexts. There is no single strategy at play. In French poetry of the period, as David Scott Wilson-Okamura has pointed out, feminine rhyme 'gets used for everything and, in consequence, means nothing'. The same may be true of Scott-Baumann's chosen authors. Feminine rhyme is used pointedly, stays sweet or is avoided. Can a collective story be told?
Perhaps - but only if there was a real difference between female and male poets' use of feminine rhyme. In what way is Pulter's use of feminine rhyme different from Marlowe's ('gnomon'/'no man' v. 'tell ye'/'belly')? How is Southwell's rhyme of abstract nouns different to some of the pairings in Orlando Furioso: 'consiglio'/'periglio'; 'errore'/'dolore'? Or those that are ubiquitous across the second half of The Faerie Queene ('merit'/'spirit'/'disinherit')? It is certainly possible that women poets thought carefully about feminine rhyme and wanted to reject the misogynist way in which it was discussed, but Scott-Baumann fails to demonstrate this. The more plausible argument seems to be that feminine rhyme was sometimes used by 17th-century women and men to say interesting things about gender.
'It is worse to be a learned poet, than a poet unlearned,' Margaret Cavendish wrote in 1655. The head of the learned poet 'is nothing but a lumber stuffed with old commodities', whereas the head of the unlearned poet is full of observation, experience and thinking. Cavendish, duchess of Newcastle, former attendant of Queen Henrietta Maria and erstwhile resident at the court of King Louis XIV, is the most remarkable author in Scott-Baumann's study. She published twelve works under her own name, spanning natural philosophy, science fiction, plays, letters, poems, dialogues and romances. Though well known in her lifetime ('all I desire is fame,' she once wrote), she fell into obscurity until the early 20th century.
Cavendish was unique, but was she original? Countless early modern female poets were described as 'peerless', 'matchless', 'singular' and 'incomparable' in their time. Today we would interpret these as affirmations. Not so in the Renaissance, a period in which imitation was esteemed and originality viewed with suspicion. An original writer was untutored, somebody who knew nothing of the ancient past. As the philosopher Walter Charleton wrote to Cavendish, 'you are the first great lady, that ever wrote so much and so much of your own: and, for ought, we can divine, you will also be the last.' Though Cavendish received worse insults - Samuel Pepys called her 'a mad, conceited, ridiculous woman', John Evelyn 'a mighty pretender' - originality was a backhanded compliment, a word that a man might throw at a woman whose writing unnerved him.
Cavendish desired imitators as well as fame. 'If any do write after the same manner,' she said, 'they will remember my work is the original of their discourse.' Her friend and lady-in-waiting, Elizabeth Toppe, imagined this process of authorial imitation in terms of needlework: Cavendish will be the pattern 'from whence they take their sample'. Cavendish also advertised her 'unlearned' idiosyncrasy. 'Her library on which she looks/It is her head her thoughts her books,' went one poem, which circulated with her portrait.
The OED locates the modern meaning of the word 'original' in a 1756 entry: 'having the quality of that which proceeds directly from oneself; such as has not been done or produced before; novel or fresh in character or style'. Scott-Baumann argues that Cavendish anticipates this sense of originality a century earlier, suggesting that her usage aligns more closely with our contemporary understanding than with the dominant 17th-century meaning of an original as a source. But although Cavendish clearly considered herself an innovator - 'whatsoever is new is my own, which I hope all is,' she wrote in 1655 - her use of 'original' seems to imply that she is imagining herself as the origin of her imitators' discourse, not necessarily as producing that which 'has not been done before'. A more tempered claim therefore seems warranted. Women, constrained by limited access to formal learning, could not invoke the same scholarly authority as men. Instead, they made a virtue of their intuitive poetic talent - privileging nature over culture, to continue Cixous's dichotomies. This alone would justify what Scott-Baumann calls a 'critical poetics': an intervention of women into questions of literary theory.
Was there, then, such a thing as a female style in early modern England? For several of Scott-Baumann's authors, valorising originality meant claiming legitimacy in a society that gave them little chance to learn and would likely dismiss them as pretenders. As Nancy Fraser observed in Unruly Practices (1989), her critique of French psychoanalytic feminists, if we wish to locate a gendered language, we must begin by studying the 'possibilities available to agents in specific societies'. Sex and Style rarely does this. Scott-Baumann risks reigniting what Luce Irigaray called 'womanspeak'. Such approaches to female style have long been challenged for their essentialist connotations.
