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I'm just a sound
Ian Penman

6885 wordsOne Sunday  morning recently I listened, one after the other, to Monteverdi's Selva morale e spirituale (1641) and the Beach Boys' Pet Sounds (1966), and it wasn't in any way jarring. I have to say, though, that it was by Pet Sounds that I felt truly transported. Between July 1965 and April 1966, the 23-year-old Brian Wilson wrote, arranged, produced and sang on songs including 'Don't Talk (Put Your Head on My Shoulder)', 'Caroline, No', 'I Just Wasn't Made for These Times' and 'God Only Knows'. All around three minutes long or a bit less, they can make you feel as if you are standing alone in a cathedral, bathed in sound. Wilson was able to make pop music that was uplifting without ever being sickly. Secular hymns baited with pop hooks; heavy themes made exquisitely light. 'His progressions are always going up, then pausing before they go up again, like they're going towards God,' says a musician quoted in David Leaf's liner notes to The Pet Sounds Sessions (1997).
From 'In My Room' (1963) to songs like ''Til I Die' (1971) and 'Sail on, Sailor' (1973), the Beach Boys made music that for some of us has become a kind of gospel. This may seem a large and baffling claim if what you see in your mind's eye when someone mentions them is an image of leathery old guys in Hawaiian shirts, or if all you know of their music is zippy hits like 'Fun Fun Fun', 'Barbara Ann' and 'I Get Around'. Yet there is a logic here. Rock'n'roll was born from the uneasy tension between Saturday night and Sunday morning, church pew and dance floor, showing out and making things right with God. After those beginnings, pop and rock would go on to supply plenty of carnal jolt, but far fewer intimations of the sacred.
To an extent rivalled only by the Beatles, the Beach Boys have become the tales told about them, the ever expanding archive, the cornucopia of box sets, the shelves of books. It's easy enough to see why. This is a tale stuffed with unlikely heroes and monstrous villains, which moves back and forth between glorious sunshine and the depths of despair. Many of the people in it - abusers, exploiters, bad magi - are not rounded or sympathetic figures; it sometimes seems as if everyone is trying to become the worst possible version of themselves. Here are Eugene Landy, Charles Manson, Phil Spector, Murry Wilson. Then there are the scarcely believable transformations of the boy-child Brian Wilson. How did he jump through the hula hoops of novelty pop to arrive, in the blink of an 'I', at a place where it seemed perfectly natural to come up with the idea of writing a pop music suite embodying the four elements?
Everything in this story is multiple and contradictory. No fact is secure, no testimony certain: all is apocrypha, surmise and legend. Over the years, the principals have offered wildly different readings of the same events, none more so than the prodigy at the heart of it all. In his brisk, canny, entertaining book Surf's Up - a summa theologica of Beach Boy lore and legend - Peter Doggett sums it up: 'As ever with Brian and the past ... the details altered sharply in each new telling.' Sometimes during the course of the same interview. As if this or that reminiscence were simply one more of the musical 'feels' he said flowed through his head. There are even two starkly different Brian Wilson memoirs.
Sometime  in the mid-1980s, Phil Spector floated an idea: he might want to produce the next Beach Boys album, and thereby make them big again. Spector was a nervy bolus of insecurity and ego who thrived on confrontation; he liked to keep people waiting for his seigneurial blessing, everything carefully arranged. Wilson was invited to call at Spector's mansion, the Pyrenees Castle, a dimly lit Xanadu in the Los Angeles suburb of Alhambra. At this point, all such messages had to go through Wilson's psychotherapist, Eugene Landy, a man who controlled every aspect of his charge's life. (Today, regarding the personalities of Landy and Spector, we would use a phrase such as 'coercive control'; then, such men were merely 'notorious' or 'legendary'.)
Spector, like Wilson, would flame into being then fall into periods of devastating flatness, alternating between grandiosity and lifeless reclusion. Such self-isolation need not mean total inactivity; both men became perhaps too used to the unnatural bubble of the modern recording studio. It was where they came alive, and could conjure unearthly realms. But when the work was done, the real world had to be faced once more. In Spector's case this bipolar existence eventually ran aground, with terrible consequences. On 3 February 2003 he shot and killed the actress Lana Clarkson, in the vestibule of the same mansion where once he had received Landy and Wilson.
With Wilson's death in June last year, all three participants in that summit at the Pyrenees Castle are now gone, and we have no way of knowing exactly what transpired. In the end, Spector never produced the Beach Boys. What we do know from Wilson's own testimony is that of the many influences that shaped his musical destiny, Spector's 'wall of sound' was galvanic. There was one track above all: the Ronettes' 'Be My Baby', released in August 1963 - its heartbeat intro made Wilson's heart stand still. Spector's productions were a how-to manual for the young Brian Wilson as he conceived his own form of pop chorale. Like Spector, he would use the nonpareil session musicians known as the Wrecking Crew, and would record at Gold Star Studios on Santa Monica Boulevard. And for the equivalent of the Black-Cherokee-Irish lead vocalist Ronnie Bennett he would choose ... himself. 'I wanted to be a girl in my voice,' he once said, 'I wanted to sing like a girl. Not consciously, but it was all figured out in my brain, waiting for me to do it.' So there it is: he wanted to be a girl, singing 'Be My Baby'. Listen to the way he caresses the line 'I wanna cry' on 'You Still Believe in Me' from Pet Sounds. How pierced, afloat, heartstung his delivery. Or the way he sings the words 'be' and 'believe' in 'And after all I've done to you, how can it be/You still believe in me?' You can imagine a mid-1960s Mick Jagger, say, delivering that line as a sneery put-down. 'It's all soft,' Jagger said about Wilson's work in 1966. 'He writes lyrics that are unbelievable - they are so naive.' He misses the unmissable point: yes, Wilson sounds naive, but also entirely believable. He just ups and says out loud whatever's on his mind or in his heart, without any masks or baffles or qualifications. A complicated tenderness, with no macho bluff. Which is the reason so many men feel close to Brian Wilson in a way they never do to Mick Jagger.
The Spector blueprint can be heard on Pet Sounds tracks such as 'Wouldn't It Be Nice', 'I'm Waiting for the Day' and 'Sloop John B', although Wilson's sound is more spectral, diffuse, a panorama rather than a wall. Spector not only remained a touchstone for Wilson, but became an obsession, a doppelganger, a bogeyman. In 1967, Wilson became convinced Spector had somehow arranged that the John Frankenheimer film Seconds opened with the line 'Hello, Mr Wilson!' Maybe Spector was a magus. If he, Brian, had all these new ideas in his head, who's to say Phil Spector hadn't planted them there?
Maybe everything begins in 1958 with the dolorous love song Spector formed from words repurposed from his father's tombstone: 'To Know Him Is to Love Him'. The patriarch's grave became a fanfare for the era of the teenager - the young had to be taught how to be adolescent, and this is what pop music would do.
Murry Wilson, the father of Brian and his two brothers, fellow Beach Boys Carl and Dennis, was not by all accounts an easy man to love. He was a businessman, but his dream life was dominated by the siren call of music. It nagged at him that his talent as a composer and songwriter wasn't getting its due. Why weren't his melodies heard everywhere? He was snappish, sniping, volatile, and doled out violent punishments to his three sons. The only time he wasn't angry was when he could be soothed by the syrupy sounds of easy listening music. Off the back of his sons' success he would eventually release his own LP, The Many Moods of Murry Wilson (1967) - the title is apt. The middle Wilson, Dennis, took the brunt of Murry's physical abuse, but Brian, first born and most gifted, was the one in the dangerous position of being able to realise his father's dreams. The ire of a disappointed god: anything you do will be either too good or not good enough. In this eggshell atmosphere, while the boys' mother, Audree, rustled up huge amounts of anaesthetic food - hyperactive Dennis was the only one who didn't pile on the pounds - Brian taught Carl and Dennis to sing in harmony; this, he later reflected, 'brought peace to us'.
Brian studied Bach and Beethoven, and learned to trust in the healing balm of counterpoint. And like Beethoven, who also had two brothers and a violent, overbearing father, he was slowly going deaf. 'Before he entered his teens,' Doggett explains, 'Brian's parents noticed that he tended to talk out of one side of his mouth and would turn his head around to pick up sounds or voices that came from the opposite side of his head. Tests were carried out, and it was determined that he enjoyed less than 20 per cent hearing in his right ear.' There seems never to have been an official diagnosis. All we know is that Brian didn't seem to hear like anyone else. As with Beethoven, his partial deafness and the ringing in his ears didn't hinder his work as a composer, but it did make live performance a living hell and caused him to withdraw slowly from the hubbub of social life. The crossroads moment took place high up in the air: in December 1964 Wilson was flying to Houston to start a tour when he had some kind of convulsive breakdown. Too much pressure, in both senses. Things that make your head go pop. He no longer wanted to be up on stage with all the feedback and screaming.
The tinnitus that afflicted Wilson can be a paradoxical thing. It is often accompanied by hyperacusis, a condition that imposes an extraordinary sensitivity to noise in the immediate environment. This renders everyday sounds - especially repetitive ones - a painful violation, but may also increase one's auditory discrimination. It can be like having an untuned radio playing inside your ear - which makes Wilson's fear that Spector might have been beaming messages into his head seem less fanciful. While it would be too much to claim that Wilson's hearing issues somehow 'explain' his music, they do perhaps have some bearing on why his natural bent was towards a sound that was more episodic, diffracted, dispersed. The breakthrough music on Pet Sounds isn't tethered to the customary bass, guitar and drums; it doesn't stick with straightforward repetitive patterns; it stops, starts, pauses, reflects.
The recording studio made possible new ways of listening. Tiny increments of syllable and sound to juggle. Listen to tapes of Wilson working in the studio and you can hear just how precise and in control he is: this is the one place where he knows who he is and what he wants. Did he ever sound more sensual than when he delivered the lines 'I can hear so much/in your sighs' and 'Listen, listen, listen ...' from 'Don't Talk (Put Your Head on My Shoulder)'? 'Music became his language of choice,' Doggett writes, 'with which he was far more articulate than he ever was with words.' You could say things to girls you could never say in real life. You could conjure up swells, plateaux, shivers; the sound of the sun coming up over the sea. Like many a Romantic man, his way of feeling intimacy is via something cloudy, oceanic, mountain-top. The nearest faraway place.
One of  the mythic promises of rock'n'roll was escape to a place where the action was and where you could maybe find others like yourself. But there would be no such getaway for the Beach Boys - no big city salvation, no yellow brick road. They would live and die in LA. The Beach Boys didn't scour snow-strafed city streets looking for old blues 78s. They idolised the very 'square' barbershop quartet the Four Freshmen; Wilson wrote a song called 'Be True to Your School'. They were not, in a word, cool. They didn't leave home, didn't mooch, didn't stray: they were already in the teen fantasy promised land. In Hawthorne, south-west Los Angeles, everything was on their doorstep, including their future bandmates: livewire cousin Mike Love; high-school classmate Al Jardine; long-time neighbour David Marks.
The Beach Boys, like many of the new bands of that era, sprang out of a local scene with its own heroes, slang, fashion. In this bright diurnal paradise, four of their early singles were hymns to a local leisure pursuit/metaphysical quest: 'Surfin'', 'Surfin' Safari', 'Surfin' USA', 'Surfer Girl'. But then there suddenly appeared the achingly introspective 'In My Room'. Co-written with Gary Usher, it's a swerve away from the world of the drive-in, the burger place, the drag strip into a wholly/holy inner world where the singer can 'lie awake and pray'. It's a vulnerable song about the desire to be invulnerable. 'You're not afraid when you're in your room,' Wilson once said. The recording studio was his other panic room. It was somewhere you could explore a spectrum of emotional tones, as heard in early songs like 'Lonely Sea' (1963), 'Don't Worry Baby' (1964), 'The Warmth of the Sun' (1964) and, most of all for me, the near-perfect pop record 'Guess I'm Dumb' (1965), written, arranged and produced by Wilson, sung by a young Glen Campbell.
Wilson would soon become notorious for how much time he took to record things, but at this early stage everything was a blur. There were ten Beach Boys studio albums between 1962 and 1965. There were no maps, no precedents; their de facto manager and 'appropriate adult' at this point was their irascible, interfering father. Brian Wilson may have had his mood swings but he was, in his own way, quite sturdy. Something you begin to notice, leafing through all the Beach Boys books, is how strapping the teenage Brian looks in high-school snaps and how sporty too; this was no neurasthenic squirt. He also had a reputation for being a bit of a cut-up. A twelfth-grade report card reveals that he got an A in Physical Education, a B in Senior Problems (Personal Psychology) and only a C for Piano and Harmony.
Wilson was famously not a surfer: he may have held business meetings in his swimming pool and set up his piano in a sand pit, but he had to be dragged into the sea as if he was undergoing aversion therapy. The Beach Boys' early hits were the sound of everything to do with surfing, absent the sensation of surfing itself. Surfers try to control unpredictable swells and curls, seeking moments of transcendence, measured in seconds or a few short minutes - just like the pop music Wilson was about to unleash on the world.
The period 1964-65 was a honeymoon in sound for him. In his early twenties, newly married (to the singer Marilyn Rovell), and with his brother Beach Boys away on tour, he began working with the very hip and preternaturally versatile Wrecking Crew. He used these master craftsmen to produce Pet Sounds, a work he pieced together more as if it were a film than a pop record; it even ends like a movie, with the lulling clatter of a train fading into the distance and the 'pet sounds' of Wilson's two dogs. He acknowledged various influences down the years, but the Nelson Riddle production of Frank Sinatra's In the Wee Small Hours (1955) seems to have been key in suggesting the idea of a self-contained suite. Like the Sinatra classic, Pet Sounds can be enjoyed simply as a great collection of songs, as immersive mood music, or as a sketch of a young man's feelings about love and marriage. Mystical and erotic, though not in obvious ways, Pet Sounds is a concept album without any heaviness or pomp.
A raft of other possible influences has been floated: the Beatles, Burt Bacharach, Duke Ellington, Hampton Hawes, West Coast jazz. There were also the records Wilson had been raised on, a whole hinterland of odd, uncategorisable LPs by the likes of Les Baxter, Martin Denny and Anita Kerr: easy listening meets exotica meets sound effects and cartoon soundtracks and the sound of the sea. 'Gone were the days when it was enough to assemble a hand-picked rock'n'roll line-up,' Doggett writes. 'Now Brian wanted to hear an oboe against a cello, or horns alongside vibes and xylophone, or a bass harmonica over an exotic rhythm track.' Pet Sounds is full of surprising combinations that mingle high and low, orchestra and comedy skit. 'You Still Believe in Me' opens with a delicate harpsichord-like sound - actually piano strings being plucked with a hairpin - and ends with the indelicate PARP! of a bicycle horn. The pointillist composition of the album, along with its odd chord progressions and unexpected time shifts, may also reflect Wilson's discovery of marijuana and LSD. The predominant tone is a mixture of bliss and anxiety - there is elation and exaltation, but you also can't help noticing how many negatives or qualifiers swirl around in this lover's discourse: 'wouldn't' ... 'that's not' ... 'don't' ... 'I just wasn't' ... 'No'. Wilson, as Nik Cohn put it, wrote 'sad songs about loneliness and heartache; sad songs even about happiness'.
Emotionally overwhelmed and lacking the words to express it, Wilson often needed collaborators to articulate his feelings in song, notably Tony Asher and Van Dyke Parks. The alchemy is mysterious: while these may not have been precisely his 'own' words, they somehow feel as if they are written in Wilson's voice. Talking to himself, talking to his wife, talking to God. The more unvarnished the lyrics, the more affecting they are. It is at once stark, plaintive and strangely cheering when in 'I Just Wasn't Made for These Times' he repeats the line 'Sometimes I feel very sad ...'
Like surfing, Wilson's creativity involved a fragile balance, and carried the very real risk of going under or too far out to sea. Which is just what happened with his next project, the legendary SMiLE, which he dubbed a 'teenage symphony to God'. Where Pet Sounds is one long, distilled and concentrated mood, SMiLE - original title: 'Dumb Angel' - is the sound of countless thoughts passing through someone's newly expanded head. SMiLE has taken on the status of a holy relic, and it is an article of faith to mourn its non-completion as one of pop's great tragedies. But you can adore many of its individual tracks and still remain unconvinced that it's an unimpeachable opus. The good stuff is astonishing. Tracks like 'Good Vibrations', 'Cabin Essence' and 'Wind Chimes' pretty much inaugurated a new pop idiom, and are beautiful in a way that was quite unprecedented. Elsewhere, there are sketches and suggestions of songs. Songs on a hike! Songs having a late-night snack! Songs from an aerial perspective! Songs about watching cartoons on TV! The freak-out clip 'George Fell into His French Horn' strays into avant-garde noise - here is the Los Angeles of jazz clubs, but also flash fires and riot panic. 'Fire' (also known as 'Mrs O'Leary's Cow' or 'The Elements - Part 1') sounds like the Marx Brothers scored by Harry Partch. It's bold and unhinged and epiphanic, but you have to wonder what it would be like to have this sort of thing going on in your head all the time. There are moments on SMiLE that teeter on the edge of mania - a reminder of the ready availability of prescription speed in those days. 'Heroes and Villains' has already got far too much going on as a stand-alone track, never mind a multi-part suite.
There's a strain of post-LSD pop on SMiLE, epitomised by 'Vega-Tables', 'Do You Like Worms' and 'I Love to Say Da Da', that is more rictus than goofy grin. As with the solo work of Syd Barrett, the whimsy can be charming, but can just as easily make you wince. A sunny playfulness is on display - the Wilson home was fully stocked with toys and silly putty - but a darkness had settled slowly into Wilson himself. He became afraid of his own music - he later described the glorious 'Good Vibrations' as a 'scary record, very scary' - and was convinced that 'Fire' had started real fires out in the world. SMiLE was a dream impossible to coax into reality. It stalled or collapsed or was abandoned - again, there are as many explanations in circulation as there are alternative takes of the tracks themselves. Selections from SMiLE would be recycled on various albums, starting with Smiley Smile in 1967, and then on 20/20 (1969) and Surf's Up (1971). Different versions with different running orders slowly leaked out until finally, in 2011, the Smile Sessions box set put together an official 19-track approximation of what the original album might have been. For some fans it should have remained a glorious dream, better left unrealised. A labyrinth without a centre. The Arcades Project of pop.
The progression from the Beach Boys' early commodity pop to Pet Sounds to SMiLE seems to mirror a broader cultural shift: clean-cut collegiate larks to reefer madness to psychedelic revelation. One of the biggest distributors of LSD in California was a gang of working-class ex-surfers called the Brotherhood of Eternal Love, who merged Eastern mysticism with psychonaut politics and heavy-duty illegality. Chasing the white light and the dark sun. Chasing the memory of a high that will never be recaptured. John Milius's wistful Big Wednesday (1978), set between 1962 and 1974, tracks the difficult transition to adulthood of three young surfers. Offscreen, two of the film's lead actors - Gary Busey and Jan-Michael Vincent - had their own gnarly difficulties. The dream of those early surfer-boy Beach Boys songs inculcated the promise of smiley teenage omnipotence. But how was that promise to be fulfilled in a culture that allowed too many men to drift through life as if it were indeed an 'endless summer', in which they never had to grow up or make amends or lose their appetite for self-distraction? By 1975 a hollowed-out, disconsolate Wilson had retreated to his bed, where the porous line between dream and reality washed away completely. The safe space of 'In My Room' had become a sorry terminus: drawn blinds, junk food and an ogreish need for drugs, heroin included. A beached boy. Wilful son to blotted-out sun.
It  is a typically Californian spin on the American Dream to insist that an uncomplicated happiness is there for the taking, if only you do the necessary work on yourself. In the Beach Boys compound, Mike Love was devoted to transcendental meditation, and Carl Wilson was a member of the Movement of Spiritual Inner Awareness. Brian Wilson ended up with Eugene Landy, whose patented style of white-knuckle pastoral care involved 24/7 surveillance. For a select clientele the return to functioning normality was managed like a hostage situation by Landy and his group of mental health enforcers (one of whom was nicknamed the 'surf Nazi'). The thinking was that successful people in film and music were routinely encouraged to ignore reality - 'learned helplessness' was the defining condition of some superstars' lives - and this was the antidote. And as these were very rich people, Landy's all-day, every-day reinforcement method also made for a tasty business model. It is said that between 1983 and 1986, Landy charged Wilson something like $430,000 a year for his services.
Landy was way out ahead of our own current era of group therapy reality TV, celebrity crisis management and social media surveillance. For one of Wilson's shaky 'comeback' TV appearances, Landy stood off-camera holding signs prompting his charge to SMILE. This is not a future Freud can ever have imagined - more stalking cure than talking cure. And yet, Landy's notion of what might work for patients who were in the terminal stages of addiction and surrounded by cowed enablers was not unrealistic. There was, at the very least, an understanding of the way an addict will arrange everything around themselves like a siege directed outwards, making the people in their life prisoners to their illness. A ferocious will can lurk behind what may present as terminal lassitude. There were some in Brian Wilson's circle who saw this 'dumb angel' as a tenth-dan master in passive-aggressive manipulation. His seeming lostness went hand in hand with an intermittent ability to focus on exactly what he wanted to the exclusion of all else, whether it was exquisitely layered harmonies or being left alone in his room to scarf up drugs. This was procrastination choreographed like a battle plan, and Landy responded with a plan of his own: he effectively restaged the Wilson family's toxic psychodrama, complete with Bad Dad's all-seeing eye, violent mood swings and harsh words.
Landy also laid down the law in other areas of Wilson's life. He asked for songwriting credits on top of his fees, whether he'd contributed anything or not. He demanded that Wilson change his will. He even wanted the two of them to merge their names to become Eugene Wilson Landy and Brian Landy Wilson. Then there was the matter of an immediately disputed 'autobiography', for which Landy stood to receive 30 per cent of the royalties. Wouldn't It Be Nice (1991) is an unsettling, unpleasant read. You're instantly struck by the certain knowledge that this is not Brian Wilson's voice. The book is subtitled 'My Own Story', yet that is precisely what has been taken away from him.
What exactly was wrong with Wilson? A psychiatrist who treated him during a hospitalisation for one breakdown classified him as paranoid schizophrenic, but as ever in Beach Boy world, there were other interpretations, other diagnoses. It may well be that Landy's regime of heavy prescription medications - the list includes, but may not be limited to, Xanax, Eskalith, Navane, Serentil and Cogentin - is what did the real and lasting harm. Some people close to Wilson suspected he 'went insane' when it suited him, as a defensive tactic. Which, if true, is a pretty drastic way of navigating the world.
Buried in the mix of 'I Just Wasn't Made for These Times' is an easy-to-miss chorus of voices singing in Spanish: '?Cuando sere? Un dia sere' ('When will I be? One day I will be'). As if Wilson isn't sure of his ontological status: is he a sprite of the air or a body of flesh and blood? From the beginning, his songs are preoccupied with the hope or the promise or the sheer hell of leaving childhood behind and becoming an adult. One album, recorded in 1977 (but unreleased), was called simply Adult/Child. And there were tracks such as 'When I Grow Up (To Be a Man)'(1965), and 'Child Is Father of the Man' from SMiLE. 'Brian had a fervent desire,' Van Dyke Parks said, 'to reinvent himself as an individual, not as a boy, and that's what happened, I think. By the time I met him, he had already done "When I Grow Up (To Be a Man)"; he'd already raised those questions about being a man, and when I met him, that crisis was acute.' Perhaps it's difficult to grow up when you are eternally known as the head Boy - stalled between youthfulness and adulthood, waiting for some whispered prompt or sudden wave that will instantly transform everything.
Amid the white noise of speculation about Brian it's easy to forget the other two Wilson brothers. Carl was the youngest son, calm, quiet, self-effacing, who usually ended up as go-between and peacemaker, a rare good enabler for his older brother ('I was his sounding board. I was his underling. I always tagged along'). Carl's voice features on many of the most beloved Beach Boys songs, but he had to wait a long time until his own creativity was allowed to surface. His 'Feel Flows' and 'Long Promised Road' (co-written with Jack Rieley) are two of the loveliest songs on Surf's Up.
The relationship between Brian and Dennis is harder to read. Dennis was handsome, feckless, the genuine article: a leonine surfer and hot rodder. He acted in Monte Hellman's terrific film Two-Lane Blacktop (1971), playing the Mechanic to James Taylor's Driver. Brian is the Wilson most often thought 'childlike', but this was just as true of Dennis. He made impossible demands on everyone around him, knowing that he would always be indulged and forgiven. 'Dennis had to keep moving all the time,' Brian said. 'If you wanted him to sit still for one second, he's yelling and screaming and ranting and raving. He's the most messed-up person I know.'
If Spector was the spectre in Brian's psyche, for Dennis it was Charles Manson. There are, as ever, various accounts of how they met and why they hit it off. It's clear that Dennis enjoyed the communal sexual free-for-all that Manson had going on; clear, too, that in return Dennis promised him some kind of access to the music biz. It appears that Dennis had a far deeper involvement with the Manson Family, and for far longer, than was ever admitted at the time. One messed up fam for another. Both men were severely injured sons. Both deployed a malign sort of charm to get what they wanted, and left awful wreckage in their wake.
As with Carl, Dennis's musical ability was long undervalued. In August 1977 he released the marvellous Pacific Ocean Blue, maybe the most complete, organic Beach Boys album of the post-SMiLE period. On the cover, Dennis might be a devil-may-care drug pilot, flying under the coastal radar. But as things turned out the album heralded not a glorious rebirth but the beginning of a gruelling decline. For most of his short life, Dennis had been sliding through life on charm, in Marianne Faithfull's pretty phrase. Now his drug and alcohol addictions deepened, coarsened, accelerated. The end came with bleary inevitability in December 1983. He was 39, near indigent, drinking onboard somebody else's yacht in borrowed clothes. He dived into the water and didn't return.
The promo campaign  for the Beach Boys' album 15 Big Ones (1976) - the original, more fitting title was 'Group Therapy' - boasted the slogan 'Brian is back!' As if he were Freddy or Chucky or one of those child-monsters who can't be killed and always return from a murky half-life somewhere in our collective psyche. Any consideration of the Beach Boys' later output doesn't really belong here; it's the preserve of obsessive fans, picking out this jewel and that, punctuated by long sighs of despair. Something about Brian Wilson attracts a certain kind of man, prone to a pop culture equivalent of theological hair-splitting.
Doggett begins Surf's Up with his own story of attending a fan event in West London in 1988 at which Wilson made a surprise appearance. What he describes is akin to a religious experience (late-period Brian Wilson gigs were often like gatherings of the faithful), with more than a passing resemblance to the worship of saints and martyrs. The magnetic attraction of ruins and reliquaries. Something to believe in. There are those, like Nik Cohn, who love the rev and glee of the early pop and are suspicious of the later, more adult phantasmagoria. There are those devoted to the endless explication of the mysteries of SMiLE. There are even full-blown Dennis Wilson acolytes. There isn't one Beach Boys legacy, but several. An uncertainty over what the Beach Boys are or should be was there from the beginning. Brian Wilson's battles with his father, other band members - most of all Mike Love - and record company suits all hinged on this question of identity, the risks of going against the grain or veering from the familiar formula. Love's conception of the brand shows in the titles of such late-period albums as Keepin' the Summer Alive (1980), Still Cruisin' (1989) and Summer in Paradise (1992). In 1969, when Murry Wilson sold his son's back catalogue for a song (there may have been some spite behind the deal), he had no notion of afterlife, archive, legacy, of a future global bonanza from books, films, soundtracks, adverts, media then undreamed of. Buried treasure, as it turned out.
There is now a whole library of Beach Boys reading, from Timothy White's grand social history The Nearest Faraway Place: Brian Wilson, the Beach Boys and the Southern California Experience (1994) to one of my personal favourites, the slender but peppy Brian Wilson: An Art Book (2005), edited by Alex Farquharson. In comparison to the Landy-ventriloquised Wouldn't It Be Nice, Steven Gaines's once notorious Heroes and Villains (1986) now seems pleasantly scurrilous. One of the exhausting things about reading these books consecutively is how much of a guy thing it all is. It's not that women are absent - there are mothers, wives, girlfriends, daughters, muses, fans - but they rarely register as real presences, and sometimes seem unnervingly interchangeable, as with Brian Wilson's fixation on his first wife's older sister, Diane Rovell. Or there's the soap opera hell in which Love (allegedly) has a daughter he won't acknowledge from an extramarital fling. In 1981 this (alleged) daughter, 16-year-old Shawn Love, met the 36-year-old Dennis Wilson, her father's cousin, and they started 'dating'. Just before her seventeenth birthday, Shawn got pregnant by Dennis and in 1982 gave birth to a son, Gage. Gage was the middle name of Murry Wilson, who you suspect would have strongly disapproved of this tribute - which for Dennis may well have been the whole point.
Doggett is obviously a true believer, but doesn't bury his head in the sand when confronted with the grisly anomalies and internecine nastiness. He is scrupulous, and leavens his writing with a sense of humour; he even manages to give a balanced appraisal of the egregious Mike Love. Surf's Up isn't aimed solely at other obsessives - Doggett steers a sure course between deep Brian worship and the beckoning shallows, between trivia and telling detail. In a section called 'Which Side Are You On? Playing politics with the Beach Boys' we learn that on 1 May 1971 the band played on an 'anti-war' bill with Charlie Mingus, Phil Ochs and Linda Ronstadt. In May 1974, Love was incorrectly accused of being a communist after participating in 'An Evening with Salvador Allende'; his tribute of choice was 'California Girls'. Later that year he sang the same song on a TV music show called Speakeasy, improbably supported by the jazz mavericks John McLaughlin and Charles Lloyd.
Like nearly all books about the Beach Boys, there is a small, though understandable, insufficiency at the heart of Surf's Up: an inability to convey the specific qualities of the band's best music and why it affects us the way it does. Something that goes a long way towards succeeding in that task is Bill Pohlad's film Love & Mercy (2014). Music biopics have been getting much better at showing how things spark in the recording studio, but Love & Mercy is in a whole other league - it's a story told in sound. It begins with a close-up of Brian Wilson's ear, and you could read the entire film as taking place there. He remembers events as sound - sometimes blissful, sometimes intrusive, an unmixed din.
Is it significant that the cover of Wilson's memoir from 2016 displays the title as 'i am Brian Wilson'? Another diminished 'i', like the one in SMiLE. Did he feel helplessly overshadowed by his own name and legend? Wouldn't It Be Nice was rejected by fans as an ambush by Landy; both Love & Mercy and I Am Brian Wilson were seen by some in the inner circle as having been steered by Wilson's second wife (and manager) Melinda Ledbetter, who helped develop the film and is portrayed sympathetically in it (Van Dyke Parks referred to it as 'Mrs Wilson's biopic'). Mike Love, whose own memoir, Good Vibrations, was published a month before Wilson's, claimed: 'He's not in charge of his life, like I am mine. His every move is orchestrated.' He also described Love & Mercy as a 'fairy tale' - which is accurate, but perhaps not in the way he means. Wilson himself called I Am Brian Wilson 'almost all factual', as distinct from the film, which was 'factual - but it had parts of it that weren't actually as factual'. Which is about as definitive as things get in Beach Boy world.
Submerging  yourself in all this literature can be a soul-sapping experience; but you return to the music and its lustre is undimmed. Maybe some of it resonates even more once you learn of the unstable ground it sprang from, the darkness it escaped. The album Surf's Up closes with two of the most moving songs in the Beach Boy canon. ''Til I Die' is one of the only songs for which Brian Wilson wrote both words and music, and for all its gentle beauty, he was never more explicit about his inner life: 'I lost my way ... It kills my soul.' He sings of things against which ego is surely no defence. 'Surf's Up', co-written with Parks, is a song partly about losing and regaining the love of music, and with it the deep feeling of connection and belonging it can bring. There is a kaleidoscopic final passage that brushes close to epiphany: 'I heard the word ... wonderful thing.' The song dissolves into a polyphonic chorus which resurrects Wilson's 'Child Is Father of the Man', before fading into the dawn on the single word 'child, child, child ...'
Doggett gives an account of one of Wilson's own personal musical epiphanies. He was eighteen, and heard something that 'bent me out of shape a little bit'. It was the Christmas carol 'Joy to the World'. He remembered that the 'music touched him so deeply ... he came home from college ... and cried for fifteen minutes.' And here are Wilson's own words, looking back forty years to this transfiguring moment:
My whole life was given over to God as soon as I heard that ... so in a way I can't be blamed for being a little more sensitive than usual, because I gave half my life to God and the other half to try to be a human being, so it's been tough for me in that regard.

I find that the most heart-rending phrase: 'to try to be a human being'. In 1983, Wilson told the reporter Jonathan Taylor: 'I think ultimately I'm just a sound. I don't know if I'm a human being.' This boy-child's story has recognisable stages: he begins in a kind of innocence, ascends to glory, tarries with self-mortification, then returns from the dead. It is a struggle that might once have been couched in religious terms: moments of rapture that we call sacred, but also a dark forest of suffering. The experience of unearthly bliss isn't always an aid to living a life of order and harmony.
The original release of the album Holland (1973) came with a bonus 7-inch EP containing just one track: 'Mount Vernon and Fairway', a twelve-minute 'fairy tale'. As well as words and music, Wilson provides the cover illustration and voices the mischievous Pied Piper who is the tale's quicksilver heart. It's an odd blend of children's story, metaphysical parable and sonic autobiography (in the 1950s, Mike Love's family lived at the corner of Mount Vernon and Fairway in LA's View Park neighbourhood), about a 'young prince' who spends each night 'by himself, usually in his secret hidden bedroom', listening to a magical radio. At first the radio broadcasts classical pieces ('Bach was playing. After a while, it began to sound distant ... the music was floating away from his hearing'), but then starts to transmit bursts of something altogether different: rhythm and hooks, vocal harmonies, the future. For a lot of postwar kids, music took the place of religion. For Brian Wilson, it may be that they were one and the same.
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Shivers
  Nicholas Spice discusses Schubert's use of the octave G in his C minor Impromptu and in the B flat piano sonata (LRB, 19 March). The insistent repetition  of this note first appears in what Spice refers to as the 'notoriously unforgiving piano part' in the 18-year-old Schubert's Opus 1, Erlkonig, where it accompanies the father's hopeless  journey with a dying child in his arms. It is taken up again in Winterreise in the song 'Der Wegweiser' - the 'signpost' indicating a road from which no one has ever returned. Schubert was  no less radical in his use of the bare (perfect) fifth. This interval, whose bleakness is attributable to its lack of a harmony-defining third, makes several telling appearances in  Winterreise, fleetingly at the end of the piano introductions to 'Der Lindenbaum' and 'Rast', and more pointedly in the first notes of 'Einsamkeit'. It reaches its apotheosis in the final  song, 'Der Leiermann', where it features throughout as the unmusical drone of the begging musician. The shocking nature of this music was not lost on its first listeners, who were dismayed by it,  or on Samuel Beckett, who after listening to it wrote of 'shivering through the grim journey again'.


Mark Padmore

				London SW8
			

  Nicholas Spice reminds us that Schubert did not live to see his symphonies performed, and explains that socioeconomic factors in 19th-century Europe also delayed the premieres of symphonies by  Beethoven, Schumann and Brahms. Brahms's First Symphony had its premiere in 1876 when he was 43, but the reasons were more personal. Many Brahms scholars agree that he was so intimidated by  Schumann's hailing him implicitly as Beethoven's successor that he struggled for two decades to compose a symphony that would audibly commune with the spirit of Beethoven while also asserting his  own identity. He prepared for this Herculean task by writing two orchestral serenades based on Mozartian models during the late 1850s. Brahms would have been overjoyed to be compared to Schubert,  but he was luckier in getting his compositions premiered, if not always to sympathetic audiences.


Ira Braus

				Pembroke, Massachusetts
			


Be like a Beaver
  William Davies discusses tactical voting in UK elections (LRB, 19 March). The French electoral system is tailor-made for tactical voting and voters are  masters of the art. If an absolute majority isn't obtained in a first round there is a second round. At the presidential level only two candidates compete in the second round. In recent elections  that has helped Macron defeat Marine Le Pen; his campaign in 2022 seemed to be based on the hope that he would face her, and that voters would put aside party interests to keep her out. It is more  complicated at the parliamentary and municipal level, where three or more candidates can qualify for the second round. Voters often choose their preferred candidate in the first round and then vote  to prevent a particular candidate winning in the second if theirs is eliminated or they don't like the look of the probable winner. As a French friend observes, 'The French are like beavers, they  love building dams.' Withdrawals and negotiations to form alliances in an effort to block a candidate are the hallmarks of the first two days between rounds of voting. This can produce bizarre  results: in the last parliamentary elections in 2024, Edouard Philippe, leader of the centre-right party Horizons and one of Macron's numerous prime ministers, encouraged voters in the constituency  of Le Havre to vote Communist in the second round to block Le Pen's Rassemblement national.
  In an election that has just taken place in the small town where I live, population 27,000, the incumbent mayor, from a centre-right party, faced four opponents in the first round: two from parties  on the moderate right; one representing an alliance of the left with the Communist Party, the Socialist Party and the Ecologists; and finally the candidate of the far left party, La France  Insoumise (LFI). This last candidate was eliminated in the first round. The incumbent, with around 40 per cent of the votes, followed by the socialist alliance at 24 per cent, looked set to win  easily in the second round. The two parties of the moderate right assessed that, even if they merged their campaigns, they were unlikely to win. However, there was considerable surprise when they  both withdrew and asked their voters to vote socialist: personal animosities and an overriding desire to get rid of the current mayor proved stronger than political affiliation or personal  ambition. It was akin to a Conservative candidate urging his supporters to vote Labour to keep out a Liberal Democrat. In the end, the Socialist candidate seemed to have received the votes of the  LFI candidate who had been eliminated in the first round and to have persuaded about half of the voters of the moderate right to support him. He achieved a creditable increase from 24 per cent to  45 per cent of the votes cast, but those who could not bring themselves to vote left assured that the incumbent still secured victory.


Peter Hoskins

				Saintes, France
			


Browned Off
  Andy Beckett seems to join a recent tendency to laud Gordon Brown's achievements while glossing over his significant failures (LRB, 19 March). Since  Brown's return to public life, he has been given free rein to pontificate on the issues of the day, with very little examination of his own record in office. Let's not forget that New Labour did  little to change the Thatcherite political settlement, continuing the drive to privatisation and maintaining the radical taxation regime the Tories had introduced. Top rates of tax for the most  wealthy remained significantly below the level they had been at in 1979, and Brown even introduced a 10 per cent tax rate, which is estimated to have left around 3.5 million of the lowest-income  households worse off. The Private Finance Initiative to fund new hospitals, which he championed, still dogs the NHS today. His support for the Iraq War and the rehabilitation of Peter Mandelson  were huge errors. His biographer's contention that Brown pursued 'power with purpose' is hard to fathom. Indeed it might be argued that the failure of supposedly left-wing politicians to seriously  address the distribution of wealth and the failures of public services is a major factor in the current disenchantment with traditional political parties, which has led to the rise of Reform UK.  Politicians are supposed to make people's lives better. It is difficult to point to a prime minister since the 1970s who has recognised this.


Steve Penny

				Abergavenny, Monmouthshire
			


No Biscuits
  I have one small correction to make to Jefferson Cowie's fascinating piece about Huey Long (LRB, 19 March). The song 'Every Man a King', which Randy  Newman performs on his album Good Old Boys, is not about Huey Long; it is by Huey Long. Long wrote it with Castro Corazo, the band director at Louisiana State University.  On Good Old Boys, it is followed by Newman's own composition 'Kingfish', which is indeed about Long and includes the lyric 'Ain't no Standard oilmen gonna run this state. Gonna be run by  little folk like me and you.'


Chris Paparella

				Rye, New York
			

  Jefferson Cowie says that Huey Long advocated 'dipping biscuits' into potlikker as the best way to eat it. Long said no such thing and likely would not have had a political career in the South if  he had. No one who knows what's good eats biscuits with potlikker. Instead, he insisted on dunking corn pone into the broth.


Ronni Lundy

				Burnsville, North Carolina
			


That's What I Like
  It is an irony that, in an article on modern ideas of pluralism and diversity and on the 'quality of sheer plenitude' in modern poetry, Seamus Perry devotes 24 of his 25 paragraphs to the writings  of white men, all of them British or American - or, in the case of Auden and Gunn, a bit of both (LRB, 19 February). The exception is the sixteenth  paragraph, which is also mostly devoted to the writings of British and American white men (Robert Browning chief among them), but also includes seven words quoted from Elizabeth Bishop and six from  Dorothy Parker. One wishes Perry had dipped into the work of a much wider range of modern poets. From Christina Rossetti's Goblin Market (1862) all the way to Gwendolyn Brooks's 'The  Lovers of the Poor' (1960) and beyond, there is a 'sheer plenitude' to be discovered.


Don LePan

				Nanaimo, British Columbia
			

Mike Gavin admires the 'evocation of the rich ordinariness of the modern world' in the lyrics of Chas & Dave (Letters, 19 March). Predating their efforts in 'That's What I Like' by three years were Ian Dury and the Blockheads, whose 'Reasons to Be Cheerful Part 3' climbed to No. 3 in the charts in the summer of 1979. A sample:
Health Service glasses
Gigolos and brasses
Round or skinny bottoms
Take your mum to Paris
Lighting up the chalice
Wee Willy Harris
Bantu Stephen Biko, listening to Rico
Harpo, Groucho, Chico
Cheddar cheese and pickle, the Vincent motorcycle



Mat Snow

				Brighton
			


Rogue Resurrected
Ferdinand Mount writes about E.W. Hornung and his creation Raffles (LRB, 2 April). It should be noted that Arthur Conan Doyle urged Hornung, most emphatically, to write the Raffles stories. There had been an earlier version of Raffles - a rogue called Deedes, who featured in a story called 'After the Fact', set in Geelong, Australia, published in Chambers's Journal in January 1896. Deedes is a bank robber, shot dead by police at the end of the story. Conan Doyle had greatly enjoyed it. 'What a pity you killed that fellow!' he said to Hornung in autumn 1898, when Hornung was feeling short of fresh ideas. 'A public school villain would be a new figure for a series. Why not revive him?' Hornung doubted whether he could write such a series but eventually gathered himself. He resurrected Deedes, transformed him from an ex-captain of football into a brilliant cricketer, and shunted him back to England. There, he became a debonair man about town, residing in an elegant bachelor flat in Piccadilly, whose pursuits included playing at the Oval and cracking safes.


Peter Rowland

				London E11
			

  One celebrated late 19th-century writer not included by Ferdinand Mount as a friend of E.W. Hornung is George Gissing. Paul Delany's biography of Gissing from 2008 has a photograph of them standing  together alongside Conan Doyle and H.G. Wells in Rome in 1898. Gissing, a classics scholar and fluent Italian speaker, at the time resident in Rome, was giving the others a tour of the sights.  Delany quotes from a letter written at the time by Hornung:
    We have seen quite a lot of Gissing and Wells during the last fortnight ... we like them both immensely. Wells is a very good little chap when you know him, humorous, modest, unaffected. As for    Gissing, he is really a sweet fellow ... He has charm, and sympathy, humour too and a louder laugh than Oscar's [Oscar was his three-year-old son]. That man is not wilfully a pessimist. But he is    lonely - there has been great sorrow and ill-health too.  

  Gissing and Hornung are buried just a few paces apart in the Aice Errota cemetery in St Jean de Luz, with its view over the town, the Basque mountains and the Atlantic Ocean.


Colin Lovelace

				Anglet, France
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Wigging In
Matthew Bevis

5943 wordsJames Schuyler  gave his first public reading on 15 November 1988. People queued around the block to get a seat, and at the end he received the longest, most unconsciously glad applause Eileen Myles had ever heard in New York. 'As for my moment in the spotlight,' Schuyler reported to a friend a couple of days later, 'well, truth to tell, I was a fucking sensation.' The sensation had been a long time coming. Auden based a character in The Age of Anxiety, published in 1947, on Schuyler: Emble is a young man given to watching others with 'a covert but passionate curiosity. What makes them tick? What would it feel like to be a success?' Just over forty years later, Schuyler had an inkling. Having been introduced to the audience at the Dia Art Foundation by John Ashbery, he read from his newly published Selected Poems, on the back cover of which Ashbery's blurb declared: 'Schuyler is simply the best we have.'
He began the reading that night with the first poem he ever published, 'Salute', written in 1951 shortly after he'd come under the spell of Frank O'Hara (of whom he later wrote: 'So witty, so sad,/so you: even your lines have/a broken nose'). 'Salute' runs:
Past is past, and if one
remembers what one meant
to do and never did, is
not to have thought to do
enough? Like that gather-
ing of one of each I
planned, to gather one
of each kind of clover,
daisy, paintbrush that
grew in that field
the cabin stood in and
study them one afternoon
before they wilted. Past
is past. I salute
that various field.

The brokenness of 'gather-/ing' is witty and sad, but ing-ness is part of the point: the word plays at being both noun and gerund, object and activity, and gestures towards the performative event of the poem itself (in a sense, he never did it, yet he's doing it right now). Schuyler once spoke of action painting as 'an autobiography whose past is the present of its creation, a now whose linkage to the past is often reduced to a series of repudiations'. Part of what's repudiated here is any song of the self that sits in isolation from the variousness it courts. The line-ends say it best: in the shift from the hypothetical coolness of 'one' to the more vulnerable gambit of the first person, and in the double life of that person himself ('one of each I'). As the 'I' moves from being unstressed ('of one of each I/planned') to taking just the hint of an accent ('I salute'), the lyric coaxes the concentred from the wistful; missing out is the way you know you've opted in. What has Schuyler made of his life? He's made this.
In his absorbing Life, A Day like Any Other, Nathan Kernan begins by noting that this isn't a critical biography, before adding that, after the details have been absorbed, he would like the reader to remember the caveat Schuyler offers in 'Hymn to Life' about the taxonomy of his beloved roses: 'After learning all their names - Rose/de Rescht, Cornelia, Pax - it is important to forget them.' To remember this caveat the reader would, ideally, have sought out the poem itself, where the names are not forgotten but cherished. And in the act of saying them over, Schuyler pays homage to the world outside (as he once said to Myles: 'I think anything that's all poetry is boring, don't you, babe?'). Any hymn to this man's life needs to keep two things in play: the facts and the experience of them.
Kernan has tracked down everything from Schuyler's baby book and first-grade report card to his psychiatric records and US State Department papers. He has also conducted more than a hundred interviews. What emerges is the fullest picture we are ever likely to have of Schuyler's life, though information about his childhood years remains scant, partly because Schuyler didn't want to go into the details. He was born in Chicago in 1923 to parents from Midwestern farming families. 'As far as I'm concerned,' he said of his father, 'he was an enchantingly wonderful man. Unfortunately he was a compulsive gambler, which my mother found rather hard to take.' They divorced when Schuyler was five. His father makes fleeting appearances in the poems - 'heavy, jolly, well-read man, you've/been gone a long time' - and stands in marked contrast to a man Schuyler would come to loathe: Berton Ridenour, a non-jolly, non-reading construction engineer (aka 'old book burner, my stepfather'). The family moved to Washington DC and then to East Aurora, New York during the Depression. By the time Schuyler entered adolescence there was terrible friction in the house; one of his friends remembered his stepfather being 'quite nutty and very cruel'. When asked by an interviewer what his home situation was like, all Schuyler would say was: 'Listen, you're asking for a novel by Dostoevsky.'
Schuyler's first book, a novel called Alfred and Guinevere (1958), contains flickers of people from his childhood: his mother, Margaret Daisy, and his 'gentle Grandma Ella', who taught him about the natural world and nurtured his literary interests. Schuyler claimed that the grandmother in the novel was the only character based on life. Still, as Kernan points out, 'references to divorce and family separation, as perceived (or misperceived) by young children, float over and through the seemingly souffle-light novel.' There are also intimations of violence, and Schuyler said that 'a fear (an animal fear, one might say) of death' ran through the story. Daisy sometimes expressed a worry that Schuyler had inherited some sort of 'weakness' from his father, so when Guinevere confesses that 'there is a curse on our family and it came out in me,' we wonder what she's referring to and what might yet come out.
Alfred and Guinevere is that rare thing, a masterpiece of a debut written in a form that its author would leave behind. Everything is related from the perspective of the children: we eavesdrop on their conversations ('I dreamed Daddy said, "I'll teach you how to swim." Then he picked me up and threw me out of the window into a big lake') or look at Guinevere's diary over her shoulder ('married people should have vacations from each other. It is the modern up to date way'). Throughout, the children try to deal with what's happening to them by means of fabulation: 'I will tell him the one about the husband who was so glad to see his wife he hugged her too hard and she dropped dead and one other.' That 'and one other' shows Schuyler's pitch-perfect ear for the to-be-continued and his love of the tellingly untold. He originally wrote the book with 'child' and 'adult' chapters interspersed before deciding to cut the latter, and he resisted his publisher's demands for a more dramatic or conclusive ending. 'One has to go to the really best poems of our time to find writing with as much skill,' Kenneth Koch claimed in his review. 'Mr Schuyler has transferred the excitements of poetry to his prose; something (witty or prosodic) is happening at every second ... his language makes one aware not only of what it describes, but also of language itself - of the word as a word among words, as poetry does, or should.'
Other things had to happen before Schuyler could devote himself to the excitements of poetry. Kernan tells the story of his twenties in vivid detail, a quarter of the biography dealing with this one decade. In 1942, just as Schuyler was flunking out of college, his father died of a heart attack. He joined the navy and a year later, while on leave in New York, he got drunk, missed curfew, panicked and went AWOL. Looking back, he said that he had a kind of breakdown. He also had a memory of himself as a 'cute sailor found-object' ('I grooved with a nifty soldier ... I can feel those dog tags this minute'). After his homosexuality was revealed to the authorities, he was sent to a navy prison on Hart Island, where he was woken at 5.30 each morning to do six hours' manual labour, before being discharged a few months later as 'Undesirable'. As Kernan writes, the whole ordeal was deeply traumatic and shameful. Schuyler kept it from pretty much everyone who knew him in later life.
After his discharge he moved to New York and landed a job working at NBC for the Voice of America. He also began a stormy relationship with Bill Aalto, to whom he confided in an unpublished poem: 'You promised we could make a kind of hell/for each other, and we did.' Many years later Schuyler linked another love affair to his stepfather's treatment: 'B's cruelty to me caused me to have a three-year sado-masochistic episode. Chains, whips, burns, a needle and dental tape. As a matter of fact pain doesn't hurt; it's a sensation, like a kiss.' Sometimes things weren't consensual. Aalto's drinking fuelled the violence, and if the relationship wasn't quite at an end when he smashed a grappa bottle over Schuyler's head, it was definitely over when he picked up a carving knife and advanced towards him round the kitchen table. 'He was serious and so was I,' Schuyler recalled.
He was also getting serious about writing. Chester Kallman was a vital supporter ('the person who most encouraged me to write'), as was Truman Capote, who offered detailed criticism. Schuyler's work was published for the first time in 1951 - three short stories in Accent - and later that year he wrote his first known poems. Part of his apprenticeship had been served under Auden, for whom he had helped prepare Nones for publication in 1949. Schuyler learned a lot from typing it up, but later remembered being overawed by the technical intricacy, the skill, the rhymes, the metre. 'Well, if this is poetry,' he thought, 'I'm certainly never going to write any myself.' But, as he well knew, poetry could take several forms. Ashbery and O'Hara would gain Auden's attention when he was judging the Yale Younger Poets Prize in 1955, and just after Schuyler made his own debut in print he met them. 'Both John and Frank were very encouraging and made me feel that I wasn't just a poet who was being tested but that I was a poet. That was perhaps one of the most, if not the most important moment of my life; to be accepted by people of whose work I was absolutely certain.'
Schuyler once told an interviewer that he didn't write the kind of poetry that attracted critics. 'It's too easy,' he added, with a laugh. It wasn't easy, though, to arrive at his kind of ease. He'd sometimes spend up to a year tinkering with a poem: 'I settled for "hides", but I think the long i sound spoils the effect of "blind" in the next line.' A Schuyler poem might seem just talk. He will say 'oof' or 'uhm' as he shoots the breeze about 'the this, the that' and 'the said to be boring things'. But he also chooses words like 'lanceolate' or 'Favrile', or ends a lyric: 'Silver day/how shall I polish you?' Just as you're settling in to the same old same old ('Everything just sitting around'), suddenly a truck passes, 'perceived as a quick shuffle of solitaire cards'. The poems are something-nothing spaces in which anything might happen, and they frequently end with a feeling of incipience, readying themselves for a change in the weather: 'It's high/time for crocuses, bloodroots, hepaticas/and other nascent what-have-yous.'
Schuyler enjoys having his poems tease Poetry - 'you can't talk about the weather/it's like saying my lady's damask cheek' - but he knows that poets have an enduring love affair with what's allegedly outmoded or said to be beneath them. His own style was fed by a curious amalgam of classical and contemporary influences: Dante and Leopardi, whom he translated; Pasternak, who 'has meant more to us than any American poet'; Arthur Waley's translations from the Chinese (Tu Fu in particular); Apollinaire, whose 'Hotel' was one of his favourite poems. What comes out of this is a feeling for clarity itself as a kind of mystery, and for the lyrical as a gentle shock. Here's 'Closed Gentian Distances':
A nothing day full of
wild beauty and the
timer pings. Roll up
the silver off the bay
take down the clouds
sort the spruce and
send to laundry marked,
more starch. Goodbye
golden- and silver-
rod, asters, bayberry
crisp in elegance.
Little fish stream
by, a river in water.

Despite (or perhaps because of) the timer's ping, Schuyler's poems leave you in a hush. Yet the sounds within them guide your gaze. Take the shift in scale from 'bay' to 'bayberry' - a quiet revelling in the eye's freedom of movement. Or the understated way the rhymes imply that states of matter - solids, liquids or gases - exist to keep one another company ('silver', 'asters', 'river'). There's a ghost of a sonnet here too, with a volta at 'Goodbye', and a closing couplet. The magic of the couplet owes something to Schuyler's decision not to say that little fish 'swim', so that for a split second 'stream' might be a noun, a giddy delirium of vision.
Where are those gentians? Somewhere, nowhere, everywhere. Schuyler once praised Jane Freilicher's paintings for their frequent adjustments of perspective, testament to 'the small shifts the eyes make in moving the gaze from object to object to undiscriminated distance'. A poem like 'Closed Gentian Distances' - partly abstract, partly figurative - takes its bearings from his passion for the New York art scene. 'New York poets,' he wrote in 1959, 'except I suppose the colour-blind, are affected most by the floods of paint in whose crashing surf we all scramble.' Like O'Hara, with whom he shared an apartment on and off for most of the 1950s, Schuyler sometimes collaborated with artists. He also succeeded O'Hara as reviewer for Art News and worked at the Museum of Modern Art. By the end of the decade he was referring to himself as a 'director of special exhibitions at the museum, an editorial whosis for Art News - a writer !?@* and now and then a human being'. His art reviews contain some of his finest writing (there's an excellent selection edited by Simon Pettet) and shed light on his poetry's particular ways of seeing.
Or, better - and as Kernan elegantly puts it - they share the poetry's 'not seeing, or more accurately "un-seeing", in that it appears to record the sensation of seeing something without the usual set of assumptions that allow us to know what it is.' This comes to the fore in Schuyler's romancing of colours, which often take precedence over objects: 'three greys,/sky, road, path'; 'a pinprick of blue' becomes 'a child running'. Commenting on the influence on him of the American 'greats' in 1959, Schuyler said that William Carlos Williams and Wallace Stevens inspired greater freedom than the others. The freedom of Schuyler's red isn't quite the concretion of Williams's red wheelbarrow, or the dream of Stevens's drunken sailor catching tigers in red weather. It exists somewhere between or beyond these poles, as surface, relation or changeable state: 'red brick' becomes 'brick painted/red'; a bird is 'the red touch green/cries out for' or 'a red that leaps from green and holds it there'; flames in red glass pots are 'unlikely flowers, a spot of light that jumped'. Colours are also important to him as an intimation of time, not just a clarification of space. They seem to bloom, to melt, to come and go, to hint at an absent presence: the leaves of the maple are 'an undreamt of butter', a greyness becomes 'a colour/called drained-of-blueness', the eye sees grout only 'as a wash of another diluted colour/over the colour it thinks it knows/is there'. Schuyler's poetry deals with what you think you know as akin to a sensation, or to a state of feeling. Seeing is believing, but believing is a close cousin of surmising.
By the time his first book of poetry, Salute, appeared in 1960, Schuyler had become close to the writer and painter Fairfield Porter, who was the first to write about the New York School poets and artists together, noting of Schuyler that his writing 'tends towards a deceptively simple Chinese visibility, like transparent windows on a complex view'. A well-chosen simile, because Schuyler views transparency itself as miraculously complex: he speaks of windows 'lashed into life'; one in an attic is 'like a wink'; raindrops on another 'spell out untranslatable glyphs'. Schuyler wrote about Porter's paintings on many occasions, singling out his gift for catching 'the nuance of vacancy'. Looking through the House was 'an intimist masterpiece ... in which feeling brings to cohesion window frames, barely discriminable islands, the pomegranate bottom of a lantern'. 'Intimist' is the word that the poet Barbara Guest used to describe Schuyler himself, and, for both, intimacy appears to nurture independence - not just of objects, but of the medium that represents them. Here's Schuyler writing about Porter:
Within a descriptive area, a single stroke can have the aliveness that an abstract painter would demand or need ... the paint has its own movement, as brushed, stirred and rippled as the windy grass, trees and water it describes. The paint is not, however, merely a vehicle for description ... the paint is itself a palpable fact that holds an imprint of life and infuses life into the image ... What we are given is an aspect of everyday life, seen neither as a snapshot nor as an exaltation.

Schuyler is holding up a mirror to his own art too. Years later, when asked by an interviewer whether he wrote poems about Porter's paintings, he replied: 'No, but I tried to write poems that were like his painting.'
That discrimination is in tune with Schuyler's penchant for simile. A gathering of similes from across his writing life - all of which connect the natural and the human-made - gives a sense of the facture of his palpable facts:
The big yellow maple is now
skimped of leaves, precisely
like a cab driver who says,
'I can't change that.'
Bumblebees, like little flying bears, are
     floating up and down the stalks of the
          hollyhocks as smoothly as elevators.
                                         tears
sliding out of me like oil
out of an over-oiled electric fan
Have you ever swum at night in water so cold
     it's like plunging into a case of knives, your quickly
Moving limbs dripping with moonstones, liquid moonstones?

In Schuyler's hands, simile is revealing and outlandish. 'A wedding of disjunctions', he calls it elsewhere, one that acts as a guarantor for a world in which each thing is very much its own thing - not sequestered, but not wholly conjoined (I'm reminded of Douglas Crase's memory of being in his company: 'Jimmy sat unbudging in a kind of genial secrecy'). Porter once spoke of 'an elementary principle of organisation in any art that nothing gets in anything else's way, and everything is at its own limit of possibilities'. In response to a painting Porter gave him, Schuyler wrote a poem called 'A Blue Shadow Painting', in which he delighted in his friend's depiction of the sky 'set against, no, with, living with, existing alongside and part of,/the helter-skelter of rust brown, of swift indecipherables'. This is a vital part of the way Schuyler wanted - needed - to see the world, and himself within it. Watching the snowflakes from his window one Christmas Eve, he observed that 'there's a lot of twisting, turning, gusts and indecisions, all about to settle when they rise up like an alarmed flock from a field - how odd, that they seem never to bump into each other.'
Schuyler wrote  'A Blue Shadow Painting' in the same place he'd started writing poetry a decade earlier: a psychiatric ward. Porter visited him in hospital several times in 1961 and when he was released drove him to Great Spruce Head Island, where Porter and his family were spending the summer. Schuyler was soon living with them (as Anne Porter put it, 'Jimmy came for the weekend and stayed eleven years'). Kernan writes with great sensitivity about this time, and Schuyler remembered it as much the happiest period of his life. But he wasn't the easiest man to be around. He struggled to hold down a job, and colleagues were sometimes enlisted as carers ('God knows, I tried to get out of bed, but ... it just wasn't possible. And, darling, if you do come to visit, would you bring me a cherry Coke?'). He'd started therapy in the mid-1950s - 'as soon as I found a psychoanalyst I sort of fell apart,' he recalled - and his love life was often complicated. So was his relationship with drink. 'I've been on a bender since I was sixteen,' he confessed to Bob Dash later, at a time when he was drinking almost a litre of vodka a day.
Throughout his adult life Schuyler suffered from depression and psychotic episodes. On the way to hospital on one occasion, he turned to Ashbery: 'John, you do believe that I'm the Resurrection and the Life, don't you?' 'Sure,' John said. What's for Dinner? (1978) - a novel Alice Notley summed up as 'a comedy of manners all about alcoholism, insanity, adultery, drugs, moderate incest and death' - draws on Schuyler's time in mental hospitals, and one late poem mentions Thorazine, Placidyl, Antabuse, 'seven Sleepeze, two Nembutal ... three/antidepressant pills, a red pill that controls the side effects of the antidepressants' and so on. Another lyric tells the story of the year 1977 in under twenty lines: pneumonia; diabetes; a fire in his room after he passed out while smoking in bed; skin grafts for third-degree burns; severe poisoning as a side effect of a new drug; two months spent learning to walk again; then another breakdown, followed by four weeks in a different hospital.
Still, as Schuyler conceded in an early poem, 'We must observe the amenities/even if we are going nuts.' One of the striking things about his life is that his four strongest books, published between 1969 and 1980, coincide with his most severe mental health difficulties. Kernan is careful not to read the work as mere symptom, noting that 'even at his most deranged, he could appear, and perhaps be, calm and rational in his writing.' When Myles arrived in his apartment to find him looking 'as though he was about to burst', he started to write a lyric. 'It seemed to be that he was composing a universe of calm out of complete franticness ... Those kind of calm beauties that he assembles were such a construction of his needs.' As he wrote to Porter, 'insofar as a work is a work of art, the neurosis is transformed, not just sublimated, but brought into the scope of the possible and actual world.' The possible and the actual aren't complete rhyming partners, though, and this gives the poems their air of vulnerability - or, rather, of achieved vulnerability.
'The Payne Whitney Poems', a series of lyrics written while Schuyler was in a psychiatric hospital in New York in 1975, are delicately sane salvage operations. Here's 'Sleep':
The friends who come to see you
and the friends who don't.
The weather in the window.
A pierced ear.
The mounting tension and the spasm.
A paper-lace doily on a small plate.
Tangerines.
A day in February: heart-
shaped cookies on St Valentine's.
Like Christopher, a discarded saint.
A tough woman with black hair.
'I got to set my wig straight.'
A gold and silver day begins to wane.
A crescent moon.
Ice on the window.
Give my love to, oh, anybody.

This is characteristic of Schuyler at his best, pitched somewhere between the serene and the susceptible. Although the poem won't say 'I' on its own behalf, other 'I's associatively recall its troubles (in the opening line of the series Schuyler confessed to 'Wigging in, wigging out'). The second line flirts with woundedness but won't confirm it, and suppressed identifications aren't necessarily full ones: Valentine's Day might make him feel discarded, but he's hardly a saint. The weather 'in', not 'through', the window tells of a microscopic attentiveness that could evade emotion, yet eye and heart will go a-roving and there may be turn-ons too - piercings, tensions, spasms. All this comes through quietly. One reason that Schuyler didn't always like poetry to be read aloud was because it made it 'go by too quickly', the voice distracting from what he referred to as the poem's inner sounds (he once said that he consciously resonated off a single sound in many of his lyrics). The sung-unsung hero here is 'o', which catches at the 'ow' of that mounting tension and the ache of 'old' in 'gold' alongside the talk of waning. And then 'don't' and 'window' ready the ear for 'oh', the poem's reinvention of lyrical apostrophe, an off-key 'O' which brings the thing to a close with a surprise, or a smile, or a sigh.
Schuyler had a genius for salutation - especially goodbyes - and he often looked for ways to conduct them in slow motion (in 'Sleep', his most beloved item of experience, the day, only begins to wane). When the Porters finally asked him to leave in 1970, he replied: 'I'll think about it.' Three years later, he agreed. He dedicated his first major collection, Freely Espousing, published in 1969, to Fairfield and Anne, and Porter is often present (sometimes by name) in a poem he wrote just as he was preparing to leave the family, 'The Crystal Lithium'. 'It seemed to break through into what I wanted. It was also a breakthrough because it was turning out to be one of my best poems. I was very aware of that.' Porter agreed. Schuyler had always been a celebrator of the moment - more precisely, of 'a flicked off bit/of a moment'. 'The Crystal Lithium' came to him after his rediscovery of Whitman; and, as one line break intimates, it heralded a sense of the now as something akin to the 'now/And then'. Kernan writes particularly well on the way 'the poem "happens" everywhere and in every time at once,' and this effect is bound up with the way in which the present, which is always unprecedented, catalyses a feeling for duration:
among the reeds there winds a little frozen stream
Where kids in kapok ice-skate and play at Secret City as the sun
Sets before dinner, the snow on the fields turns pink and under the hatched ice
The water slides darkly and over it a never before seen liquefaction of the sun
In a chemical yellow greener than sulphur a flash of petroleum by-product
Unbelievable, unwanted and as lovely as though someone you knew all your life
Said the one inconceivable thing and then went on washing dishes

The tableau-like quality of the simple present tense is one way we know we are reading a lyric poem. Time stands still, even during ice-skating. But the frozen stream of lyric is still winding, and the ice is always 'hatched'. It's a domesticated miracle, in which the before and after of dinner act as a sponsor of epiphany, and as a release from it.
Schuyler's love of dailiness was a way of keeping in touch with his past while also holding out for a future. Noting that many of Schuyler's poems have dates as titles, and that they revel in the heterogeneous, collage-like nature of newspapers, Kernan writes that Schuyler's father's position as a Midwestern newspaper editor in the early 1920s put him in illustrious company. Schuyler was proud of his father's job, mentioning it in several interviews, and on his own college transcript he listed journalism as his 'Preference of Vocation'. His first reference to his father in the poems is to 'Dad/with all his buttons on/back in the watch fob days'.
Schuyler liked reading journals, and Porter - a surrogate father to him, among other things - encouraged him to start keeping one. One of the things he recorded there was Porter's comment on his poetry: 'It disappears as it goes along.' As Kernan noted in his edition of the diary, this echoes Porter's description of his own work: 'My paintings are more "unfinished" than ever, because I unfinish them as I paint.' Somewhere behind this lies Porter's fondness for Ingres's comment that he 'left it to time to finish his paintings', and it's this quality (or capacity) that goes into the making of Schuyler's later work, particularly 'Hymn to Life' and 'The Morning of the Poem'. These two poems are so magnificent that I'm wary of quoting them, not least because the time it takes to read them is a crucial part of what they are, so it's hard to know when to stop quoting. Perhaps, then, just the start of 'The Morning of the Poem': 'July 8 or July 9, the eighth surely, certainly/1976 that I know'. And its closing word, 'goodbye', which is gently unfinished by the final line's first word - 'Tomorrow'. In formation and in medias res, just the way he liked it - with a feeling not only for the way one makes sense of time, but for how one makes sense in it.
The spring  of 1981 brought news that Schuyler had been awarded a Guggenheim grant and a Pulitzer Prize for The Morning of the Poem. Kernan covers the last decade of his life in just under forty pages. One reason for this brevity is that it's a happy ending of sorts. Schuyler found a new doctor, Daniel Newman - 'a lifesaver, literally', as Kernan puts it - to whom he dedicated his Selected Poems, and who helped him to stop drinking, reduce his medication and change his diet. Although he did suffer another breakdown in 1985, he recovered, and his friendship with his assistant Tom Carey became a source of strength. 'Tom's enormous contribution to Jimmy's life was allowing himself to be loved without going crackers in the process,' the artist Darragh Park recalled. 'It was one of those experiences that you see occasionally in life where really it does appear that love, a little love in somebody's life, can really transform it.' And Schuyler fell in love again too: as he incredulously told Ashbery soon after meeting Artie Growich in 1989, 'I never thought I would get laid again in this lifetime.' Added to this, there was the success of his public readings and of course more roses. Myles recalled their visits to a local florist: 'He was completely in his element ... It was like being in heaven with God.'
If pushed to choose one word that shows Schuyler in his element, I'd go for 'just'. It tends to arrive at the edge of a run-on line, delighted by the double life it gets to live there:
          Free-
dom's just
a word.
and I have a slight headache
on one side only just
enough for a drink
          And how have you come to know the just
Rightness when you see it
          What a pearl
of letter knife. It's just
the thing I needed
          then there was the just-
before-morning electric storm

'Just' is a proximity or an almost, a devotion to the ordinary, a yearning for rightness and a sense that it has been achieved. My favourite 'just' is the first to appear in his poetry, in the lyric from which Kernan's biography takes its title and which has often been celebrated as one of Schuyler's very best. In 1955, he'd been trying and failing to write a poem about a trip to Palermo. To a correspondent he recalled 'the apathy following on the disappointment of a wasted day', before adding that what seemed like waste may have been 'a warming up. Who knows? Not me.' In any case, he looked out the window, and wrote this:
A chimney, breathing a little smoke.
The sun, I can't see
making a bit of pink
I can't quite see in the blue.
The pink of five tulips
at five p.m. on the day before March first.
The green of the tulip stems and leaves
like something I can't remember,
finding a jack-in-the-pulpit
a long time ago and far away.
Why it was December then
and the sun was on the sea
by the temples we'd gone to see.
One green wave moved in the violet sea
like the UN Building on big evenings,
green and wet
while the sky turns violet.
A few almond trees
had a few flowers, like a few snowflakes
out of the blue looking pink in the light.
A grey hush
in which the boxy trucks roll up Second Avenue
into the sky. They're just
going over the hill.
The green leaves of the tulips on my desk
like grass light on flesh,
and a green-copper steeple
and streaks of cloud beginning to glow.
I can't get over
how it all works in together
like a woman who just came to her window
and stands there filling it
jogging her baby in her arms.
She's so far off. Is it the light
that makes the baby pink?
I can see the little fists
and the rocking-horse motion of her breasts.
It's getting greyer and gold and chilly.
Two dog-size lions face each other
at the corners of a roof.
It's the yellow dust inside the tulips.
It's the shape of a tulip.
It's the water in the drinking glass the tulips are in.
It's a day like any other.