To adopt a distinction once made in relation to Black aesthetics, we might instead differentiate between two kinds of particularity. The first is an authentic particularity, where expression bears the marks of constraint and marginalisation. The second is an artificial particularity: a specificity that persists even after those conditions have improved, sustained less by necessity than by expectation or convention. In conditions of subjugation, women's writing will bear the traces of a forced particularity; in conditions of freedom, it need not do so any longer.
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On Soaps
Susannah Clapp

917 wordsNot exactly  an addiction but a compulsion. When I started to write full-time about the theatre, I was fixated on television soaps. Not all of them. I didn't have an afternoon habit. Just EastEnders, which I had watched from the beginning (and failed to persuade the then editor would be a subject for this paper), Coronation Street and Brookside. I would come home from King Lear or the Oresteia to a pile of video cassettes: hours of hearing Patsy Palmer yelling for 'Rickeeee!' I always watched the recordings immediately, unable to save an episode for the following day.
 The talent on telly was often stronger than the new work on stage. EastEnders had the best plots and best names - hard to beat Dirty Den. Brookside had scowling authenticity and the acting of Sue Johnston. Corrie had pretty much everything. The parade of glowering, glittering females. The insouciant snap. Deirdre's mother, Blanche (who walked out with a funeral director played by the comedian Roy Hudd), was a marvellous gloombag. Standing beside a cardiganed Ken Barlow as her daughter left the street in a taxi, she moaned: 'I hate this.' 'Saying goodbye?' Ken asked sympathetically. 'No,' Blanche said. 'Waving.'
 It is more difficult to explain the lure of the one soap to which I am still loyal. I listen to The Archers every night, as automatically as I brush my teeth. Sometimes with a stirring of the blood when the emphasis shifts from the literally entitled farming family to less soil-bound, particularly well-acted characters: George Grundy! Jakob Hakansson! Tracy Horrobin! Sometimes with a quickening of curiosity: is Helen going to stab her coercive controller? Yet the episodes are quite often dull and frequently irritating. The cast has at least one dud actor.
 Characters are more like neighbours than friends: familiar but strange. An experiment during lockdown of giving the programme over to monologues was a catastrophe: it was impossible to believe in these inner lives. The radio allows a particular intimacy: the entwining of characters' lives with listeners' daily habits. My unswerving but not uncritical attachment is, I used to think, like the attachment to an old pet, whose hair is often matted and teeth yellowish but whose eyes can still light up puppyishly, whose tail is prepared to wag and who never runs away. I now realise that, as the faithful follower, it is I who am the dog.
 The programme was given a special 'at 75' prize at this year's BBC Audio Drama Awards, where it is always disconcerting to see the word made flesh. Was this the equivalent of the Alan Bennett Soft Boiled Egg Award (eat one when you are ninety and you are called wonderful)? Not entirely. Longevity has fuelled some of the best plotlines, entangling the memories of listeners. When Jack Woolley, a businessman from Birmingham who wooed a village matriarch, developed dementia, his past life as an entrepreneur swam behind every new fumble. The condition unwound so gradually, flickering on and off for months, that the listeners' uncertainty matched his own: it was as if the sound was being turned down. Hard for a series to get it right by holding on so patiently. When Coronation Street's Mike Baldwin lost his mind, he dropped it abruptly on the cobbles with an unconvincing clatter.
 BBC Radio doesn't much advertise its writers. Trails of documentaries often foreground a presenter rather than an author, and writers for The Archers, a rotating band, do not get a big billing. Some of the time they aren't worth it, and it is part of the supposed naturalness of soaps that they are held somehow to write themselves. Still, several startling passages of dialogue have sent me scrolling through the week's listings to unveil an author. Katie Hims can nail a character through their choice of confectionery: of course, the trad Jim Lloyd would go for wine gums. Nick Warburton scripted a bonkers visit by a character obsessed with train timetables and pebbles, then cleverly had one of the most stolid residents complain that the incomer was a bore.
 Irony hovers over the slurry. Radio producers have always liked to wink at their medium, putting on programmes about jugglers or ventriloquists. Years ago, as a radio critic, I was invited to Broadcasting House to listen to a play which delivered its thriller plot through sound effects alone. Surely not the only example of wordless drama on the wireless but perhaps the only one written by an actor most famous for comic misunderstanding of language: the author was Andrew Sachs, of Fawlty Towers. In The Archers, a crew of silent characters circle the action. Years ago Jennifer (now dead) called out to her daughter Alice (now a recovering alcoholic) to come in from the swimming pool. Alice had not yet spoken on air and the command was met with silence. 'So irritating when she does not answer,' Jennifer complained. For a long time a chauffeur called Higgs was often summoned and discussed but never himself talked. The sexually provocative sisters Tilly and Molly Button now spread excitement without a word. There is a notion that Higgs may be named after the narrator of Samuel Butler's Erewhon; in which case - nothing more arch than The Archers - are the Button girls a nod to Gertrude Stein's nickname for nipples? It may become clear when, as will surely happen, one day someone concocts an episode with an entire cast of non-speakers. I'll be listening.