It's those boxy trucks I want to stay with, as they roll up Second Avenue into the sky. Ah, no: 'They're just/going over the hill'. Even as Schuyler comes back down to earth after his hallucination, the trucks somehow stay strange, because they're not merely doing something, they're about to do it. This temporal tremor registers Schuyler's knowledge of - or bid for - waywardness within the matter-of-fact. He 'can't get over/how it all works in together' because, as he once put it in his diary, experience itself is an 'extraordinary excess' - something encountered, made and missed. Occasionally, a claim like 'It all works in together!' might refer to something that a person needs to get over (to recover from a manic state, say, or the madness of certainty, or a quest for everything to make sense). But here it registers a deep sanity, an awareness of just how much imagination goes into the making of the real. 'Maybe I should get over the idea that the way to write a poem is to look out the window and put it all down,' Schuyler wrote to a friend when preparing his first book for the press. 'But I don't see why.'
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At the National Gallery
Holbein and Henry James
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On any day  of the week, you will find a sizeable crowd at the National Gallery standing in front of the painting now known as The Ambassadors: Hans Holbein's life-sized double portrait of 1533 depicting Jean de Dinteville, the French ambassador in England, and his friend and fellow humanist Georges de Selve, bishop of Lavaur, who passed through London in the spring of 1533, around the time of Anne Boleyn's coronation. Selve was later appointed French ambassador in Venice - hence the title by which the painting has come to be known.
Dinteville and Selve are depicted with mathematical and scientific instruments; globes (one celestial, one terrestrial); books (including a German hymnal with mismatched pages); and musical instruments (including a lute with a broken string). There is, too, a front-and-centre display of anamorphosis. What appears, when viewed head on, to be a large, greyish-white streak between the men's feet resolves, when viewed from the side, into a skull which seems to project from the wooden panel. Although most of Holbein's surviving paintings are not signed, this one is. On the floor behind and to the left of Dinteville, Holbein has inscribed 'Ioannes Holbein pingebat. 1533': an indication, perhaps, that he was particularly proud of this ambitious work.
More has probably been written about The Ambassadors than about any other work by Holbein. Is the painting a commentary on the religious divisions threatening to rip apart Christendom in the early 1530s? A reminder of the frailty of life and the inevitability of death? An essay on the conflict between secular and sacred authorities? A celebration of friendship in the classical sense of the friend as a second self? A memorial to the Nuremberg Treaty of 1532, by which Charles V, Holy Roman Emperor, legally acknowledged the existence of Protestantism for the first time? A commemoration of Anne Boleyn's coronation in Westminster Abbey on 1 June 1533?
Acquired by the National Gallery in 1890 from the 5th Earl of Radnor's collection (along with two other paintings) for the enormous sum of PS55,000, the work - its sitters' identities then uncertain - first went on display in September 1890, before being removed in December for cleaning and restoration. Several months later, towards the end of the summer of 1891, the Longford Castle Holbein - as the Victorians usually referred to it - was returned to public display. A crucifix previously obscured by varnish was now visible in the painting's upper left corner, peeking out from behind the green curtain. Newly revealed, too, were the formerly illegible words, in German, on the pages of the open hymnal.
It requires an effort today - when high-resolution, colour images of famous artworks are readily available at the click of a mouse - to imagine the excitement with which these events were greeted. Members of the public flocked to Trafalgar Square to see the painting, both before and after its cleaning and restoration, and to share their thoughts on it, typically via the letters pages of the Times. In one, printed on 7 October 1890, the architect and furniture designer Charles Locke Eastlake (nephew and namesake of the National Gallery's first director) suggested that the anamorphic skull might be a coded reference to Thomas Cranmer (cranemere), who was appointed archbishop of Canterbury in the run-up to Anne Boleyn's coronation. In a letter printed on 20 October 1890, John Marshall RA proposed an alternative theory: that the skull constituted 'a punning signature of the great artist', 'hohl' and 'bein' being the German (loosely translated) for 'hollow bone'.
There were debates, too, about the identities and nationalities of the sitters. A late 18th-century engraving of the painting - produced at the behest of the Parisian art dealer Jean-Baptiste-Pierre Le Brun, who briefly owned the work - had described the sitters as ambassadors. When, in 1873, the 4th Earl of Radnor lent the painting to the Royal Academy for that year's Winter Exhibition, it was tentatively referred to in the accompanying catalogue as 'The Two Ambassadors', with an explanatory note that the sitters were 'believed to be ... Sir Thomas Wyatt ... and his Secretary'. Proposed pairings mooted on the letters pages of the Times in the early 1890s, some of which embraced the ambassadorial theme, included Wyatt and the French poet Nicholas Bourbon; Otto Henry, Count Palatine, and his brother Philipp; George Boleyn, 2nd Viscount Rochford, and William Paget, 1st Baron Paget; and Richard Pate and Hugh Askew. This last lent itself to yet another interpretation of the anamorphic skull: that it was a visual pun on the sitters' combined surnames ('Pate Askew'). One member of the public optimistically suggested that either of the men depicted could be Baldassare Castiglione, author of Il Cortegiano, despite the fact that, by 1533, Castiglione had been dead for four years.
The mystery was resolved on 7 December 1895, when Mary F.S. Hervey - the only woman to record her thoughts on the matter - asserted, also in a letter to the Times, that she had found 'the Solution' in a mid-17th-century inventory. This document, as Hervey explained, contained 'the whole history of the picture during the first 120 years of its existence', including the identification of the sitters as Dinteville (in whose family chateau at Polisy - shown on the terrestrial globe - the painting had been recorded since the 16th century) and Selve. Hervey expanded her findings into a bestselling book, Holbein's 'Ambassadors': The Picture and the Men - An Historical Study (1900), which remains an indispensable resource.
Henry James was among the many who followed these developments with interest. He had long been an admirer of Holbein's portraits. Reviewing an exhibition of John Singleton Copley's portraits in the Nation in 1875, he had noted that Copley was 'by no means a Holbein', who was the 'supreme genius' in this sphere. Four years later, writing about the Royal Academy's Winter Exhibition of 1879, James hailed the 29 'magnificent ... heads in chalk' lent by Queen Victoria as 'the most striking feature of the exhibition', noting that Holbein's portraits, whether drawn or painted, possessed 'a strong and incorruptible reality ... of the literal facts and idiosyncrasies of the face ... that has never been surpassed'.
James was an admirer, too, of the National Gallery. In a review of its 'noble collection' in 1877, he argued that, though the rooms were 'perhaps a trifle less lofty and less splendid' than the Louvre's, nonetheless 'the pictures appear to as great an advantage as the London daylight allows.' Decades later, in The Middle Years, he recalled with pleasure past visits to the gallery, including the thrill of once finding himself standing next to Swinburne while admiring a Titian. It also appears as a key location in two of his novels. In What Maisie Knew (1897), young Maisie Farange and her stepfather, Sir Claude, seek shelter from the rain among the Italian Renaissance Madonnas, images (in Sir Claude's view) full of 'silly superstition'. In The Wings of the Dove (1902), the mortally ill heiress Milly Theale, pausing to rest in the Dutch and Flemish masters' room, spies Merton Densher and Kate Croy - thereby realising that, contrary to what she has been led to believe, they are well-acquainted. The same room features as a location in James's short story 'Mora Montravers'.
It's perhaps not surprising that, in casting about for a title for The Ambassadors (1903), James seems to have taken inspiration from Holbein's painting, which had been much in the news during the years his novel was in gestation. As is clear from James's notebooks, the rough idea for the story came to him in the autumn of 1895. The bulk of the writing, however, took place in a concentrated burst between the autumn of 1900 and the summer of 1901. In other words, he was working on the novel - which, in many ways, is a celebration of France and all things French - during a period when, thanks to the researches of Mary F.S. Hervey, the numerous French connections that found expression in Holbein's magnificent double portrait were being brought to light.
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The Ambassadors was not the only painting by Holbein in the National Gallery to have captured the imagination of James and the British public at the turn of the 20th century. Christina of Denmark, painted in 1538, is a product of Henry VIII's search for a fourth queen following Jane Seymour's death in the autumn of 1537. To take Christina's likeness, Holbein travelled to Brussels, where he was granted a three-hour sitting. Presumably, Holbein made multiple ad vivum drawings of Christina on the spot, which he worked up into a painting on his return to England. The finished product is Holbein's only extant life-sized, full-length portrait of a woman.
Christina of Denmark had been lent to the Royal Academy by the 15th Duke of Norfolk for its Winter Exhibition of 1880. When the exhibition closed, the trustees of the National Gallery - aware that building works were planned at Arundel Castle and conscious that the gallery lacked any works by Holbein - arranged to borrow the painting, which was placed on display in the Dutch and Flemish masters' room. (The gallery did not have a room dedicated to the German schools until 1898.) What was intended as a temporary loan turned into something more long-term. In 1890, Christina was joined by The Ambassadors and, as the years passed, most visitors would have assumed that both works were owned by the gallery.
It thus came as a shock to the museum-going public when, in late April 1909, the duke accepted an offer of PS61,000 from Colnaghi & Co. art dealers for Christina, on the understanding that the trustees of the gallery would have until the end of the month (just nine days) to raise an equivalent sum if they were to keep it. When they failed to do so, it was promptly offered to Henry Clay Frick for PS72,000, the understanding this time being that the trustees would have a month to raise matching funds. A nationwide appeal was launched by the recently founded National Art Collections Fund and aesthetes began holding daily vigils in Trafalgar Square.
As with the 'Longford Castle Holbein' in the early 1890s, the 'Norfolk Holbein' was rarely out of the news in the spring of 1909. On 3 May 1909, the painter Philip Burne-Jones noted in a letter to the Times that if the painting should 'find a home in America ... its days are practically numbered ... No painting can survive many years in the overheated atmosphere of American rooms or galleries.' The next day the Daily Graphic described the prospect of its loss as the source of a collective 'condition of mourning'. On 5 May 1909, Lionel Cust, the director of the National Portrait Gallery, wrote in the Times: 'There is an element of tragedy in this incident, coupled with a deep sense of humiliation.' A week later, Punch ran a cartoon depicting Uncle Sam trying to wrench Christina from her frame beneath a caption reading: 'HANS ACROSS THE SEA?'
Not all were in favour of saving Christina for the nation. The Sheffield Independent printed a series of unflattering comments from visitors who had been underwhelmed by the painting: one man briskly dismissed Holbein's portrait as 'an old puddin'-face'. Another letter-writer to the Times argued that the money being raised for Christina would be better spent preserving the country's cathedrals: 'The Holbein, though lost to us, would not be lost to the world; but a cathedral fallen would never be restored.' Vanity Fair noted that, as Britons could see live duchesses for free, 'Why, then, pay PS72,000 to see dead duchesses?'
In the end, the picture was secured for the National Gallery at the eleventh hour by an anonymous donation of PS40,000 from someone who wished only to be known as 'a patriotic lady'. The Westminster Gazette duly ran a cartoon depicting Christina and John Bull embracing under the heading 'Something has turned up.' Unlike his friends John Singer Sargent and Edmund Gosse, James does not seem to have contributed to the fund to save the painting. But he followed events closely. In a letter to Gosse of 4 June 1909, he wrote: 'The Holbein Duchess has been saved - by a veiled lady who has bought her off for PS40,000. Can you lift the veil?' Gosse could not. Indeed, to this day, the woman's identity remains uncertain - though Lady Tate, Lady Harriet Wantage, the Countess of Carlisle and the Duchess of Marlborough (the American-born heiress Consuelo Vanderbilt) were among those rumoured to have come to Christina's aid.
The tussle formed the basis for the last novel James completed before his death, The Outcry (1911). A comedy of manners, it depicts the clash between New World money and Old World values when a wealthy American art collector, Breckenridge Bender ('bender' being 19th-century slang for a sixpence), attempts to buy a prized Old Master from an English nobleman, Lord Theign, who is asset-rich but cash-poor. Originally conceived as a three-act play, it was recast as a novel after London's theatres were shut for a period of mourning following the death of Edward VII in May 1910. Although Holbein is never mentioned by name, the novel's plot is clearly based on the outcry sparked by the Duke of Norfolk's decision to sell Christina and Frick's determination to acquire her.
Frick was already in possession of works by Titian, Rembrandt and Vermeer, among other Old Masters. But he seems to have felt that he would never be viewed as a collector of the first rank until he had acquired at least one Holbein. This was something Frick's friend and rival collector Isabella Stewart Gardner of Boston had already done. Her purchase in 1899 of Holbein's Sir William Butts and Lady Butts from Colnaghi & Co. probably inspired James's short story 'The Beldonald Holbein', in which the titular portrait, 'the wonderful sharp old face so extraordinarily, consummately drawn', is 'banished' from London to find itself in a 'minor American city'.
In the end, Frick acquired not one but two paintings by Holbein. Apparently spurred on by the loss of Christina, he intensified his efforts and in 1912 - acting, in part, on advice from Roger Fry - acquired a portrait of Sir Thomas More from Edward Huth of the Huth family of merchant bankers. This was followed, in 1915, by a painting of Thomas Cromwell which had belonged to the earls of Caledon. Neither purchase caused a national outcry in the way that Frick's attempt to buy Christina had done, perhaps because the flow of art from the Old World to the New had become such a familiar story. Frick hung the two portraits in pride of place on either side of the fireplace in the Living Hall of his Fifth Avenue mansion, where they remain today.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.lrb.co.uk/the-paper/v48/n07/elizabeth-goldring/at-the-national-gallery



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Reality Instruction
James Lasdun visits America's courthouses

12,154 wordsThe idea  of a road trip organised around trials and hearings at courthouses across the US had been in my head for years. Last autumn I found myself in a position to make it a reality. I had a month. My aim was to attend as many different kinds of criminal and civil hearing in as many parts of the country as I could. Some courts post their weekly dockets online but most don't, so there was little scope for detailed planning. A helpful clerk in Deadwood, South Dakota told me of a jury trial that was almost certain to go ahead early in my time frame (most trials are plea-bargained out), and I had to be in New Orleans for a talk three weeks later. That gave me the bare bones of an itinerary.
I left New York at the beginning of October and headed for Chicago. The day before I arrived, ICE agents conducted a raid on a South Side apartment building, with agents rappelling from a Black Hawk helicopter and zip-tying children. Given the mayhem I'd seen on TV, the city was surprisingly calm. Families were out enjoying the sunshine in Millennium Park. Office workers strolled in shirtsleeves. Even the Chicago Immigration Court, my first destination, seemed oddly quiet. I had to pass through a magnetometer, but nobody asked what I was doing and there were no agents lurking in corridors to snatch deportable aliens, as had recently started happening in New York.
I'd had some misgivings about my project before setting off, mostly to do with the voyeuristic element. What I hadn't imagined was the possibility of my presence affecting anyone but myself. It became apparent the moment I stepped inside the windowless courtroom. A dozen adults and children, all Hispanic, turned to me with looks of terror, and it dawned on me that, with my shaved head and pale skin, I must look like some ICE body snatcher. Mortified, I slid onto one of the wooden benches and tried to make myself invisible.
It was a master calendar hearing (the first stage in removal proceedings) and hybrid, with participants appearing remotely as well as in person. The judge was swearing in a Russian interpreter on speakerphone while a young couple from Kyrgyzstan appeared huddled on a screen. After some back and forth, the judge gave the couple's attorney a date for 2028, when 'their comments about their government' would be assessed. The Department of Homeland Security, in the person of a young attorney in the courtroom, offered no objection.
Similar hearings followed at a clip. Some of the technicalities went over my head, but the gist was that the respondents, while admitting to being in the country illegally, were asking for asylum. Until recently, America's conflicted attitude to immigration expressed itself in lengthy procedures that offered undocumented migrants some grounds for hope. Under Trump, judges are being pressured to dismiss cases altogether, a cynical tactic that exposes migrants to the body snatchers, and around 150 have been sacked (immigration judges are not part of the judiciary proper, but employees of the Department of Justice). Here in Chicago, both the judge and DHS lawyer appeared to be playing by the old rules, setting follow-up appearances far into the future.
The families on the benches next to me were dressed in their finest and their children sat in absolute silence. Speaking to them through an interpreter, the judge told them they'd been summoned because the government 'thinks you shouldn't be in the country for one reason or another'. They had a right to representation, he continued, though they would have to pay for it themselves. 'Raise your hands if you don't want time to look for an attorney, and just want to talk about removal from the country today.' No hands went up and the judge set an appearance date for the following year, wishing them luck.
A woman who'd been sitting with a little boy in a braided pink suit said: 'I just want to know. Do we have a removal order against us today?' The judge repeated patiently that no order would be made until their next appearance.
As the room emptied out, he turned to me. 'You're an observer, I assume?' I nodded, pleased by the designation, which had a reassuringly official ring.
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The next morning I took a bus to the Cook County Criminal Court, a fifty-minute bus ride from the Loop and a world away from its corporate towers. There were dozens of courtrooms inside the building and I went to the clerk's office to see if I could find out what was happening where. 'We have seven floors full of courtrooms,' a bemused woman informed me. 'I can't tell you what is going on in this one or that one. Could be anything going on, or nothing. The judge could have called a recess because they need the bathroom, or just because they are the judge. All I can tell you is I've heard that the higher the floor, the more senior the judge. But it could be homicide, child pornography, anything, going on. This is the criminal division.'
I went up to the fourth floor and chose a court at random. The judge was questioning a frail-looking man in a T-shirt about his failure to show up for an assessment by the mental health programme he was trying to join.
'They told me they was going to call me,' he said. 'I haven't received a call.'
'Well, you're the one who's trying to get into this programme, so who should be calling whom?'
'I should.'
'Also, you need to finish paying restitution if you want your victims to consent to you getting into the programme.'
The man assured the judge he was going to do this, though he didn't look as if he had two cents to rub together.
'All right, let's see you next Friday.'
An even frailer man came forward. Looking up from her files, the judge smiled. 'I see you're in CARE' - another mental health programme - 'and working for Clean Slate. How do you feel about getting this job?'
'Feel good.'
'You've come a long way in a short time.'
'Yes ma'am.'
'Sir, you're doing well. These are all good things.'
Next was a teenager in a white leather jacket, accompanied by his attorney. He'd missed an appearance the previous week. 'He was feeling very unsafe living with his father, so he moved to his mother, then contacted me to say he could come in, but -'
'I appreciate you may be having difficulties at home,' the judge interrupted, addressing the defendant. 'But the charge is of unlawfully having a weapon.'
At issue was the question of whether the boy could stay on release pending his trial. The judge expressed concern about the combination of guns and an 'unsafe home environment'. But she seemed reluctant to lock him up. A further meeting was scheduled.
Courtroom encounters present you with just a fragment of a person's story, from which you may or may not be inclined to infer the rest. On the face of it, these particular shards didn't add up to much, and yet I felt encouraged in my belief that courts were still places where, to adapt a phrase of Saul Bellow's, 'reality instruction' was to be had. The first time I was inside a courtroom was at the Old Bailey, in my twenties. I had dropped in on a whim and found myself lost in the exploits of a Pinteresque young crook who'd got the pampered son of a Harley Street doctor into his clutches and pressured him into using his father's money to finance a long spree of luxury shopping and drug bingeing. When asked how he'd persuaded his victim to make yet another raid on the family coffers, the young man said: 'I speeched him, didn't I?' I was never good at striking up conversation with strangers - a major drawback for an aspiring writer - but I realised that here was an arena where an endless variety of characters would reveal their stories to you without your having to utter a word.
The landscape  grew flatter as I crossed Illinois and entered Iowa, with fewer trees and rows of corn reaching into the distance. I'd booked a room at an inn in the Amana Colonies, a farming community twenty miles from Iowa City, founded by refugee German Pietists in the mid-1800s. The owner had told me they were having a bonfire for guests that night and I had visions of high-minded talk among kindred spirits drawn to the rich history of American utopianism.
What I'd missed was that the bonfire was part of an Oktoberfest. Beer tents had been set up and were filled with families eating sausages and potato salad, and couples dancing to oompah music. Men with tankards dangling from their lederhosen took turns hurling kegs on a green. I sat down with a plate of bratwurst at an outdoor table. Next to me a man in a plastic Tyrol hat and a T-shirt with the words 'This May Contain Beer' stretched over his belly was ribbing some women in dirndls about an event they were going on to. It was all very jolly, a reminder of the element of German culture and humour in the American mix (something you can easily forget in New York) and beyond that, of how little I really knew the country I'd lived in for more than half my life. That hadn't seemed problematic before, but recently (like many people lucky enough to have other options) I had begun to wonder what it is that keeps me here.
I took the scenic route towards Nebraska. White wooden farmhouses among clusters of silos appeared at regular intervals, along with ivied chimneys and other tenderly preserved ruins of bygone industry. Together they conveyed a settled, agreeable way of life, one that clearly worked well for those who enjoyed it. 'We Know Clean!' a sign at a rest stop declared, and it was true that everything, from the curving plough-lines in the fields to the filigreed gantries on the silos, looked amazingly clean and orderly. I could see the domed sky meet the land far ahead along the road and felt as if I were driving through an enormous glass paperweight.
I stopped for the night in Omaha, a city I'd put on my itinerary largely because I had never imagined visiting it. In the morning I went to the Douglas County District Court, where a bench trial (i.e. no jury) was just starting. The structure of a state court system usually echoes that of the federal system, with trial courts, appeal courts and a supreme court. Unlike the federal courts, however, where judges are appointed by the president, state courts have a mixture of elected and locally appointed judges, who sometimes serve fixed terms, and the jurisdiction of a given court will vary from state to state. In Omaha, a witness was describing an incident from earlier that year. He'd been eating lunch when a man approached him asking for food and money. 'I told him I wanted to relax,' he recalled on the stand. He'd then seen the man enter several nearby businesses, including a restaurant where he set off the sprinkler system the witness had just installed. The witness called the cops. His 911 tape was played. 'There's like a drunk, homeless Black man keeps entering businesses here ... He set off the fire suppressants. I didn't see any weapon, but I don't want to get too close to the dude ... He looked all jacked up.'
The accused (I'll call him Fletcher), dressed in orange prison scrubs, was acting as his own defence. He'd mastered some lawyerly phrases and quickly scored a point with them. 'Objection! Did you see me pull that alarm?'
'I did not.'
'No further questions!'
Unfortunately, he spoiled the effect by asking again: 'Did you see me with your own eyes pull that particular fire alarm?'
'No, but it wasn't pulled before you went in and it was afterwards.'
The police officer who'd responded to the 911 call took the stand. She testified that she and her partner had found Fletcher at the back of the restaurant and been met by 'a very rude demeanour'. 'I was advised by Mr Fletcher: "Fuck you bitch."'
Her bodycam footage was offered into evidence.
'Any objection, Mr Fletcher?' the judge asked.
Fletcher produced another courtroom phrase. 'No, I have no objection at this time.'
He was visibly intoxicated in the bodycam footage, stumbling around a patch of waste ground and swearing colourfully.
'Hi, how are you?' the officer greeted him, putting on latex gloves. 'Why'd you pull the fire alarm?'
'What am I charged with?'
'Disorderly conduct.'
She cuffed and frisked him.
'What did you do today, besides drink?' she asked. She and her partner began removing and bagging the copious contents of his pockets.
'You've got a lot of stuff on you!'
'I got a pickle in there,' he muttered.
'You do have a pickle!' she said, holding it up.
She then talked to the witness who'd installed the sprinkler system. 'I didn't go in after him,' he told her, 'because I don't know what he's got and I don't want to get diseased or anything.' He showed her the damage in the restaurant.
'What a mess!' she exclaimed. 'This is such a nice, up-and-coming area too.'
The real issue, the man told her, wasn't the mess but the cost of recharging the sprinkler system, around $6000. The sum surprised her, and on the basis of it - still with the same amused, motherly air - she amended the disorderly conduct charge to a felony charge of 'criminal mischief, $5000 or more'.
The judge called a recess. After he and the prosecutor had left the courtroom, the deputy guarding Fletcher asked him about the incident. 'I never went into the building,' Fletcher told him. 'I was just down by the dumpster there.'
The deputy shrugged. 'I don't have a dog in the race.'
'I never was in the restaurant, period.'
The judge returned, and now it was Fletcher's turn to question the officer.
'Your probable cause to detain me was disorderly conduct,' he began. For a moment he seemed to be laying the ground for a procedural point about the charge being amended, but he quickly lost his thread and began spinning out random Perry Mason phrases - 'Did you or did you not? ... Yes or no? ... Let me rephrase ...' Changing tack, he offered to pay restitution for any damage he'd caused rather than go to prison, while again protesting that he hadn't been in the restaurant. The judge stopped him, pointing out that he couldn't testify while he was also questioning a witness, and asked whether he wanted to take the stand. He didn't, and the state gave its closing arguments. Fletcher began talking again, more frantically now, but the judge cut him off.
'Sir, you already made your closing statement. The court finds that the state's witnesses are credible. I am going to find you guilty.'
A sentencing hearing was scheduled, and Fletcher was led away, loudly demanding a restitution hearing.
As I stood up to leave, the judge came over and asked if I had 'any investment in the case'. 'Just an observer,' I replied. He nodded affably. It was unusual for defendants to act pro se, he said, and it always presented challenges. He'd originally set bond at $200, keeping it deliberately low, but Fletcher hadn't paid. 'He's been having trouble in jail,' he said, adding gloomily: 'He's a danger to himself.' He and the prosecutor were both Black, and I wondered what they'd made of the witness's barely disguised bigotry.
Idrove north-west,  passing through a landscape of scrubby cattle pastures, stockyards, freight depots, massive grain storage facilities. Night had fallen by the time I reached Mitchell, South Dakota, where a felony drunk-driving court was scheduled to take place at the Public Safety Centre the following morning.
The centrality of the car to life in the US isn't news, but less well-documented is the necessity of driving to the many Americans eking out a precarious existence beyond major cities. It was on stark display in the cases at the Public Safety Centre, as was the difficult position of the judge, faced with the need to calibrate suitable penalties without inflicting total disaster. A woman who'd been caught at a sobriety checkpoint came up for sentencing. She had a good job at a plastics factory sixty miles away, but this was her second DUI, and despite her promise to give up 'these very bad habits of mine', the judge had no choice but to revoke her licence. In a precisely measured gesture of mercy, he granted her a special permit for driving to work.
'Do you have children?'
'No, sir.'
'Then I can't allow you to drive for groceries or gas. You'll have to find someone to do that for you.'
Next up was a tough-looking man in baggy jeans, charged with obstructing a police officer as well as DUI. He, too, had a job some distance away, which he was anxious to keep. According to the prosecutor, he'd tried to break out of a patrol car after being stopped for speeding. He admitted this, and it was easy enough to picture him drunk and unruly. But it turned out his four-year-old son was in the car he'd been driving, and he'd tried to free himself after being told that social services were coming to take the child away. What's more, according to the defence, he hadn't been drunk and had only 'admitted' to this as part of a plea deal. There was another twist: earlier that day, the man had discovered that his father had taken the boy to a casino. He'd stormed into the casino, grabbed the child and driven off in a state of high agitation, hence the speeding.
This rapid reframing of events, with accompanying shifts and reversals of meaning, was another feature of these hearings, forcing me up against my prejudices and preconceptions. Years ago I'd attended a domestic violence trial where a man was accused of throttling his partner and smashing a vase over her head. It seemed unambiguous until the partner's ex-husband came on to testify that she'd twice been found to have brought false allegations of assault against him, faking her injuries. But then it emerged that this same ex-husband had recently accused another partner of making similar false allegations. It continued like this for two days, each seemingly solid piece of evidence demolished by the next.
The judge let the man keep his licence. 'But I believe his conduct deserves a weekend in jail, if only to send the message: "Don't act like an idiot."'
Iwould have stayed  in Mitchell for longer but I had to get to Deadwood for my jury trial, due to start the next morning. Swathes of empty, rolling grassland flanked the road as I continued west, then huge tilted plateaus surged out of the ground like rock tsunamis.
Deadwood, high in the Black Hills, was off-season, chilly and a bit desolate. Slot machines winked in the empty hotel lobbies and restored saloons. Giant silver motorcycles stood in darkened storefront windows. Harley Davidson holds a huge rally nearby every summer, flooding the place with half a million bikers. A big ad for the company hung over the far end of town, proclaiming 'Our Roads. Our Rules. Let's Ride.'
I got a room in a rickety motel and walked down Main Street to an upstairs restaurant someone had recommended. The cavernous room was empty except for a life-sized figure of Frank Sinatra and a solitary waiter drinking at a banquette. He stood up as I entered and promptly keeled over, landing flat on his face. Recovering himself, he brought me the wrong drink followed by the wrong meal. I saw him the next morning at the courthouse, sitting on a bench outside the probation office. I nodded, but he didn't appear to remember me.
Jury selection had just started. Like so much else in the running of these county courts, the process appeared to operate by local rules. Instead of systematic individual questioning, it was conducted en masse as a guided conversation, quickly turning into an informal symposium on America's handling of law and order. 'This is the most democratic process you'll ever take part in,' the defence attorney began. Indicating that the case was going to involve fentanyl possession and 'false personification', he asked if anyone had strong opinions about the criminal justice system. Hands flew up.
'It's very flawed,' a man began. He'd recently been pulled over for speeding, only to be told there was a warrant out for him from an incident three years earlier. 'You can summon me here for jury duty,' he complained, 'but you can't send me a letter telling me I've been charged!' Another man volunteered that he'd been assaulted in Texas by three police officers. 'A godly system is what we need,' he declared. 'I think the system itself is fine,' a retired federal agent said. 'The problem is, when you run into people who can't be objective.' An older man demurred. 'I think it's a little bit flawed. Not everybody gets the same treatment.' A woman, the sister of a public defender, took up the point. 'You say everyone has a right to a trial, but not everyone can afford a trial, so they are coerced into a plea bargain.'
Nodding politely at each comment, the lawyer moved on to the topic of presumption of innocence and the phrase 'beyond reasonable doubt'. He explained that this standard differed from 'the preponderance of evidence' - the standard for civil cases - 'where only money, not freedom, is at stake'. As he was reminding jurors that the state had the sole burden of proof, he was interrupted by the man who'd been beaten up in Texas. 'If the state has full burden, then why are you here? If he's presumed innocent? My point is, you're here to say something to sway us. It doesn't make sense to me. You are here to prove something that's already presumed.'
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The discussion grew more animated. Conflicted feelings about the system emerged, with the tension between tough-on-crime sentiment and deep distrust of law enforcement never far from the surface. It wasn't the repartee of David Milch's cod-Shakespearean TV series Deadwood, but it was impressive. These people were unafraid to state the obvious, or to test established principles against their own instincts. It seemed to me that the traditional regard for civic responsibility was at least latent here. These were people who clearly saw themselves, in de Tocqueville's distinction, as 'citizens' rather than 'subjects' (being both, I've felt the revelatory force of the distinction ever since I first encountered it). It wasn't lost on me that a significant gap existed between the good faith exchanges here at the Lawrence County Courthouse, and the brazenly bad faith goings-on at the Justice Department itself. Only that morning, a young insurance lawyer with no prosecutorial experience, appointed specifically to pursue the president's private vendettas, had brought charges against the New York attorney general, Letitia James, who had investigated Trump for fraud.
A recess was called and the chosen jurors were led off for lunch at the Silverado Buffet. I was looking for somewhere to have lunch myself when the judge fell in step with me. He seemed glad of my interest in his court and began volunteering things about the case, things that I wouldn't have presumed to ask about. It was the defendant's fifth consecutive trial on charges stemming from an incident several years earlier. Action on those charges had been interrupted by a three-year prison term in Wyoming for a separate crime, after which he'd been re-arrested in South Dakota. Charges of this type would normally be pleaded out, but this would entail recognising the US constitution, which, as the judge explained, ran counter to the accused man's beliefs. It turned out that Christopher Elman, the defendant, was a sovereign citizen.
I'd only vaguely heard of this newish category of far-right dissidence, an offshoot of the militia and Patriot movements, that viewed the constitution as a fraudulent or (at best) purely commercial document, created by corporate interests and with no legal authority. Members accordingly considered themselves exempt from US law and taxation. According to the judge, the movement had been growing in recent years, with its adherents numbering in the hundreds of thousands, and was becoming a problem at courthouses. 'Part of why they're hard to deal with is they believe they have full rights over their bodies, including the right to destroy them with drugs, which means a lot of them are pretty cracked. At the same time they can be very sneaky. You'll see. They recognise sheriffs but not judges. They'll cite laws going back to Hammurabi and they'll file hundred-thousand-word motions downloaded from conspiracy sites, which we have to read in their entirety. They can wear down a DA into saying: "I'll just charge a misdemeanour to get rid of him." Sometimes they'll root around in public records and put a lien on a judge's house, which can be a problem when it comes time to sell.'
Elman, a very tall man with a trimmed beard and crisply ironed shirt, had been arrested after a traffic stop in Deadwood in 2021. He didn't have a licence on him and appeared evasive about his date of birth, revising it under questioning from 1986 to 1987. He also changed his mind about his middle name, saying he'd given a false one because he was afraid there was a warrant out for him in nearby Crook City. Suspicious, the officer searched the car (having been given consent) and found what turned out to be fentanyl. Booked and released, Elman was arrested again a month later when it was discovered that the name and date of birth he'd settled on were in fact those of his brother. A count of impersonation with intent to deceive law enforcement was added to his charges.
That was about all there was to the case, but as so often at these hearings, it turned out to be more than the sum of its parts. Elman started out in sovereign posture, insisting that his attorney enter a lien into evidence. This, his attorney somewhat reluctantly attempted to do. It wasn't a lien against the judge's property, but, mysteriously, against the defendant himself, premised on the fact that his name had been capitalised in court documents. Passing over the question of what any of this meant, the judge pointed out that the lien wasn't captioned, so wasn't a formal court document and therefore had no legal meaning. This allowed him to deny its admission.
After that the trial proceeded more or less conventionally for the rest of the day, with the prosecutor bringing on the usual roster of arresting officers, dispatch operators, lab technicians and other officials to establish the chain of events, while Elman's attorney did his best to pick holes in their accounts. He fought hard for his client, casting doubt on the legality of the original traffic stop and accusing the police chief of lying to cover up the sloppiness. If nothing else, he was proof that no trouble or expense was being spared to ensure that Elman got a fair trial.
Ispent  the evening watching clips of sovereign citizens being arrested (a popular genre on YouTube, it turns out). Most of them were mild individuals, with a put-upon, slightly wheedling air of just wanting to be left alone, though this was undermined by a stubborn refusal to give straight answers to even the simplest questions. Many were women, and despite the movement's links to white supremacy groups, several were Black ('Moorish' in the group's lingo). They all carried large binders full of documents, which they expected the cops who'd pulled them over to read before asking why, for instance, they were driving with no plates. When that didn't work, they'd come out with mantras they seemed to believe would ward off arrest ('I'm not driving, I'm travelling,' was a common one) and when the cops lost patience and dragged them off in handcuffs, they would often burst into tears, as if they'd genuinely expected things to go differently.
Elman, at all times quiet and respectful, didn't seem out for confrontation, but from what the judge had told me, he was hardly the mild type. The three-year sentence he'd just served was the result of a police chase in which he'd jumped the highway and driven against the oncoming traffic at a hundred miles an hour for fifteen minutes before reversing at high speed down an off-ramp and crashing.
He began with another attempt to get his lien read into the record, and for a few minutes his lawyer was allowed to read from it. Buried in a blizzard of legalese was a claim for $100 million, connected to the capitalising of Elman's name in court documents. Under sovereign citizen 'theory', it emerged, capitalisation was an admission by the government that you were being transacted with purely in your capacity as a commercial entity, rather than as a citizen. Questioned politely by the judge, Elman acknowledged that the purpose of the document was to guarantee that 'all monies and trade rights' resulting from his case would flow to him. This time, while still refusing to accept the document, the judge allowed its intentions to be read into the record, 'so that it's there for the Supreme Court, should you appeal.'
In the next recess I got talking to the defence attorney's assistant.
'I didn't really understand that lien business ...'
'Right,' she said kindly. 'It doesn't make sense.'
The trial continued but it was hard to get interested in anything other than the character of the enigmatic defendant. There was something strangely aloof about him. It may have been connected to his long-term drug use (meth and coke, the judge told me, as well as the fentanyl for which he was currently in trouble), or the fact that he was several inches taller than anyone else in the courtroom, or perhaps it was an effect of the courtroom itself, of the way these places of judgment keep you in a judging frame of mind.
At one point Elman's mother was called to testify. An ill-looking woman with a pronounced limp, she answered questions with stoic forbearance. She lived with her husband in a house they'd built in a town north of Deadwood. Elman was presently residing there, along with the brother he'd impersonated. She'd had six sons, two of whom were dead. The picture she painted of a grief-stricken, hyper-masculine household seemed to promise a way in to Elman himself, though its practical purpose was simply to confirm that the car he was arrested in was hers, and to distinguish the baggie of fentanyl pills from a bottle of oxycodone that had also been found. The oxycodone had been prescribed to her after back surgery. Five surgeries in fact, stemming from an autoimmune disorder that began in her thirties.
'How do you keep your prescription medications?' the prosecutor asked her.
'I mean, I'm on so many, I keep them in a tote.'
Hobbling out past the public seats, she paused near me and I braced myself for a hostile encounter. But all she said was: 'It stinks to get old.'
After closing arguments I stepped out into the lobby. A group of officials stood discussing the details of another high-speed pursuit, fresh in from the dispatcher, involving a 15-year-old girl who'd been kidnapped, drugged and sexually assaulted by four men, but had managed to escape and tell the police where to find them, leading to a chase through Deadwood to Spearfish Canyon. A few feet away, Elman stood by the stairwell with his mother. The latest chase seemed to involve far more heinous crimes, but it surrounded him in its own crazed atmosphere. He caught my eye, giving a faint smile as if guessing the drift of my thoughts, and looked as if he might be willing to talk. I was about to approach him when the judge appeared and invited me to wait with him for the verdict. I didn't feel I could refuse.
We sat in his chambers, where I tried to come up with some worthwhile questions. Was Elman risking a stiffer sentence by not pleading out? 'Not with me.' Why were the charges against him divided into so many separate trials? 'To protect him. Each crime might have several witnesses. You'd have so many witnesses against him showing up. That's prejudicial in itself.' Apropos of prejudice, the judge brought up the recent indictment of James Comey, the former director of the FBI, which seemed to trouble him: 'With so much on public record there, how are they going to find an untainted jury pool? At least in a state case like this one, nobody knows who the defendant is.' I asked if he'd felt any undue pressure from the Department of Justice. 'No. I think state judges are still able to be impartial. But I know federal judges are feeling pressure.'
A note arrived from the jury concerning the legitimacy of the traffic stop. Its questionable legality had been the only real defence offered by Elman's lawyer. The stop had been ruled legitimate in a pretrial hearing, but this hadn't come out in the trial itself, meaning (the judge explained) that if the jurors hadn't inquired about it now, they might have decided for themselves that it was unlawful and acquitted on that basis. 'A really good state's attorney would've pre-empted that. I kept waiting for her to say something, but a judge can't tell a DA she's screwing up.' The jury was instructed to disregard the matter.
Another question arrived, this time about whether Elman knew that the pills were fentanyl (they'd been stamped to look like oxy and were only revealed as fentanyl after testing). Small stuff, perhaps, but not inconsequential in terms of sentencing, and indicative of attentiveness on the jury's part.
'Looking like they'll acquit on the possession charge,' the judge remarked. His tone was studiedly neutral, though in my experience judges are rarely neutral about anything. A moment later we were summoned for the verdict: guilty on all charges. Back in his chambers the judge threw off his robe and seemed to relax. Having been critical of the DA, he now praised her: 'She's proving she can get convictions. That gives her leverage in plea bargains.'
Ionce wrote  walking guides with my wife and got into the habit of assessing landscapes on the basis of whether they would lend themselves to a picturesque hike, or were 'ruined' by modern eyesores and industry. Large chunks of France and Italy were ruled out in this manner, whole countries dismissed. I haven't fully shaken it, but one thing America will do is confound your sense of scale, and with it, your sense of the damage people can and cannot do. Passing, say, through one of the gateway towns to some big natural attraction - Rapid City near the Badlands, or Cody as you approach the Bighorn - you see all the usual dreck of motels, gas stations, strip malls and jerry-built housing, the usual unchecked sprawl of enterprises smokily thriving or left to rot, and you think, oh, so they've managed to wreck even this place. But eventually you turn a corner and you're in another universe, vast and unpeopled, and you're able to tell yourself that however much has been ruined, it amounts, amazingly, to a pinprick.
Wyoming, roughly the size of New York State and Pennsylvania combined, but with a population not much larger than Staten Island, belonged more obviously to the geographical than the legal side of my project. Here was what Henry James called 'the handsome side of the continent', tawny and rugged and heroic. Driving through it with my US passport in my pocket (where I kept it at all times), I felt something avid and proprietorial, and I realised that this too, this purely physical aspect of the country, would have to be considered in any decision about leaving.
I spent the weekend driving through endless cowboy country of dolomite canyons and pine-covered crags, creeks bordered by yellowing oaks, ranches with black cattle grazing. Often there was no human artefact visible for fifty, sixty miles at a stretch, except for the road itself. I had my music and podcasts, but increasingly I just listened to the radio - National Public Radio where I could get it, local stations where I couldn't. Toggling between them was like moving between two incompatible realities. At a certain point I found myself listening to one through the ears, so to speak, of the other. It was a disconcerting exercise in transpolitical open-mindedness. NPR, the voice of liberal America, has adopted a highly stylised language of genteel euphemism and formulaic 'sensitivity' in recent years. Its presenters and guests may not have invented such phrases as 'coming from a place of privilege', but they've certainly boosted their circulation. The edge-softening impulse seems to have extended beyond politically delicate issues, becoming a baroque end in itself. Cooking and culture have become 'food-ways' and 'life-ways'; people aren't nurses or doctors but work 'in the medical space' or the 'wellness space'. At home, the weirdness washes over me, or I accept it as the price to pay for decent news reporting. But out here in deep red Wyoming (the only state where I saw a sign reading 'Trump Country'), the strenuous empathy, the ritual self-flagellation, the extreme vocal kabuki were easy to hear as an ongoing provocation to anyone not fully on board with the programme. I couldn't turn from that relentless decorousness to the resentment and paranoia on offer at other frequencies without feeling that one was implicated in the other. Elsewhere on the dial: Eric Trump complaining about the persecution of his family; a country singer with a voice of pure venom singing Merle Haggard's 'When you're running down our country, you're walking on the fighting side of me'; a call-in show for ranchers where, between patriotically coded ads for Ivermectin and warnings of 'Mexican screw worms coming north', a guest (who prefaced his remarks with a chuckling 'this is probably not very politically correct of me') gave legal advice on how to avoid liability 'in situations for instance where one of your ranch hands gets killed in an accident or your cattle truck kills someone on a highway'.
Cheyenne,  my next stop, had a trial due to end that day. It involved a dispute between ranchers and miners, and turned out to be a version of the old land-use disputes that have been a part of the West's history since homesteaders forced out Native Americans, only to be ousted themselves by cattle ranchers. In the present case a family-owned ranch was suing a mining company for 'failing to control fugitive dust' at the quarry it leased on their land. The mining company was countersuing for breach of covenant.
I arrived during a recess. The two legal teams were laughing quietly together in the wood-panelled courtroom. An attorney came over with a friendly smile to ask if I was connected to either party. I gave my usual answer, prompting a little pantomime of deferential backing off. A moment later the judge and jury appeared and closing arguments began. Each side had 45 minutes and as the lawyer for the ranchers stood up, a clock with big red numerals began counting down.
The lawyer was positioning his clients, a middle-aged couple, as the underdogs. They were dressed in working clothes, as if to convey the life of rugged self-reliance from which they'd been forced to tear themselves in search of justice. The modesty of their claim encouraged this perception. It related to just one year, 2017, in which the mining company had exceeded the amount of dust it was allowed to emit. The company had stinted on the water and chemicals required to keep the rock dust at acceptable levels, allegedly causing the partial failure of the ranchers' hay crop and costing them $300,000.
'We're not complaining about whispers of dust,' the lawyer told jurors. Photographs came up on the evidence screen: a dust cloud over the prairie, discoloured snowdrifts, inch-thick layers of dust on a barn floor. Eventually Wyoming's Department of Environmental Quality had issued a notice of violation, after which things had improved. But by then the ranchers had been forced to buy extra hay, reduce their herd and replace the roof of the barn. It seemed a clear-cut case.
'There are moments in a jury trial that are actually kind of cool,' the mining company's lawyer began, beaming at the jurors, 'such as when you sense that the jury got it.' The jurors, mostly greying men and women in casual clothes like the ranching couple, looked sceptical. Some appeared downright hostile. But as the lawyer began summarising the weaknesses in the plaintiffs' case, always with the same smile on his face, they began to look more thoughtful. It helped that he had material to work with. A certain amount of dust was unavoidable and the quarry was paying the ranchers hundreds of thousands of dollars a year for the right to emit it, so the photos meant little in themselves. Moreover, none showed the allegedly failing hay crop. No receipts had been produced for the extra hay purchases or the sold-off cattle. 'They did produce an estimate for a new barn roof. It was thirty years old. Needed repainting, that's all. And they don't explain what the dust had to do with it.'
Having successfully (to my mind) insinuated the idea of a phoney claim, the lawyer went in for the kill. It turned out the ranchers hadn't made an issue of the dust violation until the mining company's lease came up for renewal in 2020, at which point they'd used it to try to extract more money. The husband had been asked on the stand if a reasonable person might think this was blackmail. The lawyer reminded the jury of the man's response: 'Yeah, I could see how someone could think that what I was doing during these negotiations was blackmail ...'
Moving on to the mining company's counterclaim, he produced another theatrical surprise: 'We're going to ask you,' he said, pausing for effect, 'for one dollar! Just to make the point that blackmail isn't the way good faith negotiation is done.'
The jury retired. I sat outside, hoping for a quick verdict. But the day ended with no word from the jury room. I drove on, crossing south into Colorado.
In  Thomas Pynchon's vision of the US as a land divided between corporate money men (the 'Plutes' of Against the Day) and various stripes of hipster rebel, Boulder, Colorado would surely count as a flourishing bastion of the latter. Pods of cheerily dressed cyclists bobbed along the roads. The motel I stayed in was as unlike the chains as it could be, down to the framed notice above the vintage payphone in the lobby, welcoming 'ALL Countries of Origin' and 'ALL Genders'. Below the flower-hung cabins was a creek with families splashing around in the clear water and a bridge - the People's Crossing - leading to trails that snaked up into pristine alpine scenery.
It was an incongruous place to receive, as I did on my way to the courthouse, a travel alert on my phone from a 'risk management' platform called Crisis24 Horizon, which I appeared to have been opted into by Tulane University, where I was due to give my talk at the end of the trip. The alert warned of 'civil unrest escalating significantly' across the country, with blockades, curfews and dispersal orders likely to obstruct my journey. It seemed wildly over the top and didn't offer advice about what to do if I did run into trouble. But it rattled me. Before my trip I had been thinking about the necessity of putting oneself 'on the line', but for me this meant attending a 'No Kings' march, not riding into battle in an old Toyota Prius with a Swiss army knife and an emergency supply of peanuts.
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The Boulder County Justice Centre looked more like an arts complex, with its glass walls and mountain backdrop. But the cases being heard within comprised all the usual elements: drugs, alcohol, bad luck, bad judgment, mental illness and the occasional streak of indisputable criminality. In one crowded courtroom, a judge was switching between hybrid and live hearings; asking questions, issuing penalties, granting 'continuances' (adjournments), quashing or affirming bench warrants, while deputies and litigants wandered in and out, and chained prisoners in scrubs sat jiggling their orange jail clogs. As I got my bearings, I overheard a DA offering a plea deal to a neatly dressed man in his forties.
This deal-making is for many people a troubling feature of the US legal system. The thought that an innocent person might plead guilty out of fear of getting a heavier sentence if they insist on their right to a trial is hard to square with any meaningful idea of justice. Even if you accept the need for it as an efficiency measure, you'd expect it to be decently shrouded in vagueness and ambiguity, as it is in the UK. But that isn't the way things work here.
'I'm OK going with a class two misdemeanour because no violence was involved,' the DA said, making little attempt at discretion. The man had been charged with child abuse, though his offence was simply driving over the limit with his child in the car. He was Hispanic, and, judging from what the DA added, undocumented: 'There may be immigration implications for you.'
Leaving him to reflect on this, the DA went over to parlay with a green-haired girl sitting by a tattooed older man. The words 'drugs' and 'petty theft' reached me. I craned forward. 'I'm willing to drop the second drug charge, the misdemeanour,' the DA said. Some inaudible exchanges followed, and a moment later the case was called. The girl approached the bench. 'An offer has been conveyed,' the DA told the judge, 'but we're not quite ready.'
The girl nodded. 'I'm nineteen. I really don't want to have drug charges on my record, you know?'
The older man, still seated, raised his hand. 'What we're asking is for my daughter to have the other drug charge also dismissed.'
Despite knowing nothing of the circumstances, I expected a refusal: what leverage could the man have? But once again I'd misread the dynamics. 'I'm open to that,' the DA said.
In the middle of these fragmentary episodes, a small hearing unfolded in its entirety. It was a stalking case, not a very dramatic one, but having been stalked myself (and having had great difficulty getting anything done about it), I was curious to see how it played out. The owner of a hormone replacement clinic was requesting a temporary protection order against a disgruntled former employee. The former employee was claiming (falsely, according to the owner) that he hadn't paid her final wages. She'd begun loitering near the premises, hurrying away when she was spotted, though on one occasion she'd told a current employee that she wanted to burn down the business 'so they could see what it was like to lose everything'. She'd also refused to pay a local hair salon after getting her hair done, and, together with her boyfriend, had stiffed a food delivery guy. The police had told the clinic owner to request a protection order.
The judge seemed hesitant. 'I could only give a two-week order initially,' she told the complainant. 'She'd need to be served, then we'd have to reconvene to consider a hearing for a permanent order.' But even the two-week order appeared to require some thought, and the judge called a recess.
I went outside and phoned the Cheyenne court to see if the jury had reached a verdict in the quarry case. Not yet. It hadn't seemed complicated, though I'd felt there was something too easy about the smiling lawyer's repetition of the 'blackmail' line. Clearly it wasn't a smart thing for the rancher to have said, but perhaps that was proof of his guilelessness. Jurors were instructed to consider the 'demeanour and manner' of witnesses as well as their words. Could it be that they were deadlocked over some question of nuance or subtext?
Back in Boulder, the judge had made her decision: no protection order. 'The circumstances don't rise to it,' was all she offered by way of explanation.
At first the man seemed unconcerned: 'Really I'm just doing what I can for my employees.' But then, as if he thought he'd backed down too easily, he reminded the judge about the woman's boyfriend.
'OK, but it's still not to the level we'd need,' she told him. 'You can always file again if things get worse.'
'I mean, she threatened to burn down my clinic.'
'That was over a month ago,' the judge said curtly and brought the hearing to a close. The right to be obnoxious, as I knew from my own stalking experience, enjoys fierce protection under US law.
Icontinued  south into New Mexico, climbing into the snow-streaked Sangre de Cristo mountains. I'd visited the area before, following in the steps of D.H. Lawrence, who'd largely shaped my sense of the US before I moved here. 'I think New Mexico was the greatest experience from the outside world that I ever had,' Lawrence wrote. What excited him was partly some tonic quality of air, light and landscape, and partly a more mystical quality that he discerned in the ceremonies of the Pueblo Indians, what he called the 'sense of living religion'.
I could vouch for the surpassing beauty of the landscape, which even today seemed, as Lawrence put it, 'more utterly peaceful and idyllic than anything in Theocritus'. The religious element was outside my range but I wondered, more prosaically, if proceedings in the autonomous pueblo courts might differ in any illuminating way from what I'd seen elsewhere, and I'd called the tribal court in Taos to arrange a visit.
I arrived on the weekend of the No Kings protests. Taos, another liberal bastion, was marking the occasion with a gathering at Kit Carson Park. A few hundred people showed up, most of them in their sixties (like me) or older, some in wacky animal costumes inspired by Portland's anti-ICE protests a few weeks earlier. They thrust out their handmade signs, chuckling at one another's grandad humour ('The Only King We Recognise in America Is Elvis'). It had been agreed with the municipality that only a small detachment of protesters would actually march. The rest converged at a crossroads outside the park, where they waved their signs at passing motorists, who honked approvingly and were cheered in return. For a wizened dude in a cowboy hat standing near me, it was all a little too peaceful: 'In the 1960s we'd have been turning over cop cars,' he snarled. 'Nobody wants to put their ass on the line today.'
The pueblo offices were just opening when I got there on Monday. A woman in the administrative building listened warily as I explained that I'd been given permission by the clerk of the court to attend hearings. She told me she'd have to check with her superior before she could send me over to the courthouse. 'Be careful,' she said as she left the room. 'We are a sovereign nation, and I wouldn't want you to get in any kind of trouble.' She came back with an elegant woman in her forties, who took me into a conference room. While I was explaining my project to her, feeling my words turning to gibberish as I uttered them, a note was brought in asking me to call the clerk of the court.
I stepped outside to get phone signal. The clerk explained that she'd thought it would be all right for me to visit today because there were only civil matters on the roster. It turned out that in fact I would need written permission from the governor of the tribe, even for this. 'If you'd like to come back another day ...' she offered, without enthusiasm. When I returned to the conference room, the woman I had been speaking to was gone, so I walked back to my car. A few tribal members had arrived in the parking lot. They looked at me neutrally as I passed. Unlike the man in Deadwood, these really were sovereign citizens, and I understood that I had just been expelled, gently but firmly, from their nation.
I drove on south, passing Santa Fe, Albuquerque, Los Lunas. At a rest stop I called Cheyenne again. The jury had finally delivered its judgment: zero dollars to the ranchers, and no token dollar to the mining company either. El Paso, which I'd pictured as a bustling border town, was empty. The office towers and stately municipal buildings appeared uninhabited. It was hard to find an open cafe or restaurant. Even the federal courthouse, built around the usual cavernous atrium, seemed deserted. The only signs of life on the floor reserved for immigration hearings were a couple of deputies watching over a room full of plastic chairs. If I'd come at the beginning of the year, they told me, the place would have been packed. 'But now nobody shows up, because when they're going to close a case, the US Attorney's Office tells ICE and then ICE comes and takes the person away.'
I knew about the practice, which had been pioneered in Texas before being adopted by the Trump administration, but the empty chairs eloquently conveyed the pervasive terror. The empty streets were a result of the same policy: people used to cross the Rio Grande in large numbers from Ciudad Juarez to work and shop, but now they were afraid to. The guards, both of whom were Hispanic, told me there was an immigration session scheduled for that afternoon at a different courthouse, where I might have better luck.
In the meantime I walked over to the El Paso County Court. A competency hearing was in progress, with a jury assembled to determine whether a defendant with an IQ of 79 and a long list of mental illnesses was fit to stand trial. Expert witnesses argued over the definition of 'intellectual disability' and 'adaptive functioning', while lawyers poked holes in their credentials. The defendant, a young man with an Amish-style beard, listened in meek silence. 'I've had patients buy five Cadillacs in one afternoon,' one expert declared, dismissing the defendant's alleged bipolar disorder as 'mood swings'. During a recess I asked a bailiff what the guy had been accused of. 'I'm not allowed to tell you,' she replied, though she did say it was rare to have a jury at a competency hearing, which I took to imply that the mild-looking defendant had done something fairly terrible. Glancing at me with sudden suspicion, the bailiff asked: 'Are you a sovereign citizen?' Apparently the movement's fissiparous energies were being felt here too. 'They come into the court with no business, just to confront people and make trouble. I've had one of them threaten to sue me for refusing to give him my name. They'll bring cameras and get in people's faces just to get a rise. We've had to post signs saying no filming.'
The immigration hearings were taking place in an older federal building full of corridors lined with frosted glass doors, each bearing a Department of Justice seal. I was led with a group of respondents to a small room with cluttered desks occupied by a clerk and an interpreter, and a screen on which a young judge with bright lipstick and dishevelled hair smiled as the session began. It was a master calendar hearing, much like the one I'd observed in Chicago.
I've had my own run-ins with border officials over the years, most of them tinged with humiliation or shame. I remember on one occasion grovelling to a petty tyrant at JFK who'd decided that my teaching visa wasn't valid, and was threatening to put me on the next flight back to England. A decade later, just as the drumbeats for war in Iraq were reaching a pitch, I was one of two hundred pragmatists crowded into a New York courtroom for a citizenship ceremony where, in what seemed a collective slouch of bad faith, we swore to bear arms for our adoptive country.
A man claiming to have fled death threats in Czechoslovakia in the 1990s took his turn before the judge. He'd been arrested at an ICE checkpoint earlier in the year and served a removal order. ('Removal': a euphemism beloved of government officials, suggesting some beneficial procedure rather than the brutality it actually connotes, as in 'mountaintop removal' or the Indian Removal Act.) The plea the man read out was rambling and absurd - he claimed his father had been killed by the Czech government 'with an axe to the head' and that the same fate awaited him if he returned. But as in Chicago, the judge seemed to want to help even the least plausible respondents to make full use of the system, urging them to get lawyers, offering to transfer cases closer to where they lived, scheduling new hearings far into the future. Even the man from the Department of Homeland Security was scrupulous. More than once he brought up points of law that were advantageous to the people he was supposedly there to hound.
On long drives  in the US, you can slip into a kind of trance, in which you start to feel as if it isn't you that's moving but the road, rolling under you like a conveyor belt with its unending cargo of human and natural phenomena: convicts in striped scrubs spearing litter, assorted roadkill (skunk, coyotes, a headless javelina), the immense blade of a wind turbine laid out on a truck bed like the bone of a giant pterosaur, biblical mountains rearing up out of nowhere and just as quickly subsiding. An hour east of El Paso a flashing light appeared, with a sign indicating a border patrol checkpoint and, around the bend, a police cruiser lying in wait for anyone seized by the urge to turn tail. At the makeshift booth an armed border agent in desert camo stood chatting with a colleague. He glanced at me. 'US citizen?'
I nodded, reaching for my passport, but he waved me on - white guy in a hybrid - and turned back to his colleague before I had even registered the pounding in my chest.
Later that day I became aware of a more businesslike landscape taking shape around me, assembling itself in the form of pump jacks and fracking rigs, distant flare stacks, electrical substations, depots full of cable drums and gas cylinders, vehicles transporting the silvery convolutions of what appeared to be entire sections of oil refineries, all on a vast plain of white sand and grey-green creosote scrub that spread as far as the eye could see. This was the Permian Basin, the biggest oil and gas field in the country, key to America's energy independence and, by extension, the political psychosis arising from that condition.
I passed a sign for Mentone. The name rang a bell: I'd seen it in a story in the Houston Chronicle a couple of days earlier. Mentone was the seat of Loving County, which had a total of 64 inhabitants, making it the least populated county in the continental US. But thanks to taxes from the oil and fracking boom, its budget was currently around $60 million. This disproportion made it an irresistible target for a certain kind of piratical ruthlessness. To seize control of the money, one would simply have to move a few supporters into the county and get them onto the voter roll. This was precisely what a man called Malcolm Tanner was attempting to do. A self-styled philanthropist and 'visionary leader' from Indiana, he had bought ten acres in Loving County and was offering free housing to any of his quarter of a million social media followers who were willing to move there, with a monthly stipend of $5000 to follow once the county was in their hands. So far about thirty of them had heeded the call. One interesting thing about the case was that Tanner and his followers were African American (Tanner, who seems to have stepped out of a Paul Beatty novel, refers to his organisation as 'Melanated People of Power' and plans to run for president in 2028). Another was that Ken Paxton, the aggressively conservative attorney general of Texas (and hardline Trump supporter), had decided to get involved, filing for a temporary restraining order against Tanner's scheme.
There were good grounds: the land that Tanner had bought had no water or sewage connection. His followers lived in RVs and tents with burn pits for waste, for which he allegedly charged them $200 a month in rent. But Paxton's comments on the case, posted on his office's website, had an edge that suggested something more than just a lawyerly concern over health and safety compliance:
Indiana resident Malcolm Tanner has no right to try to take over Loving County with illegal schemes that endanger real Texans. His deceptive and unlawful scheme to lure people with free housing for the purpose of conducting a political takeover is a disgustingly fraudulent plot to line his own pockets. I will not stand by while frauds try to carve up Texas for themselves and make everyone sicker and less safe along the way.

Paxton himself has been indicted for fraud, impeached by the Texas House of Representatives and investigated by the FBI for corruption (the probe was dropped a few months after Trump's inauguration), so perhaps this Truth Social-style bombast was just the sound of one grifter calling out another. His office had stayed out of earlier, all-white attempts to game the county's elections, including alleged election fraud and intimidation by the county judge, Skeet Jones.
I had an address for the encampment, but there was nothing to see at the GPS destination except some machine sheds and, beyond them, flat, stony desert. The lots must have been further off the road than I'd thought. I stood for a while, squinting into the dust. It was no place to live, but evidently there were people for whom it represented a step up in life - or at any rate Tanner had persuaded them to think so.
Ipressed  on into Louisiana. Halloween was approaching and the bayou towns along Route 90 were hung with ghost sheets and voodoo roosters. In New Orleans, twelve-foot skeletons and Taylor Swift corpses frolicked on balconies and kraken tentacles writhed through attic windows. It was hard to tear myself away from the toy-box colours and latticework of Marigny, the seedy sweetness of the French Quarter, but I boarded the streetcar to the federal courthouse, where a sentencing hearing had just begun.
Mervin Amacker was brought before the judge in shackles. (This shackling business: it would be hard to argue that it isn't almost exclusively for purposes of degradation.) He had pleaded guilty to carjacking and felony possession of a firearm and was looking at twelve to fifteen years in prison (he had previously been convicted of possessing cocaine, which meant having a handgun was a federal crime).
What emerged was another of those swerving tales. In March 2023, Amacker had got on a bus at Hayne Boulevard, by Lake Pontchartrain. After a couple of miles, he produced a loaded Ruger and threatened to kill the driver unless he did as instructed. Not a scenario crying out for leniency, on the face of it. But what Amacker was demanding was to be driven to an emergency room so that he could be treated for a bullet wound to his head. The driver obeyed, speeding through red lights and up the hospital ramp. In the ER it turned out there was no bullet wound: Amacker had imagined it.
Medical records showed that he'd been in a state of acute psychosis, and on that basis his lawyer asked the court to consider reducing the advisory sentence. The prosecutor countered that charges had already been reduced from kidnapping to carjacking on the same basis. Amacker then told the judge that at the time of the episode he'd been in the process of moving to California with his fiancee and son to start a construction business. The story had no obvious relevance to anything. I thought of the character in Flannery O'Connor's story 'The Comforts of Home': 'Not insane enough for the asylum, not criminal enough for the jail, not stable enough for society.' If the judge was troubled by such considerations, he didn't show it: 'You're fortunate that the gun didn't go off,' he told Amacker. 'I'm concerned about protecting the public.' He gave him thirteen years.
I left for my event at Tulane, where I read from a non-fiction book I'd just finished, about a personal injury lawyer from South Carolina who, in June 2021, shot and killed his wife and youngest son, seemingly to divert attention from his vast embezzlement. There was no question, at least, where he belonged.
With that  I set off for home. The civil unrest warned of in the travel alert hadn't materialised, but the two realities continued to clash on the car radio. The sense of persecution rose ever higher: 'They think we are stupid. They fantasise about killing us. They want to decide what kind of man undresses next to your daughter. They have sanctuary cities where they protect illegal criminals.' (This was from a political campaign ad, and it seems fair to report that the candidate lost.) It was a relief when, driving through Tennessee, all I could get was the old-fashioned Americana of the local radio swap shop: 'Yes, I'm selling an antique cabinet with a built-in flour-sifter. Also a revolver.'
A bench trial was underway when I entered the Avery County Courthouse in Newland, North Carolina. The case centred on a dispute that was almost comical in its schoolyard triviality, but in its own way it made a fitting finale to the trip. A member of a homeowners' association had been charged with cyberstalking after making rude online posts about the association's management. One by one they took the stand. The general manager described a jokey photo he'd posted on his own Facebook page, showing himself and his wife having a drink. The defendant had reposted it with the caption: 'Is this what you want your general manager doing?'
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An accountant and member of the board testified that she'd filed charges after the defendant had posted a Bernie Madoff meme along with information about her DUI from 25 years ago: 'I'm now facing a recall as a board member,' she said, 'because I'm supposedly unfit for office.' Another manager testified that the defendant had shared pictures of her posing with an AR-15: 'My husband was in law enforcement,' she explained indignantly. 'We have all kinds of weapons. The posts were calling me dangerous, which I'm not. I feel like I'm being demonised. I haven't slept for months!' Another complainant said the defendant had posted a decades-old article about him from the Orlando Sentinel, 'reporting that I'd been charged with grand larceny, which wasn't true. It was an erroneous newspaper article that I never knew even existed.' The post had prompted a spate of anonymous comments calling him a 'thief and habitual criminal' and someone had accused him of stealing from the Pickleball Club.
The problem, as the defence attorney calmly established, was that the posts were mostly objectively true and almost all on the public record. Summarising her argument, she introduced an explicitly political perspective: 'I know we have a country where no one wants to be offended, but the First Amendment is the First Amendment. We can't lie or defame, but there has to be more than, quote, "I don't agree with what she's saying" or "I'm facing recall because of what she's saying." That's America.'
At this point the judge asked if the defendant wanted to testify. After a whispered conference with her lawyer, Jamie Thomas, a bespectacled 73-year-old in a pink coat, took the stand. In her telling, the posts weren't intended to provoke but to inform fellow homeowners about the people running the association. Regarding the DUI, her concern 'was just whether these were responsible people. There were millions of dollars around, and here's a compliance officer who isn't in compliance with the law.' The Madoff meme was 'to make the point that just because you're a certified public accountant doesn't mean you're unimpeachably pure'. She denied having posted the grand larceny article, or any of the responses that followed: 'I'm brave enough to put my own name to what I post.'
Supporters of her supposed victims muttered darkly as she spoke. Given the anti-press litigation billowing out of the White House, they may well have believed that people in authority had a legal right not to be upset by embarrassing information, and I wondered if it had been wise for the defence attorney to turn this so overtly into a free speech case. As Pascal said, 'justice is as much a matter of fashion as charm is,' and fashion isn't currently in favour of speaking truth to power. But the defendant herself, with her confident, educated voice (an NPR voice, you could almost say), seemed a highly credible witness.
There was one small upset as the prosecutor sprang a surprise question on her: 'Have you ever been accused of cyberbullying before?'
'No! Well, yes,' she answered. The case seemed briefly in the balance again. But she recovered her poise: 'There is an ex-Scientology community. Some people did nasty things to other people. As I'm wont to do, I posted memes to draw attention to it.'
It was a little pert, but it did the trick. Without ceremony, the judge acquitted her. Disgruntled townsfolk began complaining loudly. 'First thing if you google her is Reddit accusing her of cyberbullying,' I heard one of them say; another: 'There's a whole web page called Escaping Jamie Thomas.' The judge heard them too. 'Leave the court right now,' she said.
I was reassured by the verdict. The First Amendment appeared to be alive and well in Appalachia. Later, though, I felt some misgivings. There were the competing statements: aggrieved and illogical on the part of the complainants; rational and articulate on the defendant's part. Hers had carried the day, rightly. But the sense of something unresolved, unaddressed even, lingered. I thought of that campaign ad: 'They think we are stupid. They fantasise about killing us ...' For a moment, some larger reality seemed to disclose itself, rising from the deep before disappearing again. I hurried on to New York.
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Gun Love
Paul Theroux

1737 wordsAs  a twelve-year-old Boy Scout and altar boy, I always brought my gun to church. After murmuring my responses in the Latin mass, gleeful when I heard the 'Ite, missa est,' I hurried to the nearby woods to blast away at beer cans or paper targets. Father Burns sighed whenever he saw me stowing my bolt-action Mossberg .22 calibre rifle in my locker and slipping on my cassock and surplice. But he accepted it, because I was in the church-sponsored Boy Scouts, Troop 25, which gathered weekly at the parish hall.
A traditional altar boy rule deemed that if you served at three funerals (always a mournful experience as a candle bearer among sobbing mourners and a smoky thurible), you got a wedding. A wedding meant a high mass and a tip, maybe five dollars, from the bride's father. After I'd done three funerals I was denied a wedding by Father Burns (was it my gun?), so I quit the altar boys and instead of going to mass went directly to the woods and became single-minded about shooting - a trigger-happy infidel.
Now and then I would take the bus to shoot at a distant quarry with other Scouts, who also had rifles. When we boarded the bus, the driver would say, 'Take them bolts out and stick them in your pocket,' and send us to the back of the bus, where we sat, rifles upright. I was to see such passengers much later, boys and men with rifles, on buses in Afghanistan.
I've owned guns of various sorts ever since. In the years I lived in London, a proper handgun was unobtainable, but I always had an air pistol. Target practice in my South London garden amused my neighbours, Timothy West and Prunella Scales. 'Don't shoot the cat!'
Hunting seems to me cruel, but in Hawaii I have an AK-47 for shooting wild pigs that arrive in sounders of eight or more to menace me and my geese. My neighbours help with skinning and gutting them, and I give them half the meat. Seeing my serious Chinese-made firearm, Haruki Murakami once said to me: 'You're the only writer I know who has a gun.' But Hemingway had lots of hunting rifles and William Burroughs owned pistols. Hunter S. Thompson, who had a large gun collection, said: 'I don't consider them weapons ... as much as tools, or toys.' Each of those men used his gun violently. Hemingway killed himself with a favourite shotgun; Thompson did the same (while on the phone with his wife) using his prized .45 calibre pistol; and Burroughs, who fancied himself a crack shot, aimed for a drinking glass on his wife's head in a 'William Tell' charade in Mexico and shot her in the face, killing her. In Qu'est-ce que la litterature, Jean-Paul Sartre quotes Brice Parain - 'Les mots sont des pistolets charges' - which strikes me as risible hyperbole for someone who, though he was a conscript, never fired a pistol. (Sartre served as a wall-eyed meteorologist in the French army.)
The most muddled and disputed handgun episode in modern literary history is the Russian roulette story that Graham Greene told, and retold, to friends and explained in his memoir A Sort of Life. The gun belonged to his brother Raymond. It was a revolver, 'a small lady-like object with six chambers like a tiny egg-stand'. As for the 'cardboard box full of bullets', Raymond later denied there was such a box of ammo. Greene said he put a cartridge into the cylinder, spun it behind his back, aimed the gun at his head and pulled the trigger. Click.
One of Greene's biographers (Norman Sherry) dates this attempt to July 1924; a more recent biographer (Richard Greene) writes: 'By Christmas 1923, after a total of six plays, he gave up Russian roulette.' A poem Greene wrote about it, 'The Gamble' ('I slip a charge into one chamber'), appeared in his collection Babbling April, in 1925. Another of his poems, 'Sensations', suggests he was shooting blanks, or perhaps the chambers were empty and he was fantasising. Sherry: 'What strikes one as strange is the reason Greene gives for attempting suicide: boredom, it seems.' Greene: 'This is one of the most famous episodes in Graham Greene's life. However, it may not be entirely true.' What has not been questioned by anyone but is vividly absurd to me is 'the small lady-like' revolver with the 'tiny egg-stand' chambers - he means the cylinder. It seems unlikely that anyone serious about playing Russian roulette would employ in the attempt such a tinky-winky Roscoe.
In the last paragraph of J.D. Salinger's story 'A Perfect Day for Bananafish', the suicidal main character Seymour Glass, on holiday in Florida with his young wife, shoots himself in the head with (Salinger specifies) 'an Ortgies 7.65 automatic'. That's inaccurate. An Ortgies is not an automatic but rather a German semi-automatic pistol. (Hitler presented an Ortgies to Eva Braun, with her name engraved in gold on its side.) It so happens I own an Ortgies handgun, not an ideal calibre for a suicide, much more likely to put you in a wheelchair than a coffin. A broomhandle Mauser's heavier bullet would work better for a coup de grace. I also own a C96 broomhandle Mauser, an ingeniously designed firearm that first appeared in the 1890s. This large squarish pistol, when removed from its curvaceous wooden case, is slotted into the end of the case, which serves as a gunstock - an instant rifle. T.E. Lawrence had one, as did Winston Churchill.
There are said to be almost half a billion firearms in the United States. This works out at more than one gun per person. But if you ask an American how many guns he or she owns, chances are they will say either 'none' or 'many'. When I was travelling in the Southern states for my book Deep South, I asked a man what kind of gun he had, and he laughed. 'I got 45 guns!'
I have about fifteen: the AK for disposing of wild pigs, five or so for target shooting, and the rest as collectors' items - the Mauser, the Ortgies and others. I also have a tiny, century-old Webley & Scott vest-pocket .25 calibre pistol and a 9 mm German Luger from the First World War, all of them still shootable. Some of these guns I picked up at gun shows in the American South, where in a private sale it's possible to buy any gun without papers or permission - a system open to serious abuse.
All of this gun talk may sound shocking to someone in a country where firearms are restricted, who might ask, 'What's your problem?' But gun ownership is protected by the US constitution and the National Rifle Association gives tens of millions of dollars to politicians to keep the gun laws as slack as possible. The laws differ from state to state: some states such as Mississippi, Arizona and Wyoming have few regulations, and no requirement for background checks, and openly carrying a firearm is quite common. Where I live it's impossible to buy a gun without a permit. This means being interviewed at the local police station as well as being fingerprinted and subjected to an intensive background check.
Apart from dispatching feral pigs, I continue to shoot at a range, about a hundred and fifty or two hundred rounds at a time, trying for a close grouping in the bull's-eye. A gunshot is very loud, so noise-cancelling headphones are required at ranges. I often listen to opera while shooting. The music of Philip Glass is also a great accompaniment to the rat-tat-tat of an AK-47 or the whizz-bang of a Luger.
Target shooting at a range is no more dangerous, and slightly less complicated, than bar billiards, shove ha'penny or darts. And because of the headphones it's completely absorbing and strangely calming. Ammunition is expensive - for some high calibre guns, as much as a dollar a cartridge. Shooting demands such concentration that it seems to me the perfect recreation for a writer, a relief from sitting at a desk and - as I am doing now - trying to imagine the next sentence. There may be other writers who wish also to be an expert marksman, but I don't know of any. Murakami runs marathons; Joyce Carol Oates is also a runner; John Irving wrestles when he isn't writing. Iris Murdoch often went swimming for pleasure; Nabokov chased butterflies; Graham Greene chased women. Hemingway's idea of fun was killing big animals in Africa, but when he writes about hunting, always with macho enthusiasm, he sounds sententious and grim.
It is possible to be a mild, peace-loving citizen and enjoy target shooting. My gun permit allows me to carry a pistol but I never do, because a gun exposed to the public gaze is often a magnet for violence. I feel sure that smouldering in the heart of most male American gun owners is the belief that, when the occasion arises, he will spring into action by plugging a miscreant and thus heroically avert a catastrophe. Yet this seldom happens. Travelling in Canada recently, I asked a woman what she took to be a difference between Americans and Canadians. She said: 'Americans are a fearful people. That's why they have so many guns. They're afraid. But what are they afraid of?' They're afraid of other people with guns, of course.
Target shooting is an activity practised mainly in the US, and we excel at Olympic shooting, though India - a country that seldom wins Olympic medals - has distinguished itself in competitive airgun events (seven medals altogether, including a gold). A top shooter can be elderly, male or female, with a gimpy leg, asthmatic or morbidly obese. I like to think that 73 years of practising might qualify me for a slot on the US Olympic team, and perhaps a medal. It would be quite something to beat the record (and I am in a position to do so) of the heavily bearded Oscar Swahn, the oldest person ever to compete - he was 72 in the 1920 Antwerp Olympics - and the oldest ever to win a gold medal. He represented Sweden as a shooter in three Olympics. And he was an author, of Om Betydelsen af Herbarts Philosophiska Standpunkt (1864), another trigger-happy writer.
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All they will find is sand
Eyal Weizman on the demolition of Gaza