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Diary
Serbia's Student Movement
Vincent Bevins

2690 wordsOn  1 November 2024, the canopy of a recently renovated train station in Novi Sad collapsed, killing sixteen people. In the weeks that followed, a new protest movement coalesced; it continues to demonstrate sixteen months later. For its leaders, the collapse is symptomatic of the corruption at the heart of Aleksandar Vucic's increasingly authoritarian government. Questions around corruption and democracy don't only concern young people, but it was students who led the way, and in Serbia, 'the students' and 'the protesters' are now treated as more or less interchangeable.
It didn't start out that way. The collapse of the train station drew people of every age and background onto the streets. But opposition parties failed to use the opportunity to present a wider set of complaints about Vucic, a decision many members now regret. Three weeks after the collapse, students from the Faculty of Dramatic Arts in Belgrade organised a protest. Following a crackdown in which students and academics were attacked by supporters of the government, the drama students decided to carry out a 'blockade' of the faculty, bringing classes to a halt. University departments around the country followed suit. A loose confederation soon formed, making decisions by majority vote at assemblies. This structure has held for more than a year. All students are invited to come to the meetings and vote; no one else can attend, though academics have generally supported the students, and sometimes collaborate with them outside the meetings.
At first, the student movement distanced itself from electoral politics. It demanded accountability through blockades and street mobilisations, often at the time - 11.52 a.m. - of the station's collapse. Since last spring, however, it has called for elections; it now has a list of candidates, which hasn't yet been made public. To find out what will come next, you have to pick up gossip from a twenty-year-old. Or you can do what the rest of the country does: wait for the web of secret councils to make a decision and publish it on social media, where unnamed representatives post as 'Studenti u blokadi'. Two polls last year indicated that more than half the population would vote for the student list in an election and that more people trust the students than trust Vucic.
Along with secrecy and a lack of hierarchies, another feature of the movement has been the formation of neighbourhood assemblies called zborovi, following an appeal last Marchfrom the students to spread direct democracy outside the university. More than a hundred zborovi were set up around the country, according to the student movement. But when the assemblies made demands to local politicians and officials - to improve school facilities, say, or to repair potholes - they were ignored. 'The zborovi were supposed to take some pressure off of the students, who are tired, and bearing so much responsibility,' Nina, a mathematics student, told me when I visited Belgrade last November. 'But the population did not place the same trust in them that they have put in the student movement.' I arrived a year after the train station collapse: the students had organised a huge rally in Novi Sad to mark the anniversary, and tens of thousands of people turned up, making clear that the movement was still very much alive. On 2 November, Vucic said he would call parliamentary elections before the current term ends in December 2027 (a new date has yet to be announced). The same day, Dijana Hrka, the mother of one of the victims, began a hunger strike outside parliament. 'The students have united Serbia and are fighting for justice for all of us,' she told local media. 'They are all my children.'
[image: ] Rally to mark the first anniversary of the train station collapse, Novi Sad, 1 November 2025.




A few days into her hunger strike, I joined Hrka and her supporters outside the National Assembly. They traded insults with pro-Vucic activists, who have their own encampment - known to the protest movement as caciland - in Pionirski Park, opposite parliament. (The name comes from an incident in January 2025, when someone in Novi Sad tried to graffiti 'students, go to school,' but misspelled the word daci, or 'students'. The protesters have adopted caci as shorthand for supporters of the government, especially those who man the pro-government barricades.) The student protesters chanted at the caci, alternating between 'Vucicu, lopove!' ('Vucic, thief'), 'Aco, pederu!' ('Alex, faggot') and 'Aco, siptare!' (literally 'Alex is an Albanian,' though siptar is usually used as a slur). Some protesters think the last of these is true: there's a conspiracy theory that Vucic's mother had an Albanian lover. Others argue that Vucic has betrayed the Serbs in Kosovo and capitulated to its Albanian masters.