4930 wordsThe  UN Genocide Convention of 1948 lists five acts that constitute genocide when committed with the intent to destroy a group in whole or in part. The first two concern mass killing and serious bodily or mental harm. The fourth and fifth are concerned with interrupting the biological continuity of a group. The third prohibition, framed in Article II(c), forbids 'deliberately inflicting on the group conditions of life calculated to bring about its physical destruction'. This refers to indirect forms of killing, those that don't target human bodies but the environment that sustains them. Sufficient 'conditions of life' require buildings, hospitals, social infrastructure, sewage and water systems, power grids, agriculture. The intentional destruction or degradation of such structures undermines a people's ability to survive, leading to a slower and more tortuous form of annihilation.
The idea that the built environment determines a group's conditions of life recalls the modernist conception of architecture, prevalent when the word 'genocide' was first conceived and defined by the Polish Jewish jurist Raphael Lemkin in his 1944 book, Axis Rule in Occupied Europe. Modern architecture offered to calculate and improve the conditions of life. Cities were to be laid out in accordance with public health principles, and homes, in Le Corbusier's famous definition, were to be 'machines for living in', calibrated to maximise the supply of biological necessities - heat, hygiene, air circulation, food and even sexual reproduction.
Architects' Data (1936) by the German modernist architect Ernst Neufert is still used by architects looking for the most efficient dimensions for kitchens, bedrooms or even park benches. In the 1920s Neufert was an assistant to Walter Gropius, director of the Bauhaus. Later, on behalf of the Nazi Party, he oversaw the standardisation of Germany's building industry, which was largely powered by enslaved labour. Several Bauhaus graduates designed concentration camps. The deliberate degradation of living conditions inverted the task of modern architecture from the enhancement of life to the production of death.
Lemkin defined genocide as being aimed at 'the destruction of essential foundations of the life of national groups'. He was thinking about the way the Nazis saw the Jewish ghettos and enslaved labour camps as means of slow, indirect extermination. But he was also aware of the colonial origins of this mode of destruction. Though direct acts of massacre took place in colonised territories everywhere, slow, indirect killings have more often been the means of annihilating Indigenous peoples. Dispossessed of their ancestral habitats, separated from the land on which they depended for sustenance and ritual, forced into reservations, Indigenous populations were destroyed to free up the best land for European settlement.
Two and a half years after 7 October 2023, most of the Gaza Strip - cities, refugee camps, schools, universities, mosques, the health infrastructure, agriculture, wells and the soil itself - has been destroyed and made toxic by bombs, artillery, tank shells and sappers. The most systematic destruction was caused by D9 bulldozers made by the US company Caterpillar. These giant armoured machines stabbed their blades into the ground, churning up fields, felling orchards, flattening homes, tearing through roads and ploughing through cemeteries. The tide of destruction flowed inwards from Gaza's perimeter fences, pushing Palestinians into enclaves referred to by the Israeli army as 'safe areas' and 'humanitarian zones', though they were never safe or humane. These overcrowded coastal sites, such as al-Mawasi, with its barren sand dunes, were without housing, healthcare or other services, and were continuously bombed from the air and attacked on the ground. The bulldozers turned the agriculturally rich land of eastern Gaza into a monochrome desert of crushed grey cement mixed with the area's yellowish soil. Entire cities such as Rafah, towns such as Beit Hanoun and refugee camps such as Jabalia were erased. When buildings are bombed or bulldozed, their remains - plastics, wiring, solvents, insulation, asbestos - release toxic chemicals into the soil. Some bombs penetrate the ground before exploding and release heavy metals or metalloids - such as uranium, lead and arsenic - deep underground. Many of these substances are slow to decay and will affect the composition of the soil for decades. A lived-in landscape has been turned into what a former Israeli general, Giora Eiland, described as a place 'where no human being can exist'.
Lemkin understood conditions of life to include not only the infrastructure that enables biological existence but social and cultural continuity too: religious buildings, schools, libraries, heritage sites. In Gaza most of these have also been systematically demolished. The Genocide Convention ratified in 1948 did not mention the 'cultural genocide' that Lemkin argued should be included. Entire sections were left out of the convention. Imperial powers such as Britain, France, Belgium and the Netherlands, which were then attempting to suppress anti-colonial uprisings, wanted genocide to be defined in a way that would not restrict their activities. Settler-colonial states - Australia, the United States and Canada - that had destroyed the physical heritage, culture and language of Indigenous peoples also objected. But cultural and biological life are not separate domains when it comes to national survival. In Gaza the systematic devastation of the environment - fields, water sources and the fishing industry - destroyed the ability of the society to feed itself. Attacks on schools and mosques reduced its capacity to organise and offer mutual care to mitigate the worst effects of scarcity, thus aggravating famine. The simultaneous destruction of one domain amplifies the harm caused by the other.
On 13 October 2023, six days after the Hamas attack on Israeli settlements and bases around Gaza, Israel ordered the evacuation of Gaza City, sending Palestinians in northern Gaza towards the southern border with Egypt. A document prepared by the Israeli Ministry of Intelligence and leaked to the online journal +972 explained the reason for this: it recommended the full-scale expulsion of Palestinians from the Gaza Strip into the Egyptian Sinai, arguing that this would 'yield positive, long-term strategic outcomes for Israel'. The destruction of conditions of life was intended to hasten the Gazans' departure. The biggest campaign in the history of aerial bombardment rolled like a carpet of fire from north to south.
The mass expulsion of Palestinians from Gaza to Egypt has been an aim of Israeli governments since December 1948, when the army first tried and failed to cleanse this last remaining enclave along Palestine's Mediterranean coast. It tried again during the 1950s and intensified its effort after the 1967 War, when Israel occupied both the Gaza Strip and the Sinai desert. Hamas's attack on 7 October 2023 gave Israel another opportunity. Expulsion plans were trumpeted by Israeli politicians and media spokespeople. Benjamin Netanyahu confirmed that he was actively seeking to transfer Palestinians out of Gaza. Israeli and some US officials started lobbying Egypt to accept large numbers of refugees. For eight months the Israeli army refrained from occupying the border area near Rafah, leaving the exit to Egypt open.
Many Palestinians, remembering the consequences of the mass displacement of 1948, refused to leave their homes. They remained in the ruins of Gaza City despite the bombing, and despite the denial of aid. Egypt policed the border closely and refused to let in Palestinians en masse, allowing entry only to those who could pay extortionate sums. Unable to achieve its goal, Israel sought instead to concentrate Palestinians into an ever smaller area of the Strip until the next opportunity for displacement arrived. Outside these zones, total destruction was meant to prevent their return to the areas from which they had been expelled.
The destruction was most complete close to Gaza's fences. The IDF calls the area bordering Israel a 'buffer zone'. It is a no-go area for Palestinians, a shetah hashmada, Hebrew for 'annihilation zone': any Palestinian entering it, or sometimes even approaching it, is shot on sight. The victims included Palestinians, many of them children, who wanted to see what could be salvaged from the ruins of their homes, to retrieve food aid that had been parachuted in, or who simply lost their way in a newly unfamiliar landscape. The flattening of all structures in the buffer zone was intended, among other things, to remove any hiding places and expose Palestinians to snipers. Before October the zone was between 300 and 500 metres wide. Two weeks into the war it was extended to a kilometre. By the spring of 2025 it was two kilometres wide; soon after it was three kilometres, with everything inside systematically bulldozed. Because the buffer zone now covered such a large area, snipers couldn't be used everywhere and Palestinians were murdered instead by quadcopter drones equipped with grenade launchers. During the day people were easy to see against the monochrome backdrop; at night the drones' thermal sensors registered their body heat.
Throughout military history, buffer zones - the Rhineland after the Treaty of Versailles of 1919, the strip between Kuwait and Iraq following the 1991 Gulf War, the DMZ between North and South Korea, or the land between Turkish and Greek Cyprus - have been means of maintaining ceasefires by keeping armies apart. In the eight decades since the establishment of Israel, buffer zones have instead been used as a means of occupation, displacement and erasure. Under the terms of the armistice agreement between Egypt and Israel that ended the 1948 war, Israeli forward positions were drawn roughly three kilometres east of where the present border of Gaza now lies, as the Palestinian historian and cartographer Salman Abu Sitta has shown. The line crosses al-Ma'in, the village where he was born and from which he was expelled with the rest of his family on 14 May 1948. Al-Ma'in and other Palestinian villages were soon cleared and replaced by the agrarian kibbutz settlements that were attacked on 7 October 2023. The settlers expanded Israeli territory through cultivation, removing the remnants of Palestinian homes, roads and fields. They ploughed over cemeteries because these were often places Palestinians returned to. Soldiers and settlers were instructed to shoot anyone, armed or unarmed, who crossed into the zone.
Before the 1967 War King Hussein of Jordan secretly offered to keep the West Bank as a buffer area if Israel promised not to invade. Israel occupied the territory nevertheless. After the war, a security masterplan drawn up by the former military commander Yigal Allon called for a strip of the Jordan Valley ten to fifteen kilometres wide (covering roughly a third of the West Bank) to be annexed and settled to become Israel's eastern buffer zone. Ethnic cleansing of Palestinian farming communities in the area started shortly after this, and has continued on and off ever since. Expulsions have accelerated radically since October 2023, and have increased even more since the start of the US and Israel's attack on Iran, with the Israeli army promoting and participating in settlers' pogroms throughout the remaining Palestinian communities. Bezalel Smotrich, a West Bank settler and the Israeli minister of finance, had already promised early in 2025 that Palestinian villages and cities in the West Bank would come to 'resemble Rafah and Khan Younis. They will also be turned into uninhabitable ruins, and their residents will be forced to migrate and seek a new life in other countries.'
A similar process took place in the north of the country. During the 1967 War Israel occupied the Golan Heights with the explicit aim of creating a buffer zone between the Syrian army and Israel's agrarian settlements in the upper Jordan Valley. Further settlements were built across the occupied area and in 1981 Israel formally annexed it. In December 2024, after the fall of Bashar al-Assad, the IDF extended a 'sterile defence zone' further into Syrian territory, expelling Syrian residents, destroying military and civilian buildings including the al-Golan hospital and the al-Andalus cinema in Quneitra, and bulldozing orchards, forests and fields, piling the soil to construct military outposts, trenches and earth berms.
Israel's latest invasion of Lebanon has involved the expulsion of 600,000 Lebanese from a new buffer zone. Israel has bombed all the bridges across the Litani River, thirty kilometres away from the border, in order to cut off the area from the rest of Lebanon and has started systematically demolishing the villages closest to the border. The return of Lebanese inhabitants to these villages will be prohibited, Israel Katz, Israel's minister of defence, said, 'until the safety and security of the residents of the north [of Israel] is ensured' - an impossible demand. An Israeli settler organisation has published plans for the 'settlement of southern Lebanon', producing maps that give Lebanese villages Hebrew names and provocatively advertising plots of land for sale.
This exemplifies the circular logic of Zionist settler-colonialism: settlements are built to mark and protect the state's border, but that makes them vulnerable to attack and so a buffer zone is established to protect them. Afterwards, this buffer zone is itself settled to mark and protect the newly expanded borders, at which point another buffer zone becomes necessary. In this manner vulnerability is produced and then mobilised in a feedback loop that the genocide scholar A. Dirk Moses has called 'permanent security'.
Throughout  the past two and a half years, Gaza has not only been a demolition zone but a construction site, reshaped according to Israel's blueprint. The bulldozed remains of buildings were piled into a landscape of earth berms, which were then shaped into barriers, detention facilities and military outposts from which Israeli tanks and snipers commanded the area where survivors were concentrated. The scale of the earthworks was so great that Israel's two hundred bulldozers were not nearly enough - many were damaged by the Palestinian resistance - and Israel urgently needed two hundred more. In late 2024 the Biden administration delayed their export and they weren't sent until Trump took office. In the meantime the IDF hired private bulldozer operators, many of them West Bank settlers.
If Palestinians ever tried to return to the demolished zones, an Israeli bulldozer operator called Abraham Zarbiv said, they 'will be returning to nowhere. Tens of thousands of families are left without papers, without childhood photos, without ID cards, they remain with nothing. If they return, they will not know where their home is. All they will find is sand.' The erasure of the built environment was mirrored by the destruction of records of it. Municipal plans, historical maps and property deeds were destroyed when Israel bombed Gaza City's Central Archives in November 2023.
The army 'changed the Strip's topography beyond recognition', the Palestinian poet Omar Moussa wrote that month. 'If we survive this war,' he quoted a friend as asking, 'what would be our meeting point?' After the First World War the unprecedented facial injuries caused by high-explosive shells destroyed soldiers' sense of identity. The territorial equivalent of this is the disorientation that Palestinians feel when exposed to the places that used to be their homes. A new form of psychological torture emerged. Blindfolded Palestinian captives were taken back to their old neighbourhoods, now a sea of rubble. 'When we took the cloth off their eyes,' Zarbiv reported, 'they were completely disoriented, they did not understand where they were.' Zarbiv, who is also a rabbinical court judge, has been chosen to light a torch at Israel's Independence Day celebrations.
On the night of 23 March 2025 Israeli troops murdered fifteen first responders and buried their bodies under high earthworks near Rafah. Asaad al-Nasasra, a medic with the Palestinian Red Crescent, one of two survivors of the attack, was interrogated and tortured inside a hole dug nearby by bulldozers. He described his ordeal to researchers from Forensic Architecture, who were using his descriptions to try to model the changes to the landscape. When his blindfold was removed, he realised that 'they had changed the place completely. When I saw the place, it made me feel hysterical. I couldn't understand anything.' In order to reconstruct the incident, the researchers worked with Earshot, an open-source audio investigative unit, which analysed the sound of gunfire recorded on the phone of one of the murdered medics. Lawrence Abu Hamdan, who founded Earshot, told me that the demolition had also radically transformed the acoustic landscape. Usually, he said, audio recordings of gunshots in urban areas reveal sound echoing from many different directions. Here all that remained were three walls that had somehow survived the demolition. The new landscape enabled clear echoes, making it possible to reconstruct incidents from their sound signatures.
In the weeks that followed the massacre, earth and rubble in this area were piled up in a series of structures next to the site. They surrounded an open space, which soon became one of the compounds operated by the newly conceived Gaza Humanitarian Foundation, an organisation funded by US and Israeli entrepreneurs that supposedly took on the role of distributing food aid, bypassing the UN. Its feeding stations concentrated starving Palestinians in four specific locations, all near Israeli military sites, three of them close to the border with Egypt. Hundreds were massacred by Israeli soldiers and US mercenaries when they were forced to compete for rations.
The present 'ceasefire'  came into effect on 10 October 2025. Under its terms Gaza was divided into two zones by a Yellow Line that ran roughly along the edge of the buffer zone, leaving the Israeli army in control of 54 per cent of Gaza. By December, Israel had unilaterally shifted the line west, bringing the area under its control up to 58 per cent. Eyal Zamir, Israel's chief of staff, described the Yellow Line as Israel's 'new border' with Gaza.
The line was drawn along a sandstone ridge that runs parallel to the coast, around three kilometres inland. At about seventy metres above sea level, it offers Israeli forces control of the Palestinians forced into the area near the sea. The ridge has organised life in the region since antiquity. Every year millions of cubic metres of granite from the Ethiopian plateau erode into sand that is carried down the Nile into the Mediterranean. Tides deposit large quantities of this sand along the Palestinian shoreline. Millennia ago one of these ancient dunes petrified into the sandstone ridge - a formidable barrier that dams the eastward drift of other sand dunes along the coast. West of the ridge the area is primarily sand; east of it, the soil is fertile. For many generations most of Palestine's wheat and barley fields were cultivated by Bedouin tribes in the fertile plains of the Beersheba region. These farmers were among the two hundred thousand Palestinians expelled from their land and incarcerated in a beachside enclave between the towns of Rafah and Gaza in the final months of 1948. A sliver of this soil between three and four kilometres wide remained within the borders of Gaza. In recent decades this fertile land was Gaza's bread basket. Now all of it is on the Israeli-controlled side of the Yellow Line.
At Forensic Architecture we identified a new earth berm that has been built along much of the path of the Yellow Line, as well as seven new military outposts. One of them was constructed on the site of a cemetery. Altogether there are 48 outposts east of the Yellow Line. Zamir has said they are the bases from which further incursions into the coastal area will be launched if necessary. At first the new outposts were no more than piles of earth and rubble, organised into variously shaped enclosures. But in recent months the enclosed areas and the roads leading to them have been asphalted. Electricity poles have been erected and the roads lit. Closely packed prefabricated buildings have been erected inside the bases, and tall towers on the perimeter carry communications and surveillance equipment. The bases no longer appear to be the provisional arrangements that Trump's ceasefire plan claims them to be, but permanent instruments of occupation. The newly paved roads connect the bases to a matrix of control that is linked to Israel's road network and communications grid.
West of the Yellow Line, Hamas is the governing body. Survivors live in and between the ruins or in massive tent encampments. The winter cold - the temperature can drop as low as five degrees - has led to deaths from hypothermia, particularly among infants. The summer, bringing heat of more than forty degrees, is fast approaching. In past summers children have suffocated in enclosures made from plastic sheeting or with improvised tin roofs: permanent structures are not allowed. Puddles are breeding grounds for mosquitoes; rubbish dumps are piled high; wastewater runs free and there are rodents everywhere. Israel does not allow the chemicals and pesticides that could help treat these problems into Gaza. While some medical services have been partially restored thanks to the effort of Palestinian medics and international NGOs, the health system barely functions. The scarcity of medicines and degraded hygiene mean that even minor injuries lead to infection. More than 40 per cent of dialysis patients in Gaza have died due to lack of treatment. The surviving population of Gaza has been reduced to a condition of bare existence, subject to unrelenting hunger and thirst under the ever present hum of killer drones and bomber jets. By keeping control of how much aid can enter - it was temporarily shut off in March after the US-Israeli attack on Iran began - Israel can continue to calibrate the conditions of life. It wants Palestinians to leave or to die slowly. Still, videos recording Gazan life under genocide show people cooking over communal fires, running open-air schools and submitting theses to universities whose buildings no longer exist.
The settler movement  is lobbying hard for the Israeli government to start constructing settlements within the vastly expanded buffer zone. In December Katz said that Israel 'will never leave Gaza', and will turn the military outposts into what are known as 'Nahal outposts', which are designed to evolve into civilian settlements. Some of the settlements around Gaza began as Nahal outposts in the early 1950s, as did many of the settlements in the West Bank.
Since even Donald Trump officially opposes the building of Jewish settlements in Gaza, Netanyahu forced Katz to retract his statement. The Israeli government decided to adopt a position of ambiguity and buy time by delaying the army's withdrawal and building up its positions and infrastructure east of the Yellow Line. The transformation of these military outposts into civilian settlements will have to wait for the world's attention to shift elsewhere.
In the meantime, fanciful development plans are being floated to cover up the reality of the ongoing destruction of Palestinian life in Gaza, which has become a feeding ground for real-estate sharks cum politicians. On 4 February 2025, during the two-month ceasefire that followed Trump's second inauguration, the president unexpectedly announced that the US would 'take over the Gaza Strip'. Gaza, Trump said, had 'a phenomenal location ... on the sea, the best weather' and would be a 'Riviera of the Middle East'. While the US had previously downplayed the destruction, Trump's administration started to talk it up. This was not born of humanitarian concern. Referring to Gaza as a 'demolition zone', the administration said that development would require complete evacuation. Palestinians in the beachfront concentration zone would be encouraged to move to a 'nice place' elsewhere. Development would bring about the population displacement that the Israeli army had failed to achieve during the war.
To pre-empt Trump's Riviera plan, Egypt, Saudi Arabia, Jordan and the UAE proposed their own masterplan. This was not born of humanitarian concern either, but designed to ensure Palestinians remained in the Strip rather than being expelled into their territories. 'A green and smart city powered by renewable energy' was proposed. It was evidently designed to please the Israelis. The buffer zone was integrated into the plan, represented as an 'open green area' where no structures were to be built.
In the summer of 2025, a group of Israeli entrepreneurs presented another initiative, the Gaza Reconstitution, Economic Acceleration and Transformation Trust, or GREAT. The people behind it - the venture capitalist Michael Eisenberg, the tech entrepreneur Liran Tancman et al - also proposed and oversaw the Gaza Humanitarian Foundation which established militarised feeding stations in southern Gaza. GREAT continued where Trump's Riviera vision left off. It proposed a 'world-class' beachside resort, with a series of 'AI-powered' cities further inland. An 'MBZ Central Highway' named after the president of the UAE, an 'MBS Ring' named after the Saudi crown prince and an 'Elon Musk smart manufacturing zone' were meant to induce those individuals to foot some of the bill. Some Palestinians could remain; others would receive meagre financial assistance towards moving elsewhere.
The ceasefire of October 2025 created an opportunity for this plan to be updated. The Board of Peace is a who's who of populist authoritarianism: Trump as chairman for life was joined by Benjamin Netanyahu, Argentina's Javier Milei, Hungary's Viktor Orban, Jordan's King Abdullah II and Turkey's Recep Tayyip Erdogan. Marco Rubio, Jared Kushner, Tony Blair and others were put in charge of forming a committee to oversee the Palestinian technocrats who would manage day-to-day affairs in Gaza. A new military body known as the International Stabilisation Force would take over security control. As Shawan Jabarin, director of the Palestinian human rights organisation Al-Haq, said to me, the proposal involved only a semantic change in the logic of occupation: the ISF would simply replace the IDF as an occupying power.
Kushner presented the Board of Peace's architectural vision at the World Economic Forum in Davos. Project Sunrise added detail to the hallucinatory vision of a riviera with renderings of 180 luxury high-rises, behind which seven clusters of urban and industrial developments were separated by wide roads that traced the route of the military roads constructed by Israel since October 2023 to slice Gaza into controllable sections. East of them was the buffer zone camouflaged as an agricultural area. The proposed architecture of control reached into cyberspace. Tancman, a graduate of Israel's elite cyber-intelligence Unit 8200, was brought in by Trump to draft a Digital Overhaul Plan. This included the declaration that by July this year a free high-speed internet service would push all social interaction and financial exchange online. The aim was not to help the Palestinian economy but rather to make all financial and bureaucratic transactions subject to Israeli surveillance.
For the Israeli government, reconstruction provides leverage. Large-scale development takes years to complete. With its full control of checkpoints and terminals and every truck of cement and building material crossing into Gaza, Israel can ensure that reconstruction remains a perpetual 'project'. The image of luxury towers constructed above mass graves, with tens of thousands presumably buried under the earthworks, embodies the logic of 21st-century genocide. The Israeli government now hopes, in the words of the former minister Ron Dermer, that what 'two years of war did not accomplish will be done by market forces'. The erasure of Palestinian life in Gaza could, counterintuitively, be achieved by architectural means.
In January, Forensic Architecture researchers identified site-work taking place in an area of one square kilometre, surrounded by several military outposts, on the Israeli-controlled side of the Yellow Line, just east of the ruins of Rafah. A leaked US military document revealed that this was a pilot for a programme called Alternative Safe Communities, which will offer accommodation to tens of thousands of Palestinians, vetted for their willingness to renounce Hamas, in communities of modular homes supplied with water, sanitation and electricity; mosques and schools will promote normalisation with Israel in line with the curriculum used by the UAE. An indicative illustration of what is referred to as the Emirati Compound shows the layout of a new type of refugee camp. In the plan, two-storey prefabricated units - not tall enough to 'threaten' Israeli forces - are laid out along wide streets that allow Israeli armour to patrol. At the centre is a large park surrounding a single-storey mosque. This, rather than luxury housing and a riviera, is the most that Palestinians can hope for from the reconstruction plans. Residents would enter and exit the fenced-in camp through checkpoints equipped with biometric sensors. The plan also offers help to 'residents wishing to travel abroad'.
All these initiatives ignored Palestinian planners and architects, although several Palestinian reconstruction plans have been proposed. One of them, the Phoenix Gaza Initiative, was prepared by the Union of Gaza Strip Municipalities, working with Palestinian architects in Palestine and the diaspora, and is grounded in the 'social and spatial relationships that persist in Gaza'. Erased neighbourhoods and refugee camps - some of which, like Rafah and the Jabalia, are historic centres of Palestinian national identity - are to be replaced, home by home, after carefully re-establishing the land ownership of the erased surface. During the process of reconstruction, each family would be housed near the site of their demolished home, and communities would be involved in the reconstruction.
Reconstruction plans imposed on Palestinians with the implicit aim of destroying Palestinian life in Gaza demonstrate the reason Lemkin reserved a place for architecture in his conception of the crime of genocide. He knew that the way a people organises its space is a manifestation of its history and social structure. 'Genocide has two phases,' Lemkin wrote in Axis Rule in Occupied Europe. The first involves the 'destruction of the national pattern of the oppressed group' - this was achieved in Gaza by Israel's devastating bombing. The second involves the imposition of a design by the oppressor, like these reconstruction plans for Gaza. 'This imposition, in turn,' he wrote, 'may be made upon the oppressed population which is allowed to remain, or upon the territory alone, after removal of the population and the colonisation of the area by the oppressor's own nationals.'
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Short Cuts
Judicial Activism
Francis FitzGibbon

1454 wordsHow do we want our judges to make their decisions? Robert Jenrick, shadow justice minister for the Tories until his defection to Reform in January, told the Conservative Party Conference last year that 'judges who blur the line between adjudication and activism can have no place in our justice system.' Judicial activism is a habitual complaint of those on the right when legal decisions don't go their way. In 2016 the Daily Mail called the lord chief justice and two of his colleagues 'enemies of the people' for ruling that the then prime minister, Theresa May, couldn't trigger Article 50 - which started the process of leaving the EU after the Brexit referendum - without a vote in Parliament.
In recent times complaints of judicial activism have often concerned the interpretation of the Human Rights Act and the decisions of the European Court of Human Rights. 'While the meaning of a human right does not change over time,' Lord Bingham said in a lecture in 2005, 'its content and application may. It is for the appropriate court to interpret and apply the relevant provisions in the light of evolving values, standards, needs, social conditions and circumstances.' He went on to quote Lord Justice Simon Brown, from a Court of Appeal judgment in 2003: 'Judges nowadays have no alternative but to apply the Human Rights Act 1998. Constitutional dangers exist no less in too little judicial activism as in too much. There are limits to the legitimacy of executive or legislative decision-making, just as there are to decision-making by the courts.' A somewhat more thoughtful critique comes from the lawyers behind the Judicial Power Project:
Judicial overreach increasingly threatens the rule of law and effective, democratic government. The project aims to address this problem - restoring balance to the Westminster constitution - by articulating the good sense of separating judicial and political authority. In other words, the project aims to understand and correct the undue rise in judicial power by restating, for modern times and in relation to modern problems, the nature and limits of the judicial power within our tradition and the related scope of sound legislative and executive authority.

It isn't controversial to expect courts to be politically neutral when deciding cases that have great political impact, and it is all too easy for the losing side to ascribe political bias to the judge. Finding proof that the judge's personal or political views have determined a decision is harder, in the UK at least. Compare this with the US Supreme Court, where alignment with the president's politics is a condition of getting the job, the expectation being that you will do as he wishes.
Peter Oldham's Law and Politics at the National Industrial Relations Court 1970-75 (Hart, PS90) tells the story of John Donaldson, whose career might seem to provide an example of right-wing legal activism in the UK. As a young barrister in 1958, Donaldson co-wrote a policy paper produced by the Inns of Court Conservative and Unionist Society and given the title 'A Giant's Strength'. It discussed how to bring the supposedly over-powerful trade unions under the rule of law. His co-authors included Geoffrey Howe, later chancellor and foreign secretary in Margaret Thatcher's government.
Donaldson had a successful career at the Bar, took silk and was appointed to the High Court bench in 1966 at the relatively young age of 45. In 1969, Barbara Castle's white paper In Place of Strife, the Labour government's attempt to reform industrial relations, met fierce opposition from the unions and was abandoned. When the Tories came to power in 1970, they were determined to bring the unions under control. Donaldson wrote to Howe, now solicitor general, with suggestions for what became the Industrial Relations Act of 1971. Later, he advised the Department of Employment on how the legislation might be amended.
The judge's standard task is to apply statutory provisions, and if necessary to interpret them in accordance with what he or she believes the intentions of Parliament to have been. Advising ministers and civil servants on how to amend the law is, in Oldham's understated words, 'rarely part of a judge's constitutional role'. 'Rarely' does a lot of work in that sentence. Donaldson was appointed to run the new National Industrial Relations Court (NIRC) established by the legislation, and later acknowledged that he did 'rather peculiar things' as its president, including continuing to have contact with officials at the Department of Employment. Oldham persuasively argues that Donaldson covered up his authorship of notes to civil servants there.
The court, and Donaldson himself, became notorious for imprisoning the striking dock workers known as the Pentonville Five in July 1972, after finding them guilty of contempt of court for refusing to obey his order to stop picketing the Midland Cold Storage Company in Newham. He regarded their defiance as a serious threat to the rule of law. Their imprisonment triggered a walkout by thousands of dockers, as well as secondary action by printworkers, miners, transport workers and many more. After the TUC called a one-day general strike, the crisis was averted when the House of Lords - then the UK's highest appeal court - accelerated the decision in another trade union case, which with a bit of legal legerdemain meant that the imprisoned dockers could be released. Oldham details the complex dance of litigation and off-stage fixing which drew senior politicians and Lord Denning, then Master of the Rolls, into the mess Donaldson had created. In his memoir Denning wrote that 'the lesson to be learned from the dockers' cases is that the weapon of imprisonment should never be used - for contempt of court - in the case of industrial disputes.'
During the short and disastrous life of the NIRC Donaldson used strategies suggested in 'A Giant's Strength'. In a case from 1973, he ordered the sequestration of PS100,000 belonging to the engineering workers' union, the AUEW, and fined it PS75,000 - once again this was a punishment for contempt of court, but this time on the part of the union itself rather than individual strikers. He found it had shown 'wilful defiance of the law ... Power carries with it responsibility.' The union leadership had 'a duty ... to take account of the interests ... of the nation as a whole'. That is not normal language for a court judgment. The case prompted political outrage and calls for Donaldson's dismissal, which went unheeded. Oldham cites letters of support from judicial colleagues as well as some mild rebukes, which offended the thin-skinned Donaldson.
Labour repealed the Industrial Relations Act when it returned to power in 1974 and the NIRC disappeared with it. Donaldson went back to the High Court, where he presided over the trials of the Guildford Four in 1975 and the Maguire Seven in 1976, two of the worst miscarriages of justice in modern times. In the Guildford Four trial, he suggested to the jury that if the defendants had really been beaten up by Surrey police officers, as they alleged, they would surely have reported it to the Metropolitan police. Stephen Sedley, writing in the LRB (5 March 1987) about the systemic failure to correct miscarriages of justice, described Donaldson's comments as showing that 'the system holds up a distorting mirror and invites the jury to see reality through it.' The remark may give a clue to Donaldson's understanding of the rule of law, as it is applied to striking workers as much as to victimised defendants. The 1990 inquiry into the case of the Maguire Seven identified serious errors that he made in directing the jury about the significance - or lack of it - of evidence of contamination by nitroglycerine, which had supposedly been found on the hands of the accused. When the Tories returned to office in 1979, Donaldson was promoted to the Court of Appeal and finally became Master of the Rolls, the second most senior judge in the country.
Donaldson's career with the NIRC can be seen as an egregious example of judicial activism: secretive, condoned and connived at by the judiciary, civil service and government ministers. His sincerely held political and social views - or biases - motivated him to do justice as he saw it. And that is the problem for any judge: to distinguish where justice as the judge sees it conflicts with the application of the law. It is easy to disguise disagreement with a court's decision as an accusation of activism. If the rule of law has meaning, it means that the judge will sometimes have to make decisions they find unpalatable. The rule of law applies just as much in cases where what Brown called the 'limits to the legitimacy of executive or legislative decision-making' have been overstepped. The judge must intervene. Judging is not a job for the faint-hearted.
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Enemy Language
Sarah Resnick