The next day, I took a bus to Kosovo. It's a slow journey, through parts of Serbia that are markedly less developed than Belgrade or Novi Sad, and more likely to back the government: most of Vucic's supporters are older Serbians living outside the major cities. Eventually the bus stopped at a border recognised by half the world. Since the 2008 declaration of independence, 110 out of 183 UN members have recognised Kosovo as a sovereign state (most recently the new Syrian government, which formally recognised Kosovo last October, and the Bahamas). There's a statue of Bill Clinton in Pristina and many Kosovar Albanians feel positively about the Nato intervention in 1999, yet Kosovo doesn't have full autonomy and remains highly dependent on Washington. The left-leaning Self-Determination Movement, which has governed Kosovo since 2021 after emerging from its own protest movement, deleted pro-Palestine Facebook posts and articles on its website after taking power, presumably to avoid offending Washington.
Kosovars have been paying attention to the protests in Serbia. 'It is impossible not to notice quite a few things that cross the line,' Rozafa Maliqi, a community organiser, told me. She was referring to anti-Albanian chants, as well as the nationalistic character of some of the movement's public statements. 'It is obvious that nationalism is present in the demonstrations. What is not obvious is what will happen if the students "win",' Auran Doli, a recent graduate from the University of Pristina, said. 'On the one hand, it's positive that there is a movement to oppose Vucic in Belgrade. On the other hand, I don't think they have the organisational structures or the coherent political project needed to transform that opposition into real change.'
A similar critique has been made by the economist Branko Milanovic, Serbia's most famous public intellectual. Last March, he wrote a post on Substack arguing that, for all the students' bravery, the protests would accomplish the opposite of what they wanted. 'The movement realised early on that it could be successful only if it was entirely apolitical,' he wrote. To transform itself from a protest movement into a political movement, it would need to establish 'a hierarchical organisation with known leadership (no single leader has emerged in almost four months!), convert its current language into a political idiom, and expect, or hope, to politically represent large segments of the disaffected population'. But, Milanovic warned, 'once it does that, it descends to the level of political parties, which are widely distrusted.' He was withering about the protest movement's commitment to secrecy, writing that it resembled 'more the Khmer Rouge than the Polish Solidarnosc'.
This intervention, by a professor comfortably employed in New York, angered the students, their supporters and sympathetic academics. But in the weeks that followed, the movement slowly and carefully changed its stance, calling for elections and starting to prepare its list. The selection process itself is secret, but it's not hard to find out that candidates will include academics, civil society leaders and some athletes. I met people who had been asked to join but declined, out of a desire to escape the inevitable media onslaught.
Dobrica Veselinovic, a deputy for the Green-Left Front in the National Assembly, told me he could understand why the students 'decided to put up a wall'. He'd seen for himself the way activists can be targeted in the press and in the courts. His own party was formed in 2023, having emerged out of an earlier protest movement, Don't Let Belgrade Drown, which had opposed a redevelopment project on the city's waterfront. The activists eventually decided to enter party politics. The Green-Left Party now has ten seats in the National Assembly. They didn't appreciate it when the student movement, especially in its early days, denounced the entire opposition.
On a previous visit last March, many students told me their movement was open to right-wing members. Some mentioned that they had told visiting journalists that the protesters included students with right-wing views, only for this to go unmentioned in the eventual articles. But in Serbia, it's impossible to ignore those elements. Comments by speakers at an event on 28 June (commemorating the Battle of Kosovo), including claims that the protests were about 'Serbian people outside Serbia' and 'the struggle for Serbian integralism', made it clear that Serbian ethnonationalists are present in the movement. Supporters of the protests scrambled to offer explanations. Many students didn't share the views of the speakers, they said, but if the movement sought to speak to and represent all Serbians, it couldn't exclude those who are nationalist or right-wing. Once the students had helped bring about the end of the Vucic regime, discrete political groupings - right-wing, left-wing, centrist, internationalist, environmentalist - would form.
For now, it's not difficult to find students who oppose Vucic from the right. I met Milos, a dedicated weightlifter, at an upscale restaurant in central Belgrade. He declined the starters I'd ordered, saying he'd recently cut out carbs. He told me he was in the movement for three reasons: he wants to put the Orthodox Church back at the centre of Serbian society; he opposes the LGBT agenda imposed by the West; and he thinks Serbia needs to do more to support the ethnic Serbs living in Kosovo.
In parts of  Belgrade, daily life is still routinely brought to a halt by protests. There have been major protests since the start of the year: thousands marched in Novi Sad on 17 January, and there was a large rally outside the University of Belgrade ten days later in support of the academics and teachers who have lost their jobs because of them. Vladan Petrov, a professor of law at the university and a judge on Serbia's constitutional court, told me he thought the disruption should end. The best thing, in his view, would be if the pro-government encampment were dissolved and the daily protests gave way to 'the return of dialogue through our institutions', ahead of the elections. Petrov has publicly supported Vucic. He is comfortable being seen as a defender of the current order, but understands that many people don't trust the country's institutions. The president, he says, 'now has more power than is theoretically in line' with the letter of the constitution. But he stressed that Vucic wouldn't have been able to accumulate that power without winning three elections. Even in the poll most often cited by supporters of the student movement, 42 per cent of Serbians say they would vote for the ruling coalition.
The students I spoke to often invoked similar movements, such as the protests in Chile 2011, which led to the election of a former student leader, Gabriel Boric, as president. Vucic himself has compared the movement to the 'colour' revolutions in Eastern Europe in the 2000s, which were backed by Western powers. But despite having emerged from the nationalist movement led by Slobodan Milosevic, during his thirteen years in power Vucic has been a mostly reliable interlocutor for Washington, Brussels, Moscow and Beijing alike. (He has been critical of the US attacks on Venezuela and Iran, though it's not clear if the Trump regime has noticed.) 'Vucic wants to treat this like it is Maidan, because he believes he knows how to fight Maidan, but this is not Maidan,' Milos Vukelic, who teaches international relations at the University of Belgrade, told me, referring to the uprising in Kyiv in 2013-14. The Ukrainian example allows Vucic to associate the protests with a movement that is unpopular in Serbia: a 2022 poll showed that a majority of Serbians blame Nato for the war in Ukraine and view Russia as a 'true ally'. But among the protesters, one of the most common accusations levelled at Vucic is that he has been too accommodating of foreign powers, to his own benefit and to Serbia's detriment. This critique sometimes takes a leftish form (foreign companies must respect the environment and workers' rights) or it might be expressed in the language of Serbian nationalism (Vucic has abandoned Kosovo, the heart of Serbia).
When a student uprising unexpectedly toppled the government in Kathmandu last autumn, a meme circulated on social media urging Serbia to 'do a Nepal.' If there was a moment last spring when that might have been possible, it seems to have passed. Some of the students I interviewed knew that I'd written a book about mass protests which ended in disappointment. 'If you are here, that is already a bad sign,' one of them joked. But I wasn't there because I thought they'd fail, and it's not as though they're confident they're going to succeed. Some of the students asked whether I thought their movement could serve as a model for others. But it's hard to think of other countries where 'the students' could stand in for the entire political opposition. In the US, university students are now seen as an elite class committed to a specific form of radical politics. If Serbia is an exception, it's one explained in part by the history of Yugoslavia. The Socialist Federal Republic had its own student revolt in 1968, when protesters called on the government to tackle inequality and provide more jobs for graduates. Tito eventually said that 'the students are right' and gave in to some of their demands, promising a renewed commitment to socialist 'self-management' and improved living conditions for students, though in the end little changed. Most Serbian universities are public and almost half of students attend for free. Educational institutions are seen as belonging to the country as a whole, and many Serbians regard students as the children of the nation.
In the last few months, classes at university faculties have resumed. The assemblies continue to meet and make decisions, but face the familiar problems of horizontal structures and voluntary 'direct democracy'. Only a small number of students still attend. At this point, then, those referred to as 'the students' are in fact a small, dedicated core of individuals - something like a vanguard - trusted, for now, to make serious decisions. But the Serbian students don't want to be an ideological vanguard - they want to represent every current of thought in society. They're still trying to avoid 'politics' and ideological divisions, even as their candidates are preparing to stand for election.
Before I left, I attended a zbor in Borca, sheltered under the canopy of an outdoor basketball court. 'Since everyone in the neighbourhood is invited, it's technically possible that just fifteen or twenty caci could show up and vote to dissolve this zbor,' a woman called Sara told me. 'But they have not thought of that.' There were thirteen people present - not a bad turnout for a cold, rainy night. After an hour of discussion they voted, among other things, to oppose the sale of the former headquarters of the Yugoslav army in central Belgrade, which have stood ruined since the Nato bombing campaign in 1999, to Jared Kushner's investment company, Affinity Partners (the firm pulled out of the deal a few weeks later). There was no deliberation over whether the zbor should back the next actions taken by the student councils. None was necessary - it had already been established by majority vote that, as a matter of course, the zbor supported the students.
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