6759 wordsIn November  1956, a few weeks after Soviet tanks rolled into Budapest, a 21-year-old Agota Kristof and her husband, Janos Beri, decided to leave their home in Koszeg, in north-west Hungary. Kristof wasn't really involved in politics, but Beri, who had taken part in the uprising against Matyas Rakosi's Stalinist government, had already been arrested once and, as a known dissident, feared the prison sentence that almost certainly awaited him. With a childhood friend as their guide, Beri and Kristof trekked through the forest on the Austrian border under cover of darkness. Beri carried their four-month-old daughter, Zsuzsanna, a bottle in her mouth to keep her from crying, and Kristof two bags, one filled with nappies, bottles and baby clothes, the other with German dictionaries. When the family emerged from the woods, they were in Austria. The couple wanted to stay there, hoping to return to Hungary once the political situation had calmed down, but instead they ended up in Valangin, a tiny Swiss village in the canton of Neuchatel. Settling there wasn't a choice, Kristof would later say, it was chance, the workings of international bureaucracy.
 On arriving in Neuchatel Kristof didn't speak a word of French. She carried on writing in Hungarian, but in time she came to see this as a dead end; if she wanted to be read - by her friends, her children, her neighbours - she would have to write in the language of her new home. In 1984, the year she turned 49, she sent the manuscript of a novel to three publishers in Paris. An editor at Seuil took a chance on the unknown author and her severe, macabre story of twin boys in a war-ravaged adult world. The Notebook, published in 1986, became a bestseller. In translation it achieved cult status: in Tokyo in the early 1990s, according to one newspaper, young clubbers carried it around 'like a talisman'. Two sequels, The Proof (1988) and The Third Lie (1991), secured her reputation as a major postwar author.
 The three novels in the Notebook trilogy, and a fourth, Yesterday (1996), were based on Kristof's memories of Hungary during a tumultuous period. She was candid about the fact that many of the scenes of extreme violence, sexual abuse, incest and other horrors depicted in her books were taken from life. But she also maintained that the novels were not strictly autobiographical; they were loyal to her feelings, but deviated from events as they transpired. Consciously or not, this seems to have been a form of self-protection. As Kristof set out to write down one story - what she called 'my story' - she ended up with something transformed. Her protagonists, too, are always trying and failing to record the story of their lives. 'I try to write true stories,' one of the twins says at the start of The Third Lie, 'but ... at a given point the story becomes unbearable because of its very truth, and then I have to change it.' French was a help; although she called it an 'enemy language', no different from the German and Russian imposed on her as a child by Hungary's occupying forces, it also allowed her to 'put distance between my fears and my writing'.
 For a writer whose books stay close to her own experiences, Kristof remains an enigmatic figure. Piecing together the facts of her life is no easy task. There is no biography in any language, no collection of correspondence. She didn't do the things many novelists do, such as review books or write essays; didn't conform to the expectations for immigrant writers by translating the work of other Hungarian authors or promoting their work; didn't socialise much with other writers. She kept diaries but couldn't bring herself to reread them, and burned them before she died.
 Kristof's one book of autobiographical writing, The Illiterate (2004), brought together eleven columns for the Swiss-German magazine Du, which she wrote while working on The Third Lie. It begins with her childhood and ends with the publication of The Notebook, staying close to the events that shaped her as a writer. At around fifty pages, The Illiterate is a singularly restrained memoir, withholding even seemingly innocuous details, such as the name of her mother or father or the town in which she was born. This is in keeping with Kristof's fiction, which never identifies its setting and often features unnamed characters. The many interviews Kristof gave help to fill in some of the gaps, but even in these she is laconic, her answers sometimes no more than a few words long. In print this makes her seem terse and forbidding, an impression informed by the austerity of her writing. Her television appearances reveal someone more genial, if no more forthcoming. 'I see your sparkling eyes,' one interviewer observed, a little disarmed because 'that's not the image one has of Agota Kristof.'
 More recently, Kristof's growing reputation in Hungary has helped to shed light on her early life. Although the entire trilogy was translated into Hungarian by 1996, Kristof has rarely been claimed as a Hungarian writer because she wrote in French. It was only after her death in 2011, and the release in 2013 of Janos Szasz's film adaptation of The Notebook, that Hungarian scholarship on her work really took off.
 The Kristof who emerges from the sources was, like the twins in the Notebook trilogy, a person divided in two. In Hungary were her parents and her two brothers, the journals she'd kept as an adolescent, her earliest poems, her first language, the memories that formed the basis for her fiction. In Switzerland were her two marriages, her three children, her adopted tongue, the books she published. The past, her childhood, this part of herself she felt slipping from her grasp, became an obsession that never waned. In Hungary she had lived; in Switzerland she wrote. For Kristof, the two were nearly incompatible. 'Writing prevents me from living,' she said in 1996. 'It's almost suicidal.'
 She was born in 1935, in Csikvand, a dusty, one-road village in the west of the country, with no electricity or running water, and no telephone or train station. Her father, Kalman, the only teacher in the village, taught primary school children in a schoolhouse on the family property. Her mother, Antonia, who had also trained as a teacher, oversaw the innumerable household chores. Some of Kristof's earliest memories, as she wrote in The Illiterate, were of smells: 'chalk, ink, paper, calm, silence and snow' in her father's classroom; 'slaughtered animals, boiled meat, milk, jam, bread, wet laundry, baby's pee, agitation, noise, and summer heat' in her mother's kitchen. She was four when she learned to read, and soon she was telling stories of her own, elaborate sagas with 'good characters and evil ones, poor and rich, winners and losers'.
 In 1944, the family moved to Koszeg, near the Austrian border, where Kalman had got a new teaching job. Kristof later compared the experience to 'arriving in America': in Csikvand there was one small grocer's; Koszeg had bakeries, butchers, other conveniences. The Wehrmacht invaded that March, and as the front moved nearer schools were closed. Kristof and her two brothers - in particular her older brother, Yano - spent long days roaming Koszeg's streets and admiring its colourful architecture. Their father, the family disciplinarian, was away at the front, and his absence made possible an experience of freedom rare for children so young. A haze of nostalgia hangs over Kristof's childhood - 'my favourite times', she called them, elsewhere picking enfant as her favourite word - and her fondness for the final year of the war can raise an eyebrow. 'I only have good memories,' she reflected in 2001. In reality, Koszeg became a site of various horrors: the city's Jews were deported to Auschwitz, sick labourers were gassed at a work camp and, after the fascist Arrow Cross party came to power in late 1944, thousands of Jewish forced labourers were brought in to build fortifications along the border with Austria, many of whom ended up shot and buried in mass graves. It's not that Kristof was unaware of the war, or didn't feel its effects. She and her brothers faced cold and hunger, and witnessed the expulsion of Jews. But the closeness they developed, the unfamiliar freedom they shared, was what abided. 'Collective misfortunes,' she observed, 'mark you less than the personal ones.'
 The years that followed were also brutal - the Soviets invaded, the war ended, Rakosi's Stalinist government gained power - but Kristof had almost nothing to say about them in her memoir or in interviews. Something in the family had gone wrong, though; as Kristof writes in The Illiterate, one by one the three children were sent off to state-run boarding schools, and 'strangers' had moved into the 'family home'. Kristof says she was fourteen when she arrived in Szombathely, at the school she described as 'somewhere between a barracks and a convent, between an orphanage and a reform school', with its cold-water taps, unheated rooms and dogmatic Communist education. Antonia briefly lived in the same town as her daughter, packaging rat poison in a dark basement.
 A single line in The Illiterate hints at what had brought this about: her father was in prison. In his introduction to the English-language edition, Gabriel Josipovici speculates that Kristof's father was jailed for 'falling foul of the Communist authorities'. Other critics have suggested the same. In 2018, however, the historian Monika Matay discovered that Kalman was accused in October 1948 of abusing pupils - one of them as young as seven - at the girls' school where he taught. He confessed, news reports said at the time, and served four and a half years. According to Kristof's younger brother, Attila, who was also a novelist, Antonia's refusal to divorce Kalman made her unemployable, forcing her to look for work outside the town. When Yano was old enough to be sent to boarding school, Agota and Attila lived alone at home under the supervision of their next-door neighbour, and Antonia came back at weekends. Attila said that she never forgave her husband, though in public she stood by him, and the family claimed that the charges had been fabricated.
 Kristof described her years in Szombathely as 'the bad times'. She had been separated from her brothers and her parents; the 'silver thread of childhood' had been 'severed'. It was to cope with her despair that she began writing: poems, their 'phrases are born out of the night', and a journal for which she invented a 'secret handwriting'. Yet she was hardly solitary. She served as leader of her school's Young Pioneers, convinced that the Soviet regime, with its 'beautiful' ideas about equality, was 'extraordinary'. She also started developing comic sketches, which she rehearsed and performed with friends. In Russian classes she was introduced to authors who would make a 'big impression' on her: Gorky, Turgenev, Tolstoy, Dostoevsky. She left school in 1954. She had planned to go to university; instead, she married Beri, her history teacher, who was ten years her senior. In Koszeg, Kristof worked as a weaver at a textile manufacturer, then at a pastry shop. Beri promised that in time they would move to Budapest, where she could study literature, but the uprising in 1956 upended their plans.
 By her own account, Kristof's first years in Switzerland were dismal. Once more she was denied the opportunity to study; instead it was Beri who went to university, retraining as a biologist. Kristof got a job at a clock factory, where she spent long, dreary days in front of a pedal-operated machine, punching the same hole in the same part. Her new life seemed a lot like the old one, only worse. She was lonely in Valangin. She struggled to communicate with her fellow workers, who tried to help her with the basics, touching her hair to teach her the word for hair, her arm for arm - lessons that took place in the toilets, or during a smoking break, away from the noisy machines. The one benefit of the job was that it required almost nothing from her mind, leaving her free to think about poetry. During the day she scribbled lines on loose sheets of paper she kept in a drawer: the poems she'd left in Hungary but kept in her head; new ones accented by the 'regular rhythm' of the factory machines. At night she took them home and copied them into a notebook.
 Kristof left Beri in the early 1960s. She had given up her life in Hungary for him, and never forgave him for his decision to study while she worked. It was around this time that she began publishing her poems in emigre journals - first in the London-based Irodalmi Ujsag, and later in the more avant-garde Magyar Muhely, which was based in Paris. By then she was able to speak but not read French - the 'illiteracy' she claimed in her memoir - and when, in 1962, she was offered a scholarship to study the language, she decided to quit her job. Within two years she was reading Voltaire, Hugo, Camus and Sartre, and Americans like Faulkner and Hemingway in translation. Late in life she claimed she 'wasn't much influenced' by the French classics, saying that she found Proust 'too boring'. Yet it was through reading French authors - looking up unfamiliar words, copying passages into her journals - that she mastered the language. 'Tirelessly, I go and look,' she wrote in The Illiterate. 'I develop a passion for the dictionary.' After 1967 she stopped publishing in Hungarian.
In  the late 1960s Kristof began translating her Hungarian poems into French, telling herself that it was only a 'game' to test how well she knew the language. One form of translation spawned another: Kristof recast the verse as prose, the poems as miniature stories. She kept going and started writing stories from scratch, more than thirty in total. A selection of these - along with a few stories based on the Hungarian poems - was published nearly forty years later as C'est egal (2005), which has now appeared in an elegant English translation by Chris Andrews with the title I Don't Care. The stories have the brevity of poems or folk tales. Some are surreal, with fantastical beings, while others are more realist, their portrayals of relationships and family life punctuated with black humour. Together they show that from an early stage Kristof was concerned with the themes that run through her novels: exile, loss, childhood, separation, death. They also reveal a writer experimenting with a new style. In interviews in the 1990s and 2000s, Kristof often dismissed her early Hungarian poems as 'too sentimental, too florid', and claimed that the Notebook trilogy marked a deliberate break from these earlier works ('I'd had enough [of emotions] ... I chose to write in a dry style'). These stories suggest that she started rethinking her approach much earlier. Schoolchildren torture their teachers ('The Teachers'); a personified death, alternately flattering and menacing, stalks a future victim ('The Big Wheel'); dinner guests are served a stewed hare that is in fact their own cat ('I Have Given Up Eating'). Comparing this last story to the Hungarian poem, which I read in French, reveals the original to be a more mournful reflection on nostalgia and disappointment; the cat features only in Kristof's French rewrite.
 When, in 'The Streets', a music student expresses 'sensual, physical, almost obscene love' for his childhood town, the students laugh, and it's as if Kristof is dramatising the conflict between her own feelings - she too is obsessed with her childhood town - and the kind of art she wants to make. 'Feelings aren't really valued in art these days,' the teacher warns. The narrator in 'Wrong Numbers' likens the words 'exciting', 'poetic', 'suffering' and 'solitude' to 'obscenities' he can't bring himself to say, just as Kristof would later declare her 'disgust' at sentimentality. She didn't try to publish the stories, though she would later repurpose a few: the puma sequence in 'The Canal' appears in The Third Lie, and almost all of 'I Think' in Yesterday.
 In the early 1970s, Kristof more or less abandoned the form when she began writing plays. A novel remained too daunting, but she felt that drama was something she could attempt - had already attempted, in fact, since some of her stories took the form of monologues ('The Axe') and dialogues ('My Sister Line, My Brother Lanoe'). She finished her first two plays, Un rat qui passe and John et Joe, in 1972. John et Joe, about two middle-aged idlers and the lottery ticket passed between them, was performed first, in 1975, at a dinner theatre in Neuchatel. In many ways it's an outlier: the dialogue shares the absurdity of her later plays - 'Mustard without a sandwich isn't ham,' Joe says - but the scenario has none of the callousness, the flashes of grim violence. The equally absurdist Un rat qui passe, with its notes of extreme pessimism, is more representative of Kristof's later work. A judge, his room transformed into a prison cell, is forced to confront his past selves as he ponders whether to carry out the orders of the authoritarian government. To do so means condemning innocent people to death; to resist would invite his own death, and make way for someone else to carry out the orders instead. Either way the innocents won't be saved, and the regime will go on as it was.
 Kristof wrote more than twenty plays, most of them between 1972 and 1982; five were produced for radio. The similarity of her name to Agatha Christie's elicited enough confusion that she started signing the works Zaik, the maiden name of her Czech maternal grandmother. One reason she was so productive, by her own account, was that she'd stopped working. She was now married to a Swiss photographer, Jean-Pierre Baillod, and stayed at home to care for their two young children, Carine and Julien. (Baillod and the children, including Zsuzsanna, spoke only French - another reason for Kristof to adopt the language as her own.) She was a devoted mother but as a 'housewife', she said, she didn't excel. According to Kristof, Baillod expected his wife to knit and make jam, and he frowned on the way she spent her time. They divorced sometime around 1980. Two unhappy unions - having 'to work, take care of the children, do everything without any help' - were enough to keep her from marrying again. 'The worst part about my life was my husbands,' she said a few years before she died.
 Bad husbands turn up in Kristof's early work. In the short story 'The Invitation', a man offers to plan a party for his wife then wheedles her into completing the preparations; in the radio play La Cle de l'ascenseur, a man takes from his wife her ability to walk, see and hear, all under the guise of protecting her. Her characterisations of marriage might suggest that she felt an affinity with other women writers coming up at the same time, such as Annie Ernaux and Marguerite Duras in France and Monique Laederach and Anne-Lise Grobety in Switzerland. She did not. 'I don't like women's books,' she said in 2004. 'They go on about marriage, divorce, emotional states, children'; their authors have 'nothing to say'. When asked to name a book she liked by a woman, she picked Magda Szabo's The Door, claiming: 'She's not just talking about herself.' In her novels, Kristof would talk about but never reveal herself. In her view feelings were rendered more powerfully - more truthfully - through action rather than thought, and her novels display both her commitment to a hard-edged exteriority and the virtues of that approach.
Kristof  began work on The Notebook in the early 1980s. At first she thought of it not as a novel but as a collection of lightly fictionalised reminiscences about her first year in Koszeg, when she and Yano had roamed freely through the town. In the early drafts Kristof began her sentences with variations on 'mon frere et moi' or 'mon frere dit ... moi je dis ...' but this felt too 'cumbersome'. She decided to switch to the first person plural and to make the siblings twin boys. This introduced to the story all the gothic resonances and fraught identity questions that twins bring, amplified by her decision never to separate them: they always speak and act as one.
The Notebook opens in wartime. After travelling all night from the Big Town, where bombs are falling, the nameless school-age twins have been brought by Mother to a house in the Little Town, on the edge of a forest. Beyond it is a secret military base and, further on, the frontier. Fearing for their safety, Mother leaves her children with a woman who is fiendish and foul-mouthed, her head covered with a black shawl, her face with 'wrinkles, brown spots and warts that sprout hairs'. By relation she is the boys' maternal grandmother, but in every other regard she is a stranger. The townspeople call her the Witch. Grandmother calls the twins 'sons of a bitch'. She beats and insults them and assigns them chores in exchange for food: 'We take heavy buckets full of pigfeed ... We take the goats to the edge of the stream ... We go and gather wood in the forest.' Quickly they learn what it feels like to be cold and dirty and hungry.
 There are traces of 'Hansel and Gretel' in the opening scenes: the destitute parent who abandons her children, the hag who takes them in, the unnamed towns and could-be-anywhere rustic landscape. Yet Kristof's story, which follows the twins over the final year of the war, becomes stranger and more unsettling than a Grimm tale. It's not Grandmother whom the twins should fear but the world outside their door. All around them adults behave badly. There's a duplicitous priest who sexually abuses an impoverished young girl and a lewd housekeeper who 'strokes and kisses' the boys then 'sucks [their] penises'. A 'foreign officer', a boarder at Grandmother's, inducts the twins into his masochistic fantasies. The boys witness charred bodies piled in 'four tall black pyres' in a work camp and soldiers leading a 'human herd' to their deaths. Even the darkest fairy tales conceal wonder in the mundane; in 'Hansel and Gretel', a duck turns out to be a getaway boat, a house a confection made of bread and cake and sugar. The Notebook is simply grim all the way through.
 With a notebook they acquire from the local bookseller, the twins set out to record what is 'true' - and by 'true' they mean objective. This isn't some abstract wish, but a practice with rigid rules. They can't write 'Grandmother is like a witch,' but they can write 'People call Grandmother the Witch.' They can't write 'The orderly is nice,' but they can write 'The orderly has given us some blankets.' They can't write that they 'love Mother' because the words for feelings are too 'vague'; saying you 'love walnuts' doesn't mean the same things as saying you 'love Mother'. It's 'the description of objects, human beings and oneself', 'the faithful description of facts', that they're after. This notebook, we learn, is the same one we are reading, which means the twins' rules for writing are also Kristof's, an internal justification for prose that recounts an outing to buy warm boots with the same dispassion as the discovery of a dead body ('He is still in one piece, only his eyes missing because of the crows').
 Like monks who learn to tolerate pain by focusing on it rather than blocking it out, the twins practise suffering to better withstand it. Here is 'Exercise to Toughen the Body':
 We are naked. We hit one another with a belt. At each blow we say: 
 'It doesn't hurt.' 
 We hit harder, harder and harder. 
 We put our hands over a flame. We cut our thighs, our arms, our chests with a knife and pour alcohol on our wounds. Each time we say: 
 'It doesn't hurt.' 
 After a while, we really don't feel anything any more. 

They fast to habituate themselves to hunger ('Exercise in Fasting') and insult each other to become desensitised to hurtful words ('Exercise to Toughen the Mind'). They repeat happy memories, phrases their mother used to say like 'My darlings! My loves!', until these lose all meaning. The endurance 'exercises' are of a piece with the rules for writing: the twins could lose themselves in a world of their own imagination, as some children might do in such circumstances, but the rigid order they establish forces them to take on the world as it is.
The Notebook is about the ways war turns morality into an obstacle to survival. The same exercises that inoculate the twins from harm also erode their ability to feel the emotions that help guide our behaviour: empathy, shame, fear, guilt. Soon they begin to practise a kind of vigilantism, based at first on 'absolute need' (they blackmail the priest to get him to provide for his victim), and eventually on retribution (they punish the housekeeper for taunting a starving prisoner with food). Is there a moral distinction between what the twins do in the name of 'justice' and the actions of everyone else, who seem driven by self-interest? Should we judge the twins differently because they are children? Kristof poses but doesn't answer these questions. By the close of the novel, they almost cease to matter. It's five years after the end of the war and the 'Liberators' of the country are now its oppressors, controlling the government, the army and the border, which is 'surrounded by barbed wire'. When the twins lure a man to his death, deploying him as a sacrificial decoy, the only motive appears to be opportunistic self-gain. It's a devastating moment: the twins have become no different from the adults around them.
 Kristof originally envisioned The Notebook as a stand-alone novel. In the final scene, one twin makes a dash across the border, into the free world, leaving the other behind. How could the story continue? But she realised she wasn't ready to abandon the twins. 'I couldn't do anything else,' she told an interviewer. Where The Notebook strives for truth, both The Proof and The Third Lie explore truth's degradation; where it captures the intensity of the sibling bond, the subsequent novels underscore the pain of loss and separation.
The Proof picks up where The Notebook left off, as the twin who stayed behind returns to an empty home. With the narrative now in the third person, the novel stays close to him. For the first time he has a name, Lucas, and an age, fifteen, although Kristof quickly pushes the story five years into the future with bouts of unexplained illness and lapses in memory. The strange, vertiginous atmosphere marks a change from The Notebook's exactness, and fits the repression, secrecy and paranoia that have taken hold of the town. Lucas gets by as a gardener and finds companionship with other townspeople on the margins, their lives stamped by grief. Clara, a librarian tasked with destroying banned books, aches for her husband, who was hanged; Michael, an insomniac, for his wife, who was also murdered by the state. The disgraced Yasmine feels the loss of her imprisoned father, whose child, Mathias, she has given birth to. Lucas tries to bring some good to their lives, and even cares for Mathias as he would a son, but is undone by his own surges of brutality. The destruction brought on by cruelty in The Notebook may imply a need for something like love, but The Proof refutes that possibility: here love kills almost as surely.
 Like his friends, Lucas too is grieving. He hasn't heard from his brother, Claus (an anagram), since his departure but sees him everywhere: 'In my room, in the garden, walking beside me in the street. He speaks to me.' Lucas speaks back by writing in the notebook, anticipating his brother's eventual return. Reading the first novel, one question that comes up is whether the twins have observed their own rule. An objective style, free from evaluative adjectives and adverbs, similes and metaphors, doesn't guarantee the absence of falsehood. In The Proof Kristof brings this doubt to the surface. What if Claus is an invention? That's what Lucas's friend Peter believes, and as party secretary he is well positioned to know: he makes speeches, understands the difference between saying one thing and believing another. No one asks after Claus, not the priest the twins visited as children, not even the bookseller, Victor, from whom they acquired their notebooks. The notebooks provide the sole evidence of Claus's existence and the twins' lives together - until the final chapter, when Kristof introduces a 'report' from the authorities that throws into doubt everything that preceded it.
The Third Lie is a deconstruction of the first two novels. Like them, it opens in the small town, but the Party is no longer in power and the border is now open. The twins here are called Lucas and Klaus, and they have been separated since the age of four, following a violent domestic episode. Lucas, who narrates the first half of the book, has just returned to his home country after nearly forty years abroad, in search of his brother. As he recounts the events of his youth, the broad contours of his story echo those of the earlier novels: during the war he was brought by a nun to a border town to live with a woman he called Grandmother. There he 'worked from morning till night', bought a notebook and, after Grandmother's death, slipped into a neighbouring country. Characters from The Proof turn up in his account - Peter, Clara, the bookseller - but play different roles or have changed genders.
 The second half of the book is narrated by Klaus. He spent the war in the care of his father's former lover, Antonia, and her daughter, Sarah, his half-sister. As much as Lucas is desperate to reunite with Klaus, Klaus is set on keeping Lucas away. His return after decades of silence threatens their mother's fragile health and Klaus's independence. If we take The Third Lie at its word, the stories in the previous novels were fictions invented by Lucas. But should we trust this account? When Lucas remarks that he writes 'made-up things. Stories that aren't true, but might be,' is the book we are reading among them? The novel's title, at least, suggests it might be.
 Kristof initially planned to set The Third Lie in a city based on Neuchatel and to recount the journey of the brother who left, as she herself had. But the Little Town, or the town of K, as it was called by the third book, summoned her back. There was no question for Kristof that this place was Koszeg. She allowed her Italian and Portuguese publishers to bring out the books in one volume as 'The Trilogy of the Town of K', acknowledging Koszeg's role as a principal character. This Koszeg, which emerges as a kind of abyss, is incongruous with the idyll for which Kristof seemed, outwardly, to be so nostalgic. It was the 'only city', she once said, 'where life would have been possible'. In an interview in 1996, she explained that 'it's all I have left of my childhood.' Writing fiction seems to have cleared the mist from her memories, revealing a different kind of truth, one that aligned more closely to the history she had lived through. But some truths remained obscured. In a late interview Kristof cited Lucas's words in The Third Lie to describe her own writing process: 'I try to tell my story but all of a sudden I can't - I don't have the courage, it hurts too much. And so I embellish everything and describe things not as they happened but the way I wish they had happened.'
 In all three novels the father character is murdered - by the twins in the first two (he's the man they send ahead at the border), by their mother in the third. For Lucas the events of The Notebook were a fantasy invented 'to endure the unbearable solitude'. Seen the same way, in The Notebook a historical trauma could be standing in for a personal one. 'This is just literature,' Kristof wrote on the back of one of her drafts. 'I haven't yet said what really happened - the truth is something I could never tell.'
After completing  the trilogy, Kristof again tried to put her experience of exile into a novel and this time succeeded. Yesterday was the work of fiction she called her 'most autobiographical'. The narrator, Sandor, is an immigrant from a 'nameless village in an insignificant country' who gets up at 5 a.m., takes the bus to a job at a clock factory, writes in the evenings and suffers the disillusionment experienced by Kristof and the other refugees she encountered in Switzerland, four of whom killed themselves (as do four of the refugee characters in the novel). Early on, Sandor himself attempts suicide. Kristof has no comfort to offer: the fellowship that at first united the refugees begins to break apart. Despair is contagious, and the community too fragile to withstand it.
Yesterday is at core a love story. Sandor is infatuated with a woman from his childhood called Line and wants to marry her; she loves him too. But in Kristof's work romantic love tends to sit aslant in some way or be tainted by taboo. ('Love stories aren't worth writing about,' she once said. 'They're banal.') Early on we learn that Sandor and Line share a father, who had a long, illicit relationship with Sandor's mother. (In an echo of the trilogy, it's after Sandor's attempt to kill his father that he runs from home and eventually over the border.) Sandor knows that he and Line are half-siblings but Line is unaware of her father's affair, and Sandor keeps it from her.
 Incest is a recurring theme in Kristof's fiction. The parties involved tend not to experience it as a form of abuse. Nor does Kristof, so averse to psychological depth, use it to examine her characters' feelings. These relationships may be unsettling, but they never appear gratuitous, intended simply to shock. In The Proof, Yasmine describes her sexual encounters with her father as consensual; she was a teenager when they started having sex, and each lusted equally after the other. In The Third Lie, the mutual desire of Klaus and his half-sister, Sarah, is wadded in the innocence of childhood exploration. Sandor remains unconflicted about his feelings towards his half-sibling. 'I've heard or read somewhere that the pharaohs regarded the marriage of brother and sister as the ideal marriage,' he says. 'I think so too.' It's logistics, the impossibility of being alone together, that keep him from sleeping with Line.
 Incest in these novels breeds misfortune. Line loses both her daughter (in a custody negotiation) and an unborn child (in a coerced abortion). Yasmine is murdered. Victor, the bookseller in The Proof, kills his elder sister, with whom he had sex as a child, and is then executed for his crime. He is the only character in Kristof's work who takes an adverse view of his own incestuous relationship: his sister's advances, he says, 'shocked me more deeply than she could ever imagine'.
 It isn't known whether Kristof was one of her father's victims. But his crimes hover over these storylines. When asked to account for her fascination with the subject, Kristof said, 'I always loved my older brother. I thought he was the ideal man. Until my first marriage, and for some time afterwards, I was in love with him. That may be one reason.' The shrug of uncertainty in her response was in many ways typical. Kristof found speaking about her books 'difficult'. Her reluctance can on occasion read as resentment, but more often as bafflement about the workings of her own mind. 'It wasn't deliberate, it just came out like that' is an explanation she sometimes offered.
 Kristof's books recognise human passions as dark things that can ensnare anyone. We have social norms, moral codes, to protect us, but these are fragile and can be disrupted - by war, for one. Her willingness to present, without judgment, people acting on their worst impulses has sometimes made her work controversial. This has played out on a customary battleground - school classrooms - as parents allege that the books are harmful to their adolescent children. The most notorious incident occurred in 2000, in Abbeville in northern France, when a literature teacher who had been teaching The Notebook was arrested in his classroom on suspicion of distributing pornography. He was never charged, but the arrest sparked protests, petitions and a one-day strike by teachers in the region. When Kristof eventually weighed in on the events, she was unapologetic. 'Many secondary schools include the book in their curricula,' she said. 'As children, in Hungary, we talked about sex all the time. That's part of being at war.' More recently a woman from Koszeg launched a campaign against the 'sexual perversions' in Kristof's novels, calling for an 18-plus rating on the books and their removal from reading lists in European schools. As much as protecting children, she claims she is seeking justice for Kalman Kristof's victims and their descendants, as if Agota should be held responsible for his actions.
 In 2004, shortly after the publication of The Illiterate, the critic Claire Devarrieux broached the subject of Kalman's imprisonment with Kristof. She wriggled out of answering. 'I don't really want to talk about it because it will be in my next book,' she said. This was Aglae dans les champs. Set in Csikvand, the village where she was born, the book would tell the story of a 'young girl who falls in love with an adult'. It was inspired, she said, by her own infatuation with the local pastor, a friend of her father's, when she was six. According to Kristof, the pastor had told her he'd marry her - when she was much older, of course - then went ahead and married someone else. This came as a shock. If a pastor could lie, surely, then, other men could lie too - or worse. It's an odd story and a little hard to take at its word, not least because Kristof claimed she never again loved anyone as deeply.
 One can only speculate about how the novel might have related to her father's arrest - did the story take a turn? - or if she even meant to include him at all. By the 2000s she was ill and too exhausted to do much writing. 'I have some friends, I go out very little, I watch lots of television, read the newspaper, a few books too,' she said in 2006. 'I make visits to my children, and they visit me.' Literature was something she'd 'gone off'. Although she held on to the draft of Aglae dans les champs long after depositing her other manuscripts with the Swiss Literary Archive, it was still unfinished when she died in July 2011, aged 75.
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Poem
The Maze
A.E. Stallings

222 wordsThe Knight's Maze, Eastnor Castle
For John
Our teenagers turn kids again, amazed
Between tall hedges, planted to confound.
They race ahead to the unknown, unfazed
To meet with cul-de-sacs, and turn around.
Between tall hedges planted to confound,
Retracing steps - no cell phones and no map -
They meet with cul-de-sacs, and turn around
Laughing. We follow, part and overlap,
Retracing steps. No cell phones and no map,
They thread the living labyrinth of yew.
Laughing, we follow, part, and overlap.
Who'll climb the ladder for the overview?
They thread the living labyrinth of yew.
We find that in the middle there's a fort
And climb the ladder for the overview:
The maze collapsed, and time foreshortened, short.
We find that in the middle there's a fort,
The way out is the path back to the start:
The maze collapsed, and time foreshortened, short.
A bright toy flag makes gestures at the heart.
The way out is the path back to the start:
Diving back in, we still get lost, and swerve.
A bright toy flag makes gestures at the heart.
We lose sight of it, although we observe,
Diving back in, we still get lost. We swerve.
They race ahead to the unknown, unfazed.
We lose sight of them, although we observe
Our kids turn teenagers again, amazed.
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I sympathise with the child
Christian Lorentzen

2732 wordsAsense  of 'boundlessness' afflicts Adam Gordon, the narrator of Ben Lerner's first novel, Leaving the Atocha Station (2011). Adam is a poet on a fellowship in Madrid, using phone cards to call home to Kansas because he's not settled enough to own a mobile phone. Being young abroad, open to new friendships and love affairs, writing without serious deadlines or money worries, whiling away time in museums, galleries and cafes, smoking spliffs: his life is thrilling but also panic-inducing, a condition he mitigates by taking 'white pills' or 'tranquillisers', as he calls them on the last page when he doesn't need them anymore. They also help him to write, freeing him from the terror of the 'pure possibility' of the blank page, the anxiety that he might not be a real poet, or else that 'even my fraudulence was fraudulent,' that he is merely a drug addict, an alcoholic and a pathological liar, or just a tourist, going to bed with women who to him are interchangeable - he's constantly 'interleaving' them in his mind. His poems too involve interleaving words from disparate contexts, found language, homophones and so on. As he puts it:
My research had taught me that the tissue of contradictions that was my personality was itself, at best, a poem, where 'poem' is understood as a failure of language to be equal to the possibilities it figures; only then could my fraudulence be a project and not merely a pathology; only then could my distance from myself be redescribed as critical, aesthetic, as opposed to a side effect of what experts might call my substance problem, felicitous phrase, the origins of which lay not in my desire to evade reality, but in my desire to have a chemical excuse for reality's unavailability.

Transcription, Lerner's fourth novel, springs from a different kind of failure that makes reality unavailable: the narrator's phone breaks when he drops it in the sink. Like Adam Gordon, he's a self-conscious and neurotic poet. This time he is 45 and unnamed, from Omaha rather than Topeka, Midwestern cities being interchangeable for the general reader. He's married and father to a daughter called Eva ('I call her Eva in this book'). He has gone to Providence for a magazine assignment, and the broken phone means he won't be able to FaceTime his daughter at bedtime. It also means he won't be able to record the first session of his interview with Thomas, his nonagenarian mentor, a writer, historian and filmmaker. The sense of boundlessness is gone, bound as the narrator is by his obligations as a parent on the one hand and his duty to his elders and employers on the other. Such is the nature of middle age.
Returning to Providence occasions a rush of memories from the narrator's university days. Leaving his hotel, he passes a bar where he sang karaoke on what his wife, Mia, considers their first date. He bumps into an old classmate now teaching at the university, which makes him recall a split from Mia when she fell in love with an older man while studying in Spain. This led to the narrator's nervous breakdown, during which he was hospitalised for ten days and experienced auditory hallucinations. 'It was conventional undergraduate stuff,' he says, 'but then, so is suicide.' After that he became close to Mia's roommate, Anisa. She gave him reports on Mia that turned out not to be entirely true, particularly as to her involvement with the Spaniard. Anisa and the narrator took a trip to Cambridge, where they visited Harvard's Natural History Museum and saw the glass flowers by the Czech artists Leopold and Rudolf Blaschka, father and son: 'thousands of anatomically perfect flowers in perpetual bloom, but also models of fruit in intricate perpetual decay: strawberries turning ghostly with mould, peaches collapsing inwards on a branch, leaves curling at their edges'. The flowers are the central image of Transcription, representing cross-generational artistic collaboration and art's power to represent and preserve (or transcribe) impermanent life. The narrator says they open him up to appreciating the beauty of natural vistas, painterly effects in sunsets and so on. He imagines them as 'recording instruments of exquisite sensitivity; their glass anthers captured someone pouring a glass of water, the turning of a page' (a sentence that in my copy of the novel requires the turning of a page to read, a nice if unintended touch).
Back in the present, the narrator doesn't tell Thomas that his only recording device isn't working. This leads to some light comedy between the master, who we are told is 'among the world's most renowned thinkers about art and technology' though he doesn't use a laptop or a smartphone, and his evasive apprentice. It's a thin conceit for a novel but an effective writing prompt. Thomas is the novel's centre of gravity and gravitas, an old man with a playful mind given to reveries on the past but not always able to recall what he said a few pages earlier. He speaks with 'sudden changes of scale, rapid juxtapositions of images and registers', in quotable aphorisms:
The first experience of voice is disembodied, yes? Voices heard in utero: your mother's voice, your father's. The postman's. Your sister singing 'Ein Mannlein steht im Walde'. They talk to you, 'Hello in there,' but also you overhear. When my uncle visits my father, for instance, my mother, carrying me, brings them their coffee. Perhaps on this tray. In utero you hear news, jokes, locutions ...
But what I am saying is that radio, it is a recovery. Of the voice without the body. That like everything new, it is also ancient. The truly new touches something before the merely recent. This I like about Freud - much I don't like - that every discovery is a rediscovery. Cinema recovers cave. This is Plato, too. Anamnesis. Because for all of us the first experience of language is voices travelling through the mother's body ...
There is listening beyond the cochlear, yes? And all of this is true of time, too, not only sound. Vibrations from the past or future may also be received, perhaps also through the teeth. Or through your pen, the poet as seismographer.

Anamnesis has a few meanings: in Platonic philosophy it's the remembrance of innate knowledge acquired before birth; in medicine it's the word for a patient's medical history; in the Christian liturgy it's the bit where the priest blesses the Eucharist and quotes Jesus saying 'Do this in memory of me,' before an altar boy like I was rings the bells; it's also a rhetorical term for telling a story about the past, as one does in a biographical interview. Thomas tells the narrator a few things less esoteric than ideas about time communicating with us through teeth: his father was a handsome engineer and an early member of the Nazi Party; the first voice he remembers hearing on the radio was Hitler's; during the war his family fled Augsburg for his uncle's farm to escape Allied bombing. He is also a father and a widower, and it's implied that his depressive wife, Virginie, killed herself. (One thinks of Adam Gordon lying to his Spanish friends that his mother is dead and his father a fascist.) Smartphones remind him of the lithium Virginie was prescribed. He keeps talking about going to Switzerland and insisting that the narrator has been there before, a sign that he's confusing him with his son, Max.
Max is another classmate of the narrator's. He is now a lawyer in Los Angeles and has a daughter called Emmie, who's around the same age as Eva. In the novel's brief second section we learn that Thomas has died and the narrator has delivered a speech at a conference in his honour, admitting that he pieced together parts of the interview, Thomas's last, from memory. The organiser informs him that some of those gathered, Max among them, are angry at him for presenting a 'falsified' last testament, a gripe he rightly brushes off, though not without the usual anxious internal self-criticism. He holds out his hands to her and thinks:
The print-out of my talk was in my room, which overlooked the plaza where we sat. I had the sense that the text was, at that instant, rearranging itself - that what had been some personal remarks about my foolishness, my always acting like a clumsy student around Thomas, was recomposing itself into a startling confession I'd have to confront when I went upstairs. Maybe he would be holding the papers in his hand when I entered my room, his green eyes capable of seeing in the dark.

The memory of Thomas's eye colour is significant because we've heard Thomas say he remembers his mother's eyes the way they appear in black and white photos. So is the concept of the speech rearranging itself, because it's the way Lerner has often spoken about art as 'the world rearranging itself'. In his own work as an autobiographical novelist and poet, characters sometimes trade places, as when the narrator is speaking on the phone to his daughter in Thomas's apartment and thinks of his own father calling him in 1986 from Washington DC at the time of the terrorist bombing in Paris. He tells Thomas of a dream in which he found himself in Paris, running away from a line formed outside a school where he was to pick up his daughter. Thomas ventures that the dream belonged to him, the child was Max and the beautiful woman at the school gate was Virginie. That all these people are in a way interchangeable suggests that they might also be replaceable. The constant mixing makes Lerner less a confessional writer than a metafictional one.
The third part of Transcription is a conversation in Los Angeles between the narrator and Max. It begins with Max's long, detailed and anguished account of Emmie's eating disorder: her general refusal to eat or, as her doctors say, her 'failure to thrive'. This story is difficult to read if, as I am, you're inclined to sympathise with the child in the face of her uptight yuppie parents and their campaign of perfection from the cradle via nutrition. No Pepsi or candy for you, little one! The solution they hit on to this failure to thrive - a phrase Max finds poetic in the way Adam Gordon finds 'substance problem' felicitous - is to fill the drawers of their house with Skittles and M&Ms, to lift the ban on Coca-Cola and to give their daughter a bowl of Lucky Charms every morning. Max comes to think of himself as a desperate Willy Wonka. Oh, and is the little girl watching too much YouTube on her iPad? To think, as Max says, her grandfather used to go to concerts with Theodor Adorno.
It's a daunting cultural patrimony the little girl stands to inherit, not to mention her father and the narrator himself. Max's tale turns to Thomas and his hospitalisation with Covid early in the pandemic. The episode prompts the son to air his anger at his father, things to do with his absent mother, his being sent to boarding school when they moved to America from France, his father always relating everything to Kafka, even his own daughter's slow suicide by hunger strike, and so on. After Thomas's recovery, Max visits him and secretly records their conversation with his phone, making him a double of the narrator, reversing his mistake. We learn of the Hotel Arbez, which straddles the border between Switzerland and France, allowing guests to be in two places at once, as it were. It's implied that their next visit, the one Thomas was alluding to earlier in the novel, will be to a Dignitas clinic, making sense of Thomas's earlier suggestion that the Virginie-like woman in the narrator's dream might not want him to go to Switzerland. Again Thomas confuses his son with the narrator, and again the glass flowers are mentioned: 'For fear of vibrations, low voices in their presence.'
I have always thought of Lerner's first three novels as a trilogy reflecting not only stages of his life but also recent eras in American politics. Leaving the Atocha Station takes place during the Bush administration and includes an account of the Madrid train bombings of 11 March 2004 and the protests that followed them. One of Adam's girlfriends asks him why he's in Spain studying the poets who wrote under Franco rather than back home 'studying Bush', as if he'd be of more use to the world as a blogger for the Atlantic. 10:04 (2014) expressed the spirit of the marginally more enlightened Obama era. Its narrator sees fit to realise his non-fraudulent ambitions as a writer and teacher and to start an unconventional family with a friend (one the text suggests might be biracial, her father being from Martinique) through IVF, though they regress to the old-fashioned method; meanwhile, the Occupy Wall Street protests hint at the possibility of an even more hopeful political future. Avatars of left-liberalism (Adam Gordon again), neoconservatism (a debate coach who went on to work for Sam Brownback, the governor of Kansas) and proto-Trumpist reaction populate The Topeka School (2019), though it mostly takes place during the Clinton years.
Transcription is set in 2024, but Joe Biden is never mentioned, though the place where he funded a genocide is, and there's a lot about Covid. It's a novel about an older generation that is faltering and soon to be gone, dysfunctional youth and adults in between who are prone to fucking up (though dropping your phone in the sink is hardly a Hunter Biden-level fuck-up). Emmie's failure to thrive might be an allegory for the novel, not this slender and subtle one, but the novel as a form, crowded out as it is by all those screens and other junk food, the broader culture contemplating offing itself in the name of AI. When Adam in Leaving the Atocha Station considers that the poetry he reads and wants to write could never effect a political revolution or overthrow the world economic system, it makes him want to swallow his year's supply of white pills. I found all the stuff about phones and screen time in Transcription tedious and unoriginal, but I see its broader appeal. Novelists enjoy writing about these anxieties and people enjoy reading about them. They are relatable for now; Thomas likens phones to secular details in an icon painting: a newspaper, a pocketwatch, a tallow candle - details that can be burned off without a loss of meaning. That material seems to me the sugar-coating around a more bitter pill: a novel about mortality with strong suggestions of suicidal tendencies, themes that are difficult to address directly, subjects that wither with too much explanation or direct confession.
Alexander Kluge died while I was working on this review. Thomas resembles him and owns new editions of his books in German; Lerner collaborated with Kluge on a book of poems, stories and interviews called The Snows of Venice: The Lerner-Kluge-Container in 2017. When the narrator asks Thomas what he might not want to talk about in the interview, he answers: 'Yes, but the cut, the meaning is in the cut, the splice. So what you cut is present, the dark matter. So better not to ask. Valery says God made the world from nothing but the nothingness shines through.' The interchangeable quality of the fictional elements in Lerner's novels signals an anxiety about his own artistic method, as it's both the way his art is made and the thing that most troubles his characters, the sense that they are disposable and could easily be replaced. What puts the narrator in hospital for ten days but the despair that he's been replaced by a Spaniard? Yet the method remains fertile for Lerner, his poetry and novels recording devices more sensitive than the glass flowers for projecting ourselves into the future - us, or people a lot like us.
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In Pam's Club
Azadeh Moaveni

2848 wordsWhen  Pamela Digby Churchill Hayward Harriman died in 1997, having suffered a brain haemorrhage in the pool of the Paris Ritz, the tributes divided into accounts of a harsh life powered by sex, and prim obituaries that extolled a leading diplomat and 'doyenne of the Democratic Party'. Madeleine Albright called her 'a central figure in the history of this century' and Bill Clinton lauded her as 'a great American' who had been 'a source of judgment' to him. The Economist imagined a dinner party of her 'fancier lovers' and concluded that together they could have 'bought much of the world'. British newspapers made frequent use of the word 'courtesan' and chronicled her sexual pursuits, while the American press mentioned only her many 'friends' and 'intimates', and, at most, her ardency.
 Sonia Purnell's Kingmaker is the first major biography of Harriman to appear since 1997 and its publication coincides with the twilight years of the Democratic politicians she knew in Washington in the 1990s. It is a good time to reassess the Clinton era and the changes in the party that preceded it. Purnell's account, however, is partisan and fanciful. Her view is that Harriman was 'trashed by the presumptions of her time', dismissed as a 'conniving and ridiculous gold-digger obsessed by sex'. Her book incorporates some new material from Harriman's papers at the Library of Congress, but the conclusions she reaches don't align with the considerable previous research and credit Harriman with a towering significance even her most loyal admirers never claimed. In this version of her life, Harriman helped secure America's entry into the Second World War and thus the defeat of Nazi Germany, worked tirelessly to oppose tyranny and helped to broker the end of the Cold War, all before holding her only official job as US ambassador to France.
 The resistance against tyranny began early. In the spring of 1941, two years into her marriage with Churchill's boorish, alcoholic son, Randolph, the couple were badly in need of money. Randolph, a chronic gambler, was stationed in Cairo as a press officer, and his letters home relayed news of mounting debts. Pamela was only twenty, the marriage was a calamity and she was stuck in London with their baby, Winston. She turned for help to Max Aitken, Lord Beaverbrook, who advanced money and set up Winston and his nanny at Cherkley Court, his house in Surrey. The arrangement freed Pamela to devote herself to the seduction of Averell Harriman, Roosevelt's lend-lease envoy to Britain. Harriman was the railroad heir of a robber baron father (Theodore Roosevelt called him a 'malefactor of great wealth') who had bought his way into 1890s New York. Beaverbrook bought Pamela a gold lame dress and told her to look out for Harriman at dinner. Their affair, launched at the Dorchester in the late hours of a particularly intense bombing raid, marked the first phase of her career as the high-level mistress of politically influential Americans. She would bring Harriman to Cherkley or Chequers for the weekend, where he would spend hours talking war with Beaverbrook and Churchill, and she would repay her debt by passing along any titbits she heard. It was, Purnell writes, a concerted intelligence mission: 'Operation Seduction USA'.
 Previous biographers have treated the Harriman affair far less seriously. The American journalist Christopher Ogden spent forty hours interviewing Pamela for her memoirs, which he was helping to write, before she backed out (Harold Evans had bought the rights for an exorbitant sum, stipulating that the account must be 'full and frank'). Ogden kept the tapes and wrote his book Life of the Party (1994) without directly quoting from the interviews. His conclusion was that Pamela herself 'never believed it was anything more than a wartime romance with important strategic overtones'. The arrangement made her 'part of the action', but only inasmuch as she facilitated Harriman's closeness to Churchill and Beaverbrook. Sally Bedell Smith's Reflected Glory (1996) rests on the widest research (more than four hundred interviews, including people who knew Pamela during the war). She calls Pamela a 'wartime hostess' and describes her role as a 'back-channel of information'. Harriman would discuss issues with Beaverbrook and Churchill; Pamela would soak up his private reflections and pass them on.
 Pamela's reputation in these years is disreputable, and Purnell suggests this is because her motivations have been misunderstood. She went after Harriman not because he was a vastly wealthy, attractive, 'sexed-up vision of athletic American manhood' and 'the antithesis of the increasingly blotchy and bloated Randolph', but as a deliberate, patriotic act of wartime service. In this telling, Pamela did far more than relay what she heard about what the Americans were thinking and planning. She was an intelligence agent run by Beaverbrook, who was 'effectively her control officer'. Her 'pillow talk' was 'influencing high-level policy on both sides of the Atlantic' and Harriman was 'compromised'. To arrive at this position, Purnell knits together inferences: Churchill wanted Roosevelt to agree to have British warships repaired at American ports, Pamela advocated for this, and Harriman eventually persuaded Roosevelt. The outcome was Pamela's handiwork. Purnell writes that Pamela was 'the best and perhaps only way of prising out closely guarded thinking on the American side', and suggests that, without her, Beaverbrook and Churchill would have lacked access to the private opinions of American politicians.
 But Harriman was already working to secure Roosevelt's entry into the war. Quite apart from the link through Pamela, Bedell Smith notes that Harriman was in close contact with Churchill and Beaverbrook 'to a degree no other American could claim - virtually from the moment he arrived in Britain'. It was not uncommon for Churchill to ring up asking him for a game of bezique. Beaverbrook was on friendly terms with the American generals and was running the Ministry of Supply. The indebted, socially restless Pamela was a handy informant, but no more than that.
 In 1943, Harriman was sent to Moscow as US ambassador. His departure left Pamela free to pursue further, often overlapping, affairs of 'strategic purpose', while still collecting the monthly stipend Harriman provided. This 'mating dance', Purnell writes, was her 'true war work'. Edward R. Murrow was a celebrity foreign correspondent when they met. His dispatches from the front and from the bombed-out streets of London transfixed Americans and drew public opinion towards intervention. Purnell credits Pamela with advancing his project, suggesting Murrow 'needed to be wooed to British thinking'.
 In the years that followed, Pamela pursued relationships with various dashing men, always with an eye to collecting income. She revived a fling with Jock Whitney, another impossibly rich American who was serving as an intelligence officer with the OSS. Whitney was a close friend of Allen Dulles, the future head of the CIA, and quite a catch, but he too was just 'work', Purnell claims, another 'key asset'. The affair was short, but his stipend was added to Harriman's. Bill Paley, the boss of CBS, was also a 'recruit', who through Pamela's arts became 'a passionate defender of the British cause through his radio empire'. (Stipend follows.) From the age of 23, it seems, Pamela took up no romance that was not designed to 'shore up the Anglo-American alliance'. Her affairs amounted to the running of 'a whole network', a 'strategic sex life' that Purnell says is now recognised by historians as 'politically significant'. The men are the most eligible on the Eastern seaboard, married to great beauties and heiresses and already sympathetic to Britain. Purnell describes the liaisons as the 'sacrifices of a 20-year-old woman hell-bent on waging war against tyranny'. The problem for Pamela, she writes, was that 'her greatest feats were the least known'.
 It has never been easy to assess the contributions of women intelligence agents in this era. Their work isn't included in classified archival sources and was dismissed by male intelligence chiefs (the first head of MI5, Vernon Kell, said before the war that 'women do not make good agents'). Verifying the role of women in one-off or informal missions is even more difficult. The high-level escort operation run by Madame Claude (Fernande Grudet) in the 1950s and 1960s was bound up with the French state - the 'Claude girls' gathered intelligence for the French secret service and police - yet we know almost nothing about its activities, even now. Purnell similarly portrays Pamela as a de facto secret agent on the basis of claims that cannot be verified and suggests that less admiring interpretations of her activities are misogynistic.
 After the end of the war, Pamela moved to Paris, where she deployed her English aristocratic manners and Churchill surname in the pursuit of wealthy Europeans. She juggled Elie de Rothschild, Prince Aly Khan, Stavros Niarchos and Gianni Agnelli, the Italian powerbroker and Fiat boss. She was ostracised by many women, allies of the wounded, popular Liliane Rothschild. Only Agnelli's hold on her was enduring. She redecorated his villa on the Riviera and converted to Catholicism to make herself marriageable. But she wasn't respectable enough for the Agnelli clan, and his three sisters conspired to put an end to that possibility.
 Nearing forty and anxious about her prospects, Pamela began pursuing the married Broadway producer Leland Hayward in 1958. Hayward wasn't especially rich and he wasn't single. But he was magnetic and successful, and moved in Hollywood circles that made up for his lack of wealth. Crucially, he also found her past, and the possibility of membership in 'Pam's Club', a source of pride. His wife, Slim, on hearing of his intentions, was more concerned for Leland than for herself ('Nobody marries Pam Churchill!'). In 1960, Pamela accepted Hayward's proposal and moved to the US to start over as a respectable woman. In the decade during which she was married to Hayward, Pamela took no interest in politics (though she kept Churchill as part of her name), joining Truman Capote's circle of luncheon friends at La Cote Basque. Hayward's death in March 1971 offered the chance of an even greater transformation. She arranged to be reintroduced to Averell Harriman, now 79, at a dinner party. Within six months they were married.
By the early  1970s, Harriman was doddering and slightly deaf. The upper WASP hold on Washington politics was weakening, but he still stood at its peak as the country's pre-eminent diplomat. He had served four presidents over four decades and was a major Democratic Party financier. Through Harriman's network, Pamela went about establishing herself as a Washington hostess, a position that in earlier decades had allowed politically astute and motivated women such as Perle Mesta and Alice Roosevelt Longworth to steer political life through their salons. That tradition, too, was dying, and Pamela invented herself as a modern Washington hostess: partisan and keenly focused on money. She convened, facilitated and fundraised at their Georgetown townhouse on N Street, applying her Digby crest, topped with the initials P.C.H., to everything (Pamela's father, Edward, was Baron Digby). At her Issues Evenings, where guests paid $1000 to hear a prominent Democrat discuss policy over dinner, she made a habit of giving directions to the telephone via a Van Gogh (Averell had inherited his first wife's art collection). The Issues Evenings encouraged her to found a political action committee, referred to slightingly as PamPAC. She spent the 1980s charting a course through America's political currents, informed by no particular ideology. When second wave feminism seemed to be ascendent, she backed the New York feminist Bella Abzug (though she advised Abzug to slim down and stop wearing kaftans); when the conservative activist Phyllis Schlafly mobilised Republican women en masse, she changed her style to appear more traditional, what the press called a 'very quiet wife'.
 The 1980s were Pamela's political heyday. Reagan's crushing victory over Jimmy Carter gave him a mandate to remake the country, and during these years Pamela 'kept the lights on' for the Democrats. She had thought Harriman 'a hick' in 1941 and now carried out a civilising mission on a new class of Democratic politicians who were waiting out the Reagan era. In 1987, she succeeded in outmanoeuvring the first lady. Throughout her husband's presidency, Nancy Reagan competed with Raisa Gorbachev for headlines at diplomatic summits, and the two women tormented each other with their various advantages (couture for Nancy, Marxist-Leninist ideology for Raisa). When the Gorbachevs travelled to Washington for a state visit, Raisa asked for an invitation to Pamela's house while leaving Nancy's invitation to tea unanswered for two weeks. Pamela's coffee with Raisa was a triumph. This, on the heels of cultivating the Russian ambassador and writing op-eds advocating 'common ground', Purnell believes, sealed her 'highly personal part in the rapprochement of two wary superpowers'.
 In her fundraising years, Pamela was 'brimming with ideas' to reinvent the post-Reagan Democrats and 'intent on making her own contribution to racial justice' (she apparently once hosted a dinner for Marion Barry, the DC mayor). Joe Biden auditioned for her attention, as did Bill Clinton. Bill and Pamela had much in common. Both had a sexual history that was hard to shake and both gave their lovers identical tokens (copies of Leaves of Grass for Bill, engraved Cartier cigarette cases for Pamela). By 1992, she was, as the former DNC head Paul Kirk put it, the 'first lady of the Democratic Party'.
Kingmaker is thick with praise from Clinton and other ageing Democrats for Pamela's character and political instincts. Purnell dismisses accounts of tension between Pamela and Hillary following Clinton's victory in 1992, and even finds explanation for the long, chilly months it took for Pamela to receive her reward for supporting him, her appointment as US ambassador to France. Richard Holbrooke made the case on her death that we should view the arc of Pamela's life as starting 'at its end with her ambassadorship to France'. For liberal Americans, Pamela Harriman should be memorialised without reference to her sexual antics or her unabashed striving for wealth. Adam Gopnik, writing in the New Yorker in 1997, objected to the obituarist for the Economist asking: 'Was there not always, at the very back of her mind, just a nagging feeling that she was being laughed at, even scorned?' It was 'an attack in the guise of an obituary', while the Times had called her a 'colourful courtesan', making 'it plain that, as far as Pamela Harriman was concerned, the age of chivalry was over'. Gopnik suggests, like Purnell, that Pamela was misunderstood: 'Had this life been played out in the 18th century, she would undoubtedly be the subject of an admiring biography or two by a feminist professor.'
 In her account, Sally Bedell Smith writes that Pamela lived for two decades 'as a courtesan, in the precise, centuries-old definition of the word'. She may have lived like Madame de Pompadour but she lacked her purpose and personal influence. Pamela was drawn to power itself, rather than what power could achieve, and had no developed politics of her own. She could easily have been a Republican, if she had married one. She operated through the men she consorted with, acquired their stature and adopted their politics because that was her style, not because the times ordained it. Purnell writes that when Pamela married Harriman in 1971, 'the only political role permitted was hostess.' But even as a hostess she operated as a partisan fundraiser, much closer in sensibility to the pay-for-play DC hostesses of today than the grandes dames hostesses of the mid-20th century. Women entering formal politics was also not as far-fetched a notion as Purnell suggests. By 1972 seven women had already served as ambassadors (including Clare Booth Luce, whose husband, Henry Luce, Pamela had slept with). Nixon's adviser Barbara Franklin was busy quadrupling the number of senior women in the federal government.
 But by most accounts Harriman was unsuited to politicking: she lacked analytical acumen, disliked reading and writing (Capote called her a 'marvellous primitive') and her public speaking was wooden and stentorian. State Department officials who worked with her in Paris reported that her French accent was poor and she needed heavy briefing. An occasion described by Bedell Smith is revealing. In 1996 Pamela found herself sharing a stage with Margaret Thatcher, who was serving as the chancellor of William and Mary College, which had received generous donations from Pamela and Averell over the years and was now awarding her an honorary degree. It was Thatcher's task to sum up Pamela's accomplishments: in an 'oddly disjointed tribute' she spoke of the 'great shrewdness which from an early age she always exercised', her influence on both sides of the Atlantic and her 'remarkable experience of being associated with two of our greatest politicians', Harriman and Churchill. She dwelled at length on Churchill's foreign policy, and only in closing touched on Pamela's ambassadorship: 'We were so delighted that Mrs Harriman's talents were used for themselves and for herself when she came onto the international scene.'
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'Indira is India'
Pratinav Anil

3906 wordsBeing underestimated  was Indira Gandhi's chief political asset. Her earliest talent was for invisibility. To the men who surrounded her father, India's first prime minister, Jawaharlal Nehru, she was a gloomy, awkward girl. To the socialist leader Ram Manohar Lohia, who tried and failed to dislodge her Congress Party from power in the 1960s, she was a gungi gudiya, a dumb doll. But Gandhi learned to turn such condescension to her advantage. The Congress elders who helped her become India's third prime minister in 1966 imagined that they were installing a pliable cipher. Within a few years she had defenestrated the lot of them. A decade on, she mounted a coup.
India's second prime minister, Lal Bahadur Shastri, died suddenly in Tashkent after signing a peace agreement with Pakistan. Gandhi, the 48-year-old minister of information and broadcasting, stepped into the breach. The oligarchy of provincial Congress bosses known as the Syndicate chose her mostly because of their distaste for Morarji Desai, the party's austere number two: a urine-drinking, prohibition-touting Gujarati moralist. A Nehru at the helm at least promised continuity. In a country where hierarchy remained the national faith, where the Hindu majority as well as the Muslim and Christian minorities set store by the caste system, where deference counted for more than solidarity, there was virtue in being a nepo baby.
Indira was born, as her father liked to remind her, in the same month as the Russian Revolution. Her arrival was inconvenient. Nehru, the son of a barrister of some prominence in the United Provinces (Uttar Pradesh), was involved in the independence movement. His wife, Kamala, was also an activist, but suffered from TB and frequently had to retreat to sanatoriums in Europe for treatment. Indira's early years were spent awaiting police raids. 'The whole house was always in such a state of tension that nobody had a normal life,' she later said. 'It seemed my parents were always in jail.'
Her intellectual formation came in fits and starts: she went to bohemian schools in Poona and Santiniketan, where pupils dabbled in amateur verse and watercolours. She did receive an epistolary education from her father, who, from prison and with an eye on posterity, composed a series of didactic letters from the late 1920s on. He never sent at least 196 of them, which were later brought out by Penguin under the title Glimpses of World History: Being Further Letters to His Daughter, Written in Prison, and Containing a Rambling Account of History for Young People, a compendium of everything from philhellenism to the Soviet Union.
His instruction didn't help her pass the Oxford entrance exam. In 1936 she failed the Latin paper and was dispatched to Badminton School in Bristol to prepare for a second attempt. According to her biographer Katherine Frank, her 'name was entirely absent from the school magazine'. But she was noticed by Iris Murdoch, a precocious prefect and editor of the magazine, who remembered her as 'very unhappy, very lonely, intensely worried about her father and her country and thoroughly uncertain about the future'. In her memoirs, Gandhi claims to have told her schoolmates, 'I don't like being away from India at this time, but I must get to know the British in order to fight them.' This sounds suspiciously self-mythologising but it is in keeping with her character. Her world was always divided between friend and foe.
The stint at Badminton helped her, as intended, to get a place at Oxford, but her university career was short-lived. In the autumn of 1939, she too got tuberculosis (her mother had died of the disease in 1936) and was sent to a sanatorium in Switzerland. A few years later, recovered and back in India, she married the journalist and activist Feroze Gandhi - a Parsi from Allahabad and no relation of the Mahatma. Nehru disapproved of the union, perhaps resenting the attentions Gandhi had paid to his own wife; rumours of an affair circulated, though most biographers dismiss them. In the end he gave his assent, arguing that parents should not interfere in their children's romantic life.
Within months of the wedding, Indira had become involved in the Quit India movement. A short spell in Naini Jail was followed by a long apprenticeship under her father, who was made interim prime minister in 1946, a year before independence. Feroze, who also spent time in Naini Jail, became managing director of the National Herald and acquired a reputation as a womaniser. He was said to have had affairs with three MPs (one of them Indira's friend Subhadra Joshi), a Nepalese radio presenter and an upper-caste Malayali divorcee. More damaging to Indira was Feroze's career in parliament, where he specialised in baiting his father-in-law's government. His one enduring achievement before he died in 1960 was the passage of the Parliamentary Proceedings (Protection of Publication) Act of 1956, which permitted the press to reproduce parliamentary debates and protected journalists from prosecution. Two decades later his wife's authoritarian government would repeal the legislation without a qualm.
Indira's private life takes up only a few pages in this study of her premiership. Srinath Raghavan notes Feroze's relationships, but not Indira's liaison with M.O. Mathai, Nehru's private secretary and, it turned out, a CIA informant. The story was deftly neutralised at the time, with Mathai being forced to resign, and became public only in 1978 when he published Reminiscences of the Nehru Age. In the expurgated sections of his memoir Mathai described Indira: 'She has Cleopatra's nose, Pauline Bonaparte's eyes and the breasts of Venus,' he wrote, adding that 'in the sex act Indira had all the artfulness of French women and Kerala Nair women combined.' He even claimed she became pregnant with his child.
After independence, Gandhi moved into Teen Murti House, the prime minister's residence, as her father's chatelaine and gatekeeper. For almost seventeen years she presided over the domestic side of postcolonial India's first dynasty, privy to every cable, confidence and crisis of the new republic. Ministers soon learned that the most efficient route to Nehru's ear was through his daughter. By 1955 she had joined the Congress Working Committee, vetting candidates for elections. Four years later, she became party president - the third Nehru, after her grandfather and father, to hold the post. Her first order of business was to dismiss, unscrupulously if not unconstitutionally, the government of Kerala - the second democratically elected communist administration in the world (the first was San Marino's in 1945). 'I intend to fight them and throw them out,' she told the Hindu. It was an early display of the ruthlessness that would later find wider expression.
Shastri, Nehru's successor, miscalculated when he gave her the information and broadcasting portfolio; he hoped to keep her occupied with ribbon-cutting. Within months, she was touring riot-hit Madras, assuring Tamils that the government had no plans to foist Hindi on the south, and brazenly telling the press: 'Do you think this government can survive if I resign today? I am telling you it won't. Yes, I have jumped over the prime minister's head and I would do it again whenever the need arises.' Shastri reminded her of cabinet discipline. 'I don't see myself as a mere minister,' she replied, 'but as one of the leaders of the country.' When she took over in 1966, she didn't tolerate ministerial independence. In five years, she split the Congress Party, waged a war and refashioned the state in her own image. In another five, she had paralysed the judiciary, crushed the press and suspended democracy.
At first things looked bleak. India was reeling from famine: a 17 per cent collapse in agricultural output meant the country was fifteen million tonnes short of grain. Oxfam arrived; ration shops opened, distributing food at subsidised prices; and Lyndon Johnson dispatched food aid on humiliating terms: India was to abandon co-operative farming, embrace family planning and - worse still for the elite in Delhi who prided themselves on non-alignment - moderate its criticisms of the Vietnam War. This 'short tether', as it was known in Washington, left Indians, as Gandhi's critics put it, living 'from ship to mouth'. There was little she could do. In return, she was promised $5 billion for the Fourth Five-Year Plan - more than twice the sum that India had received for the previous one.
This was the backdrop to what became known as the Green Revolution. Gandhi became convinced that India's salvation lay in technology. High-yielding seeds imported from Mexico and the Philippines, chemical fertiliser and tube well irrigation would, she believed, achieve for the country what her father's attempts at land redistribution and tax-and-spend had failed to do. Between 1965 and 1972 wheat production doubled, but the gains were confined to the fertile triangle of the Punjab, Haryana and western Uttar Pradesh. As regional inequality deepened, so did the gulf between classes. Smallholders unable to afford tractors or fertiliser were pushed out of their plots, swelling the ranks of landless labourers working for a new breed of 'bullock capitalists' with five to fifteen acres and a little capital - they were the chief beneficiaries of the Green Revolution. Class resentments flared, as these newly prosperous 'backward castes' sought to challenge upper-caste dominance as well as to assert their dominion over the Dalit peasantry.
In 1967, a peasants' association in the Bengali village of Naxalbari rose up against landlords who had exploited legal loopholes to dispossess them. When the police arrived, they were met with bows and arrows; the landlords fled. For a few days the Mao-inspired insurgents governed themselves, dispensing popular justice, until the police returned and killed eleven villagers, including nine women and a child. The uprising spread, and before long the Naxalite slogan 'China's chairman is our chairman' was being daubed on walls across Bengal. The same year, the Communist Party of India (Marxist) came to power for the first time at state level as part of a coalition in Calcutta, and took action to rein in landlords and moneylenders. Gandhi responded by parachuting in a red-baiting governor, Shanti Swaroop Dhavan, who dissolved the government. Elsewhere, too, landlords brutally reasserted their power. In Kilvenmani, a village in Tamil Nadu, 42 Dalit peasants were torched by their upper-caste landlords, all of whom were acquitted by the Madras High Court on grounds of insufficient evidence.
In Asian Drama (1968), an investigation into the economies of South Asia, the Swedish political economist Gunnar Myrdal memorably described India as a 'soft state', one that was unable to enforce laws, regulations or public policies effectively. But he didn't mean it was a weak state. The Indian authorities, he observed, were capable of violence, particularly against the lower orders, but lacked the commitment, let alone the capacity, to bring about structural change. The toleration of poverty was a political choice. The ruling party, beholden to the gentry and opposed to redistribution, had long exempted the countryside from taxation - this in a country where four-fifths of the population lived outside the cities. Congress legislators were almost all landlords, and the party relied on them to mobilise the rural vote. It no doubt helped that in such a stratified society, hierarchical fealty replaced class solidarity, with the masses voting for their local Congress patrons, who exempted themselves from taxation and ensured that police and magistrates looked the other way when landlord violence occurred. The result was a state that was capable of repression but not of reform or redistribution.
Gandhi's challenge was to free herself from the grip of the Congress-voting gentry without losing electoral support. For a while, the answer lay in progressive populism. She hitched her fortunes to the ascendant left-wing group within Congress, the Congress Forum for Socialist Action, with its programme of nationalisation, a living wage, land ceilings and price floors. When she fell out with the Syndicate in 1969 she formed a new Congress faction and reinvented herself as a tribune of the poor, in the manner of Peron and Bhutto. In 1971 she seemed to be riding high. She triumphed at the hustings under the slogan garibi hatao ('get rid of poverty'), a riposte to her opponents' war cry, Indira hatao. Then came military victory.
Amilitary  historian by training, Raghavan is on firm ground in tracing the narrative of the thirteen-day India-Pakistan conflict, which led to the formation of Bangladesh. When Yahya Khan's army enforced a crackdown throughout East Pakistan, driving ten million Bengali refugees and a cholera epidemic across India's border, Gandhi authorised covert support for the Mukti Bahini, the guerrilla Bangladesh liberation army. By the time that Washington, courting Beijing through Islamabad, grasped what was happening - Indira's being a 'bitch', Nixon told Kissinger, who replied: 'The Indians are bastards anyway' - it was too late. Delhi swiftly pressed its advantage, as the US Seventh Fleet steamed towards the Bay of Bengal to forestall Indian annexation. Within a fortnight Dhaka fell; 93,000 Pakistani soldiers became POWs. Bangladesh became independent on 16 December 1971. In the Indian state elections the following spring, the Congress swept all before it. For the moment, Gandhi appeared unassailable.
Raghavan is at his best in showing how socialist populism went awry and the Emergency - the authoritarian interlude between 1975 and 1977 - came about. The trouble began, he argues, with the bank nationalisations of 1969, which enabled a government too timid to tax the rich to siphon private savings into its own coffers. Compulsory bond purchases and interest-free deposits turned the banks into cash dispensers for Gandhi's pork-barrel machine, enabling her to compete with the Congress grandees who had decamped to the opposition. But there was a side effect: a monetary jolt that sent inflation soaring to 20 per cent by 1973, even before the OPEC oil crisis that year quadrupled oil prices. The countryside seethed; the railwaymen went on strike. Deficit spending on salaries and subsidies led to stagflation.
In 1974, with the IMF hovering and Gandhi's chief economic adviser (and future prime minister), Manmohan Singh, calling for moderation, she reversed course. Nationalisation was shelved, wages frozen, deposits and dividends capped. Labour unrest was crushed. Increasing indirect taxation meant that the bulk of the economic burden was borne by the poor. This was austerity in socialist dress, though Raghavan stops short of saying so. Student uprisings in Gujarat and Bihar led to the foundation of the JP Movement, led by the saintly, self-denying Jayaprakash Narayan - a conservative Mahatma of sorts - whose campaign against corruption pushed the socialists into an uneasy alliance with the Hindu right. When an electoral petition threatened to unseat her, Gandhi became aware of a pincer movement: the judiciary on one flank, JP crusaders on the other. In June 1975 she struck first, declaring a state of emergency, suspending elections, banning the opposition, and locking up more than a hundred thousand dissidents.
The Youth Congress, overseen by her son Sanjay, with his sideburns and swagger, and staffed by well-connected Delhi princelings, became her instrument of reform. In the name of 'beautification' and 'family planning', during the Emergency Gandhi mere et fils bulldozed thousands of slums and sent eleven million Indians to sterilisation camps. That was one way of getting rid of garibi. In Delhi, Jagmohan Malhotra, an admirer of Haussmann, uprooted 700,000 people, mostly Muslim and lower-caste, banishing one in six inhabitants of the city to the east bank of the Yamuna. The Emergency was a euphemism: the world's largest democracy could never think of itself as a dictatorship.
India wasn't alone in its descent into authoritarianism. As Raghavan notes, the oil crisis and America's retreat from the Bretton Woods system upended exchange rates and sent inflation spiralling everywhere. The El Nino event of 1972-73 caused further disruption. Across the world, democracy was in retreat. Like Gandhi, Park Chung Hee and Ferdinand Marcos were both elected but became despots, staging coups and ruling by decree from 1972. Burma adopted presidential rule in 1974, Bangladesh followed in 1975, Sri Lanka in 1978; Pakistan's 1973 constitution stipulated a highly presidential prime ministership.
Even so, Raghavan is too deterministic in arguing that 'the lurch towards a coup d'etat was inexorable,' though it is telling that Gandhi had always taken a dim view of democracy. 'Democracy is not an end,' she once wrote to Yehudi Menuhin. 'It is merely a system by which one proceeds towards the goal. Hence democracy cannot be more important than the progress, unity or survival of the country' - by which she also meant her own survival. The party president, D.K. Barooah, put it more pithily: 'Indira is India and India is Indira.'
Raghavan notes that the opposition, too, had lost faith in constitutional means. L.K. Advani, the leader of Jana Sangh, a Hindu nationalist party that had thrown in its lot with the JP Movement, held that 'dethroning an elected government by extra-constitutional means has acquired legitimacy.' But there was no symmetry: one side was marching on the streets, the other was pulling the trigger. Narayan's demonstrations were permitted by a democratic system. His motley coalition of socialists and Hindu nationalists was scarcely poised to mount a coup. At most, it sought to generate enough disorder to force a snap election. Gandhi's response was of an altogether different order. Until then, state violence had been reserved for the peripheries - the tribal belts and the north-east. The Emergency brought the frontier home. Paramilitary policing, mass detention and rule by ordinance were now experienced by the bourgeoisie.
Capital, meanwhile, applauded. The steelmaker, hotelier and airline mogul J.R.D. Tata praised Gandhi's 'refreshingly pragmatic' approach: the trains ran on time, strikes ceased, markets rose. Two thousand union leaders were imprisoned and wages were frozen. Days lost to strikes fell from 34 million to three million; days lost to lockouts, a crucial tool for controlling labour, rose from seven to ten million. As even the New York Times observed, the Emergency regime was 'profoundly schizoid. The left has been given control of the rhetoric. The right has been granted most of the tangible benefits.'
In January 1977, Gandhi abruptly ended the dictatorship. 'We may never know for sure' what prompted her to call an election, Raghavan writes, but it may be clearer than he thinks: she went to the polls because she thought she could win. As it was, the opposition came together, uniting to form the Janata Party - the People's Party. Raghavan describes the election result as 'an utterly crushing verdict' for the Congress, though that is to overstate things. Janata took 298 seats to Congress's 154, but the ruling party's vote share fell only from 44 to 35 per cent. Turnout, at 60 per cent, was lower than in 1967 - hardly the citizens' uprising against dictatorship of later nationalist legend.
With that election, India ceased to be a one-party democracy and the Congress monopoly cracked for good. Yet the Janata was never really a party so much as a coalition of convenience, combining socialists and royalists, Hindu nationalists and secularists. Predictably, it floundered in office, undone by infighting and presiding in 1979-80 over India's steepest economic contraction of the 20th century. Three years after her fall, Gandhi was re-elected.
Gandhi's final term was marked by insurgencies in Assam, Kashmir and Punjab, which together amounted to a civil war. In Assam, anti-migrant nationalism, rooted in late colonial resentment of Bengali ascendancy, erupted after the Bangladesh war. It led to the boycott of the 1983 election by Assamese nationalists, who objected to nearly five million Bengali Muslims being given the right to vote, and the Nellie massacre, in which thousands of Bengali Muslims were slaughtered, mostly by peasants, as Delhi looked away. In Kashmir, Delhi's dismissal in 1984 of the chief minister, Farooq Abdullah, confirmed what the former governor - and Indira's cousin - B.K. Nehru had warned: Kashmiris were now convinced India would never allow them even limited autonomy. By the decade's end, a secessionist intifada had taken root.
Punjab was bloodier still. The Sikh nationalist Jarnail Singh Bhindranwale turned the Golden Temple in Amritsar into a fortress; the Indian army duly flattened it. Four months later, Gandhi was assassinated in revenge, and her son Rajiv, the dutiful prince of dynastic democracy, took power. Within hours, he had given tacit licence to the mobs that, led by Congress leaders, butchered three thousand Sikhs in Delhi. Despite Gandhi's obsession with national unity, at the time of her death India was more unstable, more violent and more divided than at any moment since Partition.
Historians  have approached the Emergency from different angles. Bipan Chandra recast Gandhi as a 'sensitive' and fundamentally well-meaning figure driven to excess by Hindu nationalists. Gyan Prakash, by contrast, made her the villain of the piece, a leader who snuffed out the liberal flame kindled by her father. In our book about the Emergency, India's First Dictatorship, Christophe Jaffrelot and I argued that Gandhi's direct rule represented a form of continuity. Nehru wasn't a saintly democrat: he hobbled labour through lawfare, purged his rivals, jailed his opponents, arbitrarily dismissed governments and crushed dissent in the north-east with shoot-to-kill orders. It is unclear why Raghavan says so little about the Nehru years, since they constitute an essential backstory to his account.
Raghavan is an army officer turned historian. His first book, War and Peace in Modern India (2010), was a panegyric to Nehru's leadership in wars with Pakistan and China. He defended Nehru's 'forward policy' as a 'cautious' model of restraint rather than the provocation it plainly was. In his subsequent books, the idea of national righteousness has remained uppermost. This faith was tested by the election in 2014 of Narendra Modi, who could be seen as Indira Gandhi's most obvious heir. Modi fuses her authoritarianism with open Hindu nationalism. The shift in Raghavan's posture is discernible. The military adventurism and persecution of minorities during the Modi years have brought about a reassessment. Before 2018, he published three more books on war and foreign policy; now, after seven years of silence, comes this study, in which he is most at ease chronicling constitutional clauses, cabinet reshuffles and the endless choreography of who met whom in which bungalow. Analysis, let alone argument, is rare.
Modi was in his mid-twenties during the Emergency, still living in Gujarat. He opposed Gandhi's regime and frequently travelled in disguise to avoid arrest, once dressing as a monk and on another occasion as a Sikh. He was involved in the printing of opposition pamphlets and in organising demonstrations. Yet his own rule has witnessed the return of a political style unmistakeably similar to Gandhi's: a cult of personality; a hostility towards institutions in general and universities in particular; a meddling with the judiciary and a muzzling of the press; paranoia; an intimacy with big business; access to the vast, unaccounted flows of money sluicing through the electoral system. That last was Gandhi's innovation. Corruption, of course, was Narayan's obsession when he led the JP Movement, as it was the main concern of Anna Hazare, who in 2011 fronted the India against Corruption movement. For all the admirers who queue at the Indira Gandhi Memorial museum to pay homage to the blood-stained sari she wore on the day of her assassination, the taint of corruption still clings. I was reminded of it, of all places, in a North London ocakbasi, where I found out that Indiregandi is Turkish slang for 'embezzlement'.
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At the Movies
'Rose of Nevada'
Gaby Wood

1855 wordsBait,  Mark Jenkin's first feature film, earned him the Bafta for best newcomer in 2020. Jenkin had been making short films for seventeen years by then. Most of them had been filmed with old cameras of one kind or another - super 8, 16 mm - and some had frames with rounded corners, which placed them somewhere between generations-old home movie and rediscovered newsreel footage. Jenkin, who lives in Cornwall and works out of a studio in a converted primary school in Newlyn, is well enough known for his fascination with celluloid that - as he explains in his 23-minute documentary A Dog Called Discord (2023) - he has accumulated related gifts: old film stock, splicers, projectors, hand-cranked cameras. Sometimes he uses film that's out of date (the documentary shows footage he made with a roll of Tri-X that expired in 1960) and sometimes the apparently unwanted film he's been given will turn out to have been exposed but never processed, leaving Jenkin to run it through chemicals and travel through time, bringing to life whatever ancient moments were recorded by its anonymous original owner. In these cases he finds, in his own description, 'the light from that moment in time, resurrected on a piece of plastic'.
Time is embedded in the way Jenkin works - not just the occasional resurrection but the hand-cranked cameras and hand-processed film. His method involves hearing the fractions of a second ticking by as he shoots. He measures time and light as he exposes the film, time and temperature when he develops it himself, time and shape as he edits it - and that's all before he's even added sound, which he synchronises later. The 16 mm hand-cranked Bolex camera he has used for all three of his feature films can only shoot one 28-second take at a time. He tries not to waste it: in 2012 Jenkin wrote himself a 'manifesto', promising not to shoot more than three minutes for every minute in the final film - a strict ratio rarely embraced since Hitchcock.
If this sounds somewhat fetishistic (the critic Jonathan Romney has described Jenkin as 'radically artisanal'), he has proven each time that the form serves the content. In Bait he depicts a vanishing fishermen's world in black and white, with foreboding rather than nostalgia - he makes it look like the past predicting the future. In Enys Men (2022) the flickering film itself feels like a haunting. As the saturated colour footage judders into horror, its natural uncanniness is emphasised to terrifying effect. Jenkin's films feel less made than found; this is especially apt in the case of his third feature, Rose of Nevada.
In a Cornish fishing village, a trawler lost at sea thirty years ago mysteriously reappears in the harbour. Its name plate is a little rusted, but otherwise Rose of Nevada is much as it was: a red baseball cap belonging to one of the disappeared is still there and a photo of a crew member's girlfriend is sellotaped to the wall by one of the bunks. That girlfriend, now a widow (Rosalind Eleazer), is asked by the former owner of the boat to give her blessing to a new excursion. The village needs it: its once thriving pub is desolate, its post office has become a food bank. The place is marked by tragedy and austerity. The owner, Mike (Edward Rowe), attempts a superstitious refurbishment: he removes the name plate with a crowbar. As he's working the noise attracts two people, a drifter with a London accent (Callum Turner) and a bearded, sun-worn seaman, both of whom, like the boat, have appeared out of nowhere.
'Need a skipper?' the sailor asks. 'Do I know you?' Mike says. 'Do ya?' 'Maybe.' In less desperate times this unsettling exchange might give a person pause, but Mike is determined. The skipper is recruited and the drifter - his name may be Liam - signs up to join the crew.
They are one man short. That place goes to Nick (George MacKay), as he thinks he's called, who leaves his beloved wife and young daughter for a couple of days at sea in order to make some much needed cash. As he leaves the house he is confronted by his neighbour in the alley where he lives. We've met Mrs Richards (Mary Woodvine) before - she is a lugubrious-looking old woman with long white hair who stands outside her house in a nightie and bare feet. We assume she must have dementia - Nick and his wife occasionally have to call for her husband and take her indoors. This time as Nick turns from his front door she says: 'That boat was lost. You remember. She went down short-handed, didn't she? You let 'em down, you never forgived yourself. My beautiful boy.' Mrs Richards reaches out a hand to touch his face. 'Don't do it to us again. Me and your dad can't go through it again.' Nick brushes her hand away - she doesn't know what she's talking about, the gesture suggests - and gets on the boat. There, he sees a message scratched into the wood beside his bunk: 'Get off the boat now.' As soon as they set off, it disappears.
The trawl is a success. The boys are set to return with a boat full of fish. Watching the film, you brace yourself for a storm or some other tragedy that will prevent their arrival. It never happens: they reach the harbour and all seems well. Except that - at more or less exactly the halfway mark of the film's running time - they have disembarked thirty years earlier. From that moment on, almost everything is strange and painful. Billed as a film about time travel, Rose of Nevada is really about the ravages and relatives of time itself - memory, grief, desire, decay and what pins us to the present.
For the first time, Jenkin has cast high-profile mainstream actors alongside his usual troupe. MacKay, who played the lead in Sam Mendes's First World War film 1917, is particularly stark as a man who becomes trapped in time. Turner is uncomfortably convincing as the opportunistic stranger, and loyal Jenkin performers Woodvine, Rowe and Mae Voogd are, as ever, low-key and riveting to watch. Jenkin is writer, director, cinematographer, editor, composer and sound designer. In this case he has based the script on a story devised with Woodvine, his partner and regular collaborator, and has bulked up his crew with students from Falmouth University, where he teaches.
One of Jenkin's signatures is that his establishing shots are textural. He cuts in close straight away. Here we are introduced to the territory with rusted mooring rings and pieces of wreck wood, details in rope and netting, chalky rocks and piebald moss, primary blue and red paint over metal. You can feel - almost smell - the maritime scene. These shots prime you for what Jenkin wants to show you of everyday beauty: a patterned curtain slowly drawn against the light, a tender glance at a sleeping face. When the men are at sea, he films the blue-green water gloriously. The red and black boat with foam at its base, the men's yellow waterproofs moving in the moonlight, the many kinds of fish: everything is rich. The odd flare of reddish sunlight flashes the film. The atmosphere is odd and the footage is mesmerising.
Jenkin is economical in his grammar - in Bait, for instance, a plot development is suggested by the twitching of a rope tied to a lobster trap. Like his textures, his protagonists are often filmed in close-up, so that their faces fill the screen. You might (if you were pretentious enough) call it the Falconetti effect: MacKay's expressive features and shaved head seem deliberately to recall the actor's face in Dreyer's Passion of Joan of Arc. In all Jenkin's films, being this close to the bare truth of things makes the shocks, when they come, brutally intimate.
When Nick returns home he finds his house up for sale and his neighbours, Mr and Mrs Richards, expecting him for tea. This younger version of the couple takes him to be their son, Luke. I almost called him their 'lost' son Luke, but in this timeframe he is not yet lost. Still, if he's alive, where is Luke? Why has he left room for Nick to take his place? Struggling to prove his identity, Nick blurts out that he was born in 1996. He grabs a newspaper lying in their living room. The date is 1993.
Meanwhile, Liam is mistaken for Alan, the husband of Tina, who we met at the start. He's a chancer: since he has no more committed role to play in life, Liam adopts the one offered and insinuates himself into Tina's home without correcting her mistake. According to those in the village, the fishermen have been gone three years. Now they're here, Liam and Nick find themselves inhabiting the lives of the men they think have been lost at sea. If they take the boat out again, can they rewrite the past?
In Enys Men, Woodvine plays a botanist who's researching freakish flowers that have erupted on a Cornish cliff. The cottage where she's staying flickers between quaintness and dereliction. It's never clear whether the film is flashing forward or back, whether the ghosts are local or all her own. What tragedies has she brought with her to this isolated place? Does the horror stem from the mystic pull of the rock outside her cottage or are her personal losses registering in monstrous ways? She develops a wound that either echoes or prefigures a terrible death. When she goes for a walk she finds a plaque commemorating a lifeboat: 'all hands lost'.
Picking up where Enys Men left off, the scrambled time in Rose of Nevada throws into question the characters' relationships with one another, their surroundings, themselves. How do we know that the scenes we saw first aren't fantasies and the second half of the film the characters' reality? What if Luke/Nick has materialised as a result of the Richards' longing for his return? 'She thinks you're someone else!' Nick tells Liam, berating him for sleeping with Tina. 'I am someone else,' he replies. No one knows themselves.
It's through Nick/Luke that we feel the eerie trap most. Not only is he desperate to get back to his wife and child but he knows, with all the force of a father's heart, what will happen to the Richards' son. In the more recent timeframe, when Nick was their neighbour and they were a sad elderly couple, he had his own family to care for and no need to consider their grief. Now that he stands in the place of the person they are about to lose, he notes their love and its corollary: the fact that they will never recover. Mrs Richards's gaze shines on him with long-held indulgence; it's as if a visit to the past is the only way to feel the pain of others.
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Sacred Parallelogram
Rosemary Hill

5362 words[image: ]'Marie-Antoinette en gaulle' (1783) by Elisabeth Louise Vigee Le Brun.




In February  1803 the Monthly Magazine offered a backhanded endorsement of women artists in its regular 'Retrospect of Fine Arts': 'In an age so generally marked by the frivolity and dissipation of our women of rank, the few who by the cultivation of the fine arts emancipate themselves from these fashionable fetters, and display the elegance and taste so fascinating in the female sex, are entitled to peculiar honours.' In August, the 'Retrospect' was prepared to be more generous, conceding that 'the superior taste and talent which has been displayed by the females of the present age, in the various departments of the fine arts, is universally admitted.' Even if it was universally admitted, the success of women in the arts depended on more than talent. They had to navigate a society constantly on the lookout for any lapse from those standards of 'elegance and taste' on which their 'fascinating' status depended and ever alert to any sign of 'dissipation'. For all of which, the late 18th and early 19th centuries did see women artists succeed at an unprecedented level. Many of them are largely forgotten. The 'exquisite productions' of the Countess of Mansfield, which the Monthly Magazine admired, have not loomed large in art history. The three women whose work and reputation have survived best are Angelica Kauffman, Elisabeth Louise Vigee Le Brun and, to a lesser extent, Maria Cosway, who was the subject of the Monthly's second article. They were contemporaries, though Kauffman, born in 1741, was the oldest by half a generation and in many ways the pioneer, one of only two women among the founding members of the Royal Academy.*
They knew or knew of one another. Le Brun and the Swiss-born Kauffman were friends, while the younger Cosway began her career, as her critical friend James Northcote wrote, 'filled with the highest expectations of being ... another Angelica Kauffman'. Le Brun and Cosway coincided several times in Paris, where Cosway cut a lesser figure. She was scathing in her diary about her French rival, who probably had no idea of being in competition with her. They all travelled and exhibited internationally to varying degrees of acclaim. Their careers required constant, delicate calibration to keep the balance between personal reputation, artistic success and the need to earn a living, for none was independently wealthy or 'a woman of rank'. Much depended on men, and it is notable that all three had supportive fathers and disastrous husbands who spent their money, failed to nurture their careers and in the end became burdensome. Marital status, so useful for reputation management, brought few other benefits. Richard Cosway refused to allow Maria to practise professionally; Jean-Baptiste-Pierre Le Brun was only too keen for his wife to sell her work so that he could pocket the proceeds; and whatever happened in Kauffman's brief first marriage was so upsetting that she was never able to talk about it. Her late second marriage was to a much older man who had been chosen by her ageing father to take over from him. It seems to have been happy enough, but we cannot know as Kauffman took care to burn all her papers before she died.
Of the three it was Cosway, born in 1760, who had the strangest start in life. Her parents, Charles and Isabella Hadfield, had settled in Florence where they ran an inn, Carlo's, on the left bank of the Arno, which catered for the flow of Grand Tourists from England and Scotland. Even the most sophisticated of travellers might be homesick and the painter Thomas Jones was one of those who found that the 'increasing phantom' of loneliness disappeared at the inn 'where we lived in the English fashion'. In time the family owned two more inns in Florence and their visitors' books reflect the social and intellectual range of the tourists. Boswell and Gibbon stayed, as did the Duke and Duchess of Gloucester, George Romney and Joseph Wright of Derby. Travellers who meet their fellow countrymen and women abroad often strike up friendships they would be unlikely to form at home and the Hadfields made connections to which no innkeeper's family in England could aspire. Maria Louisa Catherine Cecilia was their fifth child. The previous four had all died suddenly, murdered, it transpired, by a maidservant who, caught on the point of sending this next 'pretty little creature' to heaven, explained that she was doing 'a good act', presumably under the impression that the child of Protestants would be better off in limbo. The nurse was 'confined for life', Maria survived, and Charles Hadfield decided she and all future children would be raised as Catholics to protect them from anti-Protestant malice (though, perhaps with his eventual return to England in mind, he had Maria baptised a Protestant). Her English godparents, guests no doubt at Carlo's, were Sir Brook Bridges and Lady Lucy Boyle, the first strands in the web of useful connections which made much of her later career possible. It also established the uneasy duality that characterised her life; neither Italian nor entirely English, she was compromised at different times by her sincere Catholicism and her supposed Protestantism.
Four more children followed without incident and Maria grew up in a cosmopolitan milieu, speaking Italian more fluently than English. She soon showed a talent for music, which was encouraged by her father, while her artistic abilities were developed under the tutelage of Johan Zoffany, who was in Florence to work on his masterpiece of 1772-77, The Tribuna of the Uffizi. This ne plus ultra of Grand Tour pictures, an epic conversation piece set in Bernardo Buontalenti's octagonal gallery, at the heart of the Uffizi, incorporates meticulous copies of dozens of works of painting and sculpture as well as 22 portraits of the most distinguished cognoscenti of the day. It was perhaps watching this monumental piece in progress that encouraged Maria, much later, to think she could produce engravings of every work in the Louvre. Such detailed copying, precise to the point of finicky, was not her forte, however, as Joseph Wright realised when he stayed at the Hadfields' inn on his way home from a tour of southern Italy. He spent three days arguing about art with the innkeeper's young daughter 'in a manner', she wrote, 'which opened my mind and taste for greater things'. She began to look beyond Zoffany to Joshua Reynolds and the dawning Romanticism among her contemporaries. She was sociable as well as talented, albeit somewhat bumptious after having been indulged in everything by the father who had so narrowly rescued her from death. Diane Boucher's sympathetic and thorough biography, the first monograph on Cosway, conveys her subject's bounce and lovability as well as the poignancy of a turbulent career and a life whose conclusion was as unlikely in its way as its beginning.
The first blow came with her father's death just as Maria was about to go to Rome to pursue her studies. Her brother William travelled with her and she spent her time there working and mixing with artists including Pompeo Batoni and Anton Raphael Mengs. She met and formed a lasting friendship with John Soane, but it was Henry Fuseli whose 'extraordinary visions struck my fancy'. He inspired some of the best of her later work. Without her father, however, the family business did not flourish and her mother, of whom nobody, including Maria, seems to have had much good to say, decided to return to England. For Isabella it was a homecoming; for her daughter it was exile. Maria never quite forgave her mother and she later claimed never to have been happy out of Italy. As well as the usual complaints of foreigners about the weather, food and soot, her Catholicism was a liability in London. The Hadfields arrived in the autumn of 1779, only months before the anti-Catholic Gordon Riots broke out in the capital. The family was not directly affected. They were as usual in possession of excellent connections with 'the first people of fashion', including Reynolds and Kauffman, and they settled in Hanover Square. It was an uneasy household. Money was short and Maria and her mother were not on good terms. Isabella remained a Protestant and Maria felt she had to protect her younger sisters against a hostile religious climate. The obvious way to resolve these complications was a husband and in 1780 she met Richard Cosway, marrying him the following year.
In Nollekens and His Times, one of the most gleefully spiteful biographies ever written, the antiquary J.T. Smith describes Cosway, whom he had known, as 'a well-made little man ... very much like a monkey in his face' and 'ridiculously foppish'. If few contemporaries said the same in print, it was a not uncommon opinion. Cosway was nearly eighteen years older than his bride. An established artist, he was a Royal Academician who specialised in flattering portrait miniatures. Smith went to the trouble of finding and reproducing an 'extremely rare' and unkind caricature of him by Robert Dighton as 'the Macaroni Painter'. Northcote later claimed that Maria 'always despised' Cosway. That would seem to be an exaggeration, but it was, if not exactly a marriage of convenience, certainly a convenient marriage. He was in love; she was pretty and talented; her family needed money and he was prepared to give it to them. Isabella was also more conscious than her daughter of the gossip she would attract and she did not want her to be 'talked of as Angelica was'. So, as Maria put it, 'his offer was accepted, my mother's wishes gratified and I married tho' under age.'
At first Maria was kept socially under wraps. For a year she worked on her English, toned down her 'foreign' manners, studied 'the taste and character of the Nation' and learned the significance of the annual exhibition at the academy where artists attracted the broadest audience and hoped to make their names. She had three pictures in the first exhibition after her marriage in 1781. Thus, when she came out into society, she could be presented as a respectable and accomplished young woman. Her husband chose to cast her primarily as a musician. It is not clear why, beyond chauvinism, he was so unwilling for her to work as a professional artist. His insistence that she should not sell her paintings not only hampered her career but largely accounts for her later obscurity. Her biography has been folded into Lives of her husband and Boucher gives a dismaying list of the 42 works Maria showed at the Royal Academy. Thirty-seven are 'untraced' though some are known through engravings.
In late Georgian London, painters, actors and the aristocracy moved in the same circles, if not quite so freely as they did at the inn in Florence. Boucher sets Maria in a milieu where the warmth and sociability of her nature, as well as her fashionably delicate prettiness, made her a natural fit. The Cosways' several homes were all within or close to what Sydney Smith later called 'the sacred parallelogram' between Oxford Street, Piccadilly, Regent Street and Hyde Park. Here, Smith claimed, was 'more intelligence and ability, to say nothing of wealth and beauty, than the world had ever collected in such a space before'. Maria's soirees furnished 'wonderment for the table-talk of the town'. Visitors included Horace Walpole, Richard Sheridan, Charles James Fox and the Duke and Duchess of Devonshire. These were the stars of the Whig set that revolved around the Prince of Wales, whose home at Carlton House was a few minutes' walk from the Cosways. Not far in the other direction was Rudolph Ackermann's Repository of the Arts in the Strand, where the latest art books and prints were sold and artists met their customers. The patronage of 'Prinnie', who commissioned dozens of miniatures from Richard, brought prestige, while Maria suffered the fate of any woman who spoke to him for more than five minutes of being rumoured to be his mistress. She continued to exhibit at the Royal Academy and had some support, and possibly tuition, from Kauffman, who made at least one drawing of her. One of her most successful surviving paintings is Georgiana Duchess of Devonshire, which she showed at the academy in 1782. The duchess was a famous beauty, and much painted, but it was Cosway's image of her, apparently flying out of a night sky, surrounded by clouds and stars as she bears in on the viewer, that her son later felt to be 'the only likeness of her that reminds me of her countenance'. The crescent moon in her tiara was complemented by lines from Spenser's Faerie Queen and the image earns the implicit comparison with Gloriana, as Georgiana seems to break out of the picture plane, lovely and yet unearthly.
Eleven years  later Le Brun painted Princess Karoline of Lichtenstein as Iris, goddess of the rainbow. Karoline is similarly but more shyly airborne, side-on to the viewer and looking flushed, as if it's a bit of a struggle to stay up. Whether Le Brun got the idea for the picture from Cosway is not known, but the portrait is unusual in her work and she would certainly have known the image of Georgiana from engravings. It is a rare instance in which a comparison between their work is to Cosway's advantage. The elder by five years, Le Brun was more naturally talented, better trained and more self-assured in dealing with the peculiar difficulties that beset women artists. On both sides of the Channel, the highest genre - history painting - was thought to be beyond them and as they were not allowed to study the nude, except from casts, classical compositions were difficult. Maria Cosway's occasional attempts to work on the heroic scale were not successful. Portraiture was acceptable but the conventions that hedged the portrayal of women were strict, especially on the Continent. Le Brun's image of Karoline was considered risque because, beneath her reddish-brown gown, her feet are bare. In her engagingly conversational memoir, Souvenirs, Le Brun records that the princess's husband responded to complaints from his scandalised grandparents by placing a pair of elegant shoes under the frame and explaining they had just dropped off. Earlier in her career Le Brun's images of women attracted more damaging criticism. A self-portrait with her young daughter, Julie, shown at the Salon in 1787, depicted her smiling with her lips slightly parted, a breach of academic convention.
However, it was her portrait of the queen in 1783 that caused the greatest scandal. In Marie-Antoinette en gaulle, the volatile concepts of womanhood and monarchy were brought together in an unstable compound. The queen was shown in a fashionable white muslin dress of extreme simplicity which looked, to most people at the time, as if she was in her underwear. This is not an uncommon reaction to new fashions in women's dress, but Marie-Antoinette's portraits were the icons of the Ancien Regime and this was construed as blasphemy, a PR disaster on such a scale that Le Brun had it removed from the Salon. She painted Marie-Antoinette thirty times and was in effect her official portraitist, which put her in danger when the revolution came. By the time she painted Karoline in Vienna, she had been in exile for four years after leaving Paris with her nine-year-old daughter on 5 October 1789, the day the French king and queen were brought to the capital from Versailles. Her escape is dealt with factually and briefly in Souvenirs, a single episode in a life and career shaped by war and revolutions, recalled in its final years with wit and sangfroid.
Souvenirs was first published in Le Brun's lifetime in three volumes between 1835 and 1837. This much abridged edition is based on a translation of 1880 with some additions and a rearrangement of the later chapters. It makes no reference to the illustrated French edition of 2015. In its boiled-down form the memoir has a fragmentary quality but its value is further undermined by Anne Higonnet's oddly ambivalent introduction. On the one hand, she claims for Le Brun the status of the 'first modern woman artist ... acclaimed in her own lifetime' - an accolade which belongs to Kauffman, if to anyone. On the other, she seems mistrustful of her readers' judgment and her subject's character. Having advised that historic memoirs 'must be read sceptically and contextually', she takes Le Brun to task for being 'oblivious to the profoundly egalitarian principles of the revolution'. Given that Le Brun and her daughter got out of Paris by the skin of their teeth while revolutionaries were throwing sulphur into the basement of their house to try to set it on fire, it is understandable that she does not dwell on their ideals. Higonnet finds fault with Le Brun on many grounds: for being fond of Marie-Antoinette, who had sat for her so often, and for mourning her death, as did many people including those who supported the revolution but found the treatment of the queen excessively brutal and misogynistic; for not recognising that the fabrics worn by her sitters 'were forcibly imported from colonised India and Kashmir'; and for being on many points 'obtuse'. In sum, 'she did not understand the relationship between her historical and autobiographical stories.' Few people ever do. Historians are there to explain these things.
The joy of Le Brun's memoir is its immediacy: the eyewitness accounts of Charles-Maurice de Talleyrand and Catherine the Great; of an over-excited Beaumarchais breaking all the windows of the theatre at a performance of The Marriage of Figaro; of the last ball at Versailles, where the young men refused to dance with the queen ('I thought her very agitated'). Souvenirs plays down the dangers and the sorrows of an extraordinary life and career with what Higonnet takes for complacency but might be read as gallantry, and at times comedy. Le Brun is not too vain to describe the time she sat down on her palette in a white silk dress, or her regret for the decision, when painting the young Miss Pitt as Hebe with an eagle, to borrow a live eagle from Cardinal de Bernis. Not used to being indoors, the bird was 'furious' throughout the sitting and refused to keep still. The reader is also brought close to the disciplined reality of her professional life in her 'Advice on the Painting of Portraits' with which this edition concludes. She recommends the artist 'be ready half an hour before the model arrives', with all the paints prepared, work with a mirror behind them, and 'before you begin, talk to your model.' Other tips include: 'Study Van Dyck'; remember it is 'essential to study the ear and to place it in the correct position'; and bear in mind that German ears tend to be 'a little too high'.
Le Brun  and Cosway had certain things in common. Both were the child prodigies of adoring fathers who died too soon and Le Brun, too, was propelled into marriage at the age of twenty. Her father, Louis Vigee, was an artist of some distinction, and a witty and tolerant parent who taught his daughter by example ('all day long I used to dabble with his pencils'). He was replaced by an uncongenial stepfather, but by then Le Brun, who had been something of an ugly duckling 'with an enormous forehead' and a 'thin, pale face', realised that she had 'become pretty' and was building a professional career. 'I had no anxieties for my future, as I earned a good deal of money.' It was a combination to terrify any respectable mother and Mme Vigee was keen to get her daughter a husband before all this confident independence made her unmarriageable. Thus, very much a contrecoeur, she married the painter and art dealer Jean-Baptiste-Pierre Le Brun. Looking back on her marriage, she is remarkably charitable. Le Brun, she writes, was not 'a bad man': 'his disposition was a great mixture of sweetness and vivacity; he was good-tempered with all - in a word, he was very amiable; but his headstrong passion for low women, added to a love of gambling, brought about the loss of his fortune and mine.' There were warning signs. Le Brun insisted the marriage be kept secret for several weeks as he was in the middle of a business deal with a wealthy Dutch collector and had promised to marry his daughter. The initial secrecy left plenty of time for the Vigees' friends, who knew Le Brun was a suitor, to tell Elisabeth that she would be making a terrible mistake in marrying him, recounting 'several things' about him which she had not known. There was no help for it, however, and while her mother wept - the more so when she found out he wasn't as rich as she thought - her daughter accepted her lot and was happy enough with her 'beloved painting' to console her.
Paris under the Ancien Regime was not as socially fluid as London, but it was not as rigidly stratified, at least for artists and the intelligentsia, as is sometimes suggested. Scientists, painters, artists and philosophers frequented Versailles and from 1778 onwards Le Brun was often at court. It was there that her path first crossed Maria Cosway's. When the Cosways were in Paris in 1786, Richard presented Louis XVI with a miniature of the Prince of Wales and the king reciprocated with a collection of Gobelins tapestries. The French connoisseur Baron d'Hancarville reported that 'Mr Coswai' was a great success and found himself unable to express 'the sensation that was made here by the intelligence, the good manners and the talents of Madame Coswai'. They visited the studios of Jacques-Louis David and of Le Brun, whom Maria found 'so obliging' that, as she later confided to her diary, she was almost able to overlook her 'weak, poor, cheap, common, badly drawn' work. For her, the most consequential event of the French trip was her meeting with the recently widowed Thomas Jefferson. While Richard worked on his portrait commissions, Jefferson showed Maria around Paris, and they began a lifelong amitie amoureuse. Boucher handles this much discussed relationship with sympathy and realism. There would have been time and opportunity for an actual affair but 'no overwhelming evidence' exists that there was one. Too much was at stake, especially for Maria. Richard Cosway, however, seems to have become uneasy about these long days of sight-seeing a deux, and was soon insisting they leave Paris. Jefferson saw them off and returned home 'more dead than alive'. By this time comparisons were being made between her and Le Brun, at least on the English side. One critic commented in 1783 that 'if the Parisians boast of their Madame Le Brun we have our Maria Cosway [who] promises to be one of the luminaries of the approaching age.' But Cosway was not an artist of equal stature and the uncharacteristically spiteful outburst in her diary smacks more of jealousy than of critical judgment.
What she might have accomplished with better training and professional practice is questionable. It is possible, however, to make one telling comparison. In the 1780s both women lit on the same model for a self-portrait to embody the balancing act of their lives as artists and as women, self-possessed, poised within the bounds of 'elegance' and free from 'dissipation'. Rubens's Le Chapeau de paille, almost certainly a portrait of his future sister-in-law Susanna Lunden, was painted in about 1622-25. Cosway's version of it is more or less a copy. The substitution of her own softer features and a more modest decolletage are the chief alterations and they come at a cost. The power of Lunden's oblique gaze and firm features is lost. Le Brun's picture is not only more technically accomplished; it is a reinvention. She seems to have worked from memory rather than detailed copies and to have creatively misremembered the original. Despite its popular title, the hat in Rubens's picture is not straw, but black felt. (Possibly the French poil for felt became at some point paille for straw.) Le Brun apparently forgot this and recalled its subject in a straw hat, filtering 'the different lights given by the sun, daylight and the sun's rays' to cast dappled shade on a delicate complexion. She painted herself accordingly. Unlike Lunden, Le Brun looks straight out of the picture, holding her palette and brushes, the beautiful woman and the professional artist in one. Le Brun's painting is now in the National Gallery in London, as is the Rubens, to which it makes a worthy complement.
After her escape  from Paris, Le Brun began her Wanderjahre. She spent twelve years in Italy, Austria and Russia where, to Higonnet's implied annoyance, she 'earned an excellent living wherever she went by painting individualist portraits of the most autocratic nobility in Europe'. Life in exile had its compensations. She enjoyed the brilliance of emigre society in Italy, and she could now keep the money she earned. At the same time, she had to read the lists of her friends sent to the guillotine during the Terror until she could no longer bear to look at the papers. Cosway also left home in 1790, leaving her husband and a new-born daughter, Louisa, in London. She spent four years on the move, diverting around revolutionary France and travelling via Switzerland to Venice. Though she left on the grounds of ill-health, it is not clear why she stayed away so long. It puzzled contemporaries. Her friend and admirer Pasquale Paoli, the Corsican patriot who was godfather to her daughter, was distraught at the idea of the abandoned baby, while the less charitable Hester Thrale Piozzi was scandalised at her 'madding all over Europe' (supposedly in pursuit of the castrato Luigi Marchesi, with whom she appeared to be infatuated). Boucher, who titles this section of her biography 'Breakdown', holds back from a definitive explanation for what may have been some combination of post-natal depression, marital disharmony and a persistent sense of displacement in England. As Cosway wrote to Jefferson, the 'caprices' of the English - always referred to as 'them' - 'disgusted' her. She came back eventually, but the best years of her career and her marriage were over. Money was tight. Britain was at war and the patronage of the Prince of Wales, though prestigious, was not lucrative as he seldom settled his account. Banned from selling her paintings, Cosway often could not be bothered to finish them and although she was a skilled engraver it was a hard way to make a living.
Two years after her return, Louisa died at the age of six and Richard added to his wife's distress by insisting on having the child embalmed and the body kept in the drawing room. Jefferson now saw from Maria's letters that 'her gayety was gone and her mind entirely placed on the world to come.' Her faith was her chief solace. The Descent from the Cross (c.1799-1800) focuses on the anguished face of the Virgin looking heavenward. In 1802, however, her life took yet another turn. After the Peace of Amiens safe travel between England and France resumed. Cosway and Le Brun were among the thousands of emigres, friends, families and tourists crossing the Channel in opposite directions. It was Le Brun's first visit to England, and she was not charmed, despite being at once commissioned to paint the Prince of Wales, to the annoyance of less favoured British artists. She was surprised and disappointed that there were no public art galleries and it was a contrast also remarked on by the English, who were fascinated by the collection at the Louvre. It was in hopes of benefiting from the popular interest that Cosway conceived her over-ambitious plan to engrave every picture. While that was a failure, she was personally a success, acting as a guide for her English friends, effecting useful introductions and resuming an acquaintance with Joseph Fesch, Napoleon's uncle. At his instigation she became an intermediary in the volatile politics of the peace, writing to her friend Paoli on behalf of Napoleon to attempt a reconciliation with the consulate.
When the war resumed the following year, Cosway, to the consternation of Paoli and others, stayed in France. Many sources of unease and grief now seemingly coalesced to mark the effective end of her life in England. As a girl she had often said she would like to enter a convent and she now found an analogous vocation. She decided to set up a Catholic school and devote herself to the improvement of girls' education. Her first attempt, with Fesch's help, was in Lyon. In a letter to the Abbe Courbon, Fesch describes the woman who had developed out of the kittenish little thing Richard Cosway fell in love with into a person of 'much intelligence ... much experience of society and much tact'. She was also, Fesch added on a note of warning, 'little accustomed to strong contradictions'. But in Lyon she was seen as an Englishwoman and the wife of a Protestant, so this first venture failed. She retreated to Lombardy and set up her school in Lodi. Travelling dutifully back to London when she heard that Richard was ill, she took 24 days to circumnavigate war zones, travelling through the Alps on a horse 'the size of a sheep' after the two men hired to carry her in a litter declined the job on the grounds that she was too fat, a 'colossus'. Much of this part of her life is known from her letters to Annette Prodon, her deputy at the school. Like Le Brun, Cosway makes anecdotes of what must have been severe and sometimes terrifying trials. At last, with her husband dead and his affairs settled in England, she settled permanently in Italy. Soane helped her to establish her school on a sound financial footing, and it survived in various forms until 1978, on the site now occupied by the Fondazione Maria Cosway, its archives a valuable resource for Boucher. The school's success was recognised by her elevation to baroness of the Austrian Empire. Her last years seem to have been contented and Prodon became an adopted daughter and her heir.
By the time of her death in 1838, Cosway was long forgotten in the English art world. An assessment of her career in 1812 spoke of her already in the past tense, concurring in the general opinion that 'she was not regular in the cultivation of the pencil, she painted by fits and by flights.' Maria did not disagree. In part she blamed her husband, as did the artist and diarist Joseph Farington, who thought that 'had Cosway allowed her to sell her works' she would have accomplished more. Her final assessment of her career, however, is touchingly self-deprecating: 'The first pictures I exhibited made my reputation ... the novelty & my age contributed more than the real Merit.' Le Brun also survived yet further years of war. She returned to France and settled at Louveciennes, in the Ile-de-France, where her home was raided and looted twice; first in 1814 by the Prussians, who broke in while she was asleep, and again during the Hundred Days' War, this time by the British, who stole some of her favourite possessions. She was one of many French who questioned the price they had paid for their imperial victories, all now reversed, and she was not alone in finding the restoration of the Bourbons a relief, though she would live to see another revolution in 1830. She and her husband had long since drifted apart but she grieved for his death in 1813 and much more for that of Julie in 1819. All the while she continued to paint. Her work was still her most reliable source of distraction and consolation. Like Cosway, the comfort of her later years came from the love and support of younger women. The 'care and devotion' of her two nieces threw 'a charm over my existence'.
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Rocket Science for Monkeys
Francis Gooding

3497 wordsThe  word is not the thing. In spoken language a word is a distinctive sound or series of sounds. It does not have a 'natural' relationship to the thing it stands for. Ferdinand de Saussure theorised that a sign is made up of two parts: the signifier (the physical form taken by the sign, for instance a spoken word or its written representation) and the signified (the concept the signifier picks out). Any signifier in a given language could in principle be different, and could be replaced by another: it is not linked to the concept it represents by any objective necessity. Saussure doesn't talk about actual things in the world: he concerns himself only with the elements of signifying systems. Other linguists call the thing itself the 'referent' of a sign. But all agree that the English word 'rabbit' has nothing to with rabbits, any more than the French and Yoruba words lapin or ehoro do. There is no idea more fundamental to the modern conception of language than what Saussure called 'the arbitrariness of the sign'.
The trouble is that this may be not completely true. Some words do seem to resemble the thing they describe. Onomatopoeic words, like 'boom', 'click' or 'ping', are the clearest and most familiar case. Linguists call these 'iconic' or 'sound-symbolic' words: they seem to imitate or take on features of their referent. Early disquisitions on language frequently puzzled over the question of how rational speech could have emerged from the non-speech of animal calls and cries, and Enlightenment treatises on the origins of speech sometimes proposed that iconic words might have been a halfway house. The ancients had similar ideas: in Plato's Cratylus, Socrates argues that the first names assigned to things would have been given in imitation of their objects, by using the mouth or tongue to mimic their qualities - so something that moves or flows would have been named using the letter 'r' because 'the tongue is most agitated and least at rest in pronouncing this letter,' while the word for something that was slippery would use the letter 'l', since in its pronunciation 'the tongue glides most of all.' The conclusion that the origin of naming is to be found in such linguistic imitation is 'unavoidable', Socrates says, for 'there is nothing better on which to base the truth of primary names.' It is a story about the origin of speech, by any other name.
Saussure steered linguistics away from questions about the beginnings of language: for him it was a red herring, since words take meaning only in relation to one another, within the boundaries of their histories. The study of words can't illuminate what came before words: there is no thread to be found in language which would help us trace human speech back to the moment of its emergence. 'No society ... knows or has ever known language other than as a product inherited from preceding generations, and one to be accepted as such,' Saussure says in Cours de linguistique generale (1916). 'That is why the question of the origin of speech is not so important as it is generally assumed to be. The question is not even worth asking; the only real object of linguistics is the normal, regular life of an existing idiom.'
Yet whether it is worth asking or not, the question of the origin of language never goes away. It remains one of the most fundamental mysteries of human evolution. So far as we know, true symbolic language is unique to the human species. (On the most generous reading it may go a bit further back in the human lineage. And there is an open question about cetaceans - it was recently discovered that the structure of humpback whale vocalisations is remarkably similar to the organisation of human speech.) And it continually recurs as the most probable explanation for the differences between human behaviour and that of all other living things. If you ask why we have been able to make pyramids and spaceships and musical instruments, while no other animal has managed anything of the sort in three billion years, the answer will always cite language as a decisive factor. So the question of how we alone came to be blessed - or cursed - with words is not to be lightly dismissed. But it does come with a serious difficulty: language is an evolved feature of the human organism, but words don't fossilise like bones. How then to find the missing links?
The Language Puzzle is a grand tilt at that seemingly intractable problem. In it, Steven Mithen marshals the disparate factors and fields of research that might give us some clue as to how language evolved, and tries to build a plausible account of how we ended up as the only speaking animal. Of necessity, the book ranges very widely, because the fields that touch on the evolution of language are in no way unified. Mithen draws from palaeontology, archaeology, primatology, the study of animal communication, linguistics, neurobiology, philosophy of mind, evolutionary genetics and more.
When investigating the ancient past, typically there is at best only partial evidence for a proposed evolutionary sequence: often that evidence will consist of little more than a few morphologically similar fossils, the remnants of creatures separated from one another sometimes by millions of years. And even by these standards, the evolution of human language is a particularly tricky case. Not only is language in large part a behavioural phenomenon, so that the consequences of its development can only be inferred on the basis of ambiguous and circumstantial archaeological evidence (stone tools, traces of fire etc), it is also dependent on the use of soft parts of the body (the tongue and the larynx, but of course mainly the brain), which don't leave a fossil trace. As a result, it's hard to ascertain which physical shifts may have accompanied the development of speech.
A further difficulty is that Homo sapiens is the only survivor in the human lineage which split away from the chimpanzee six million years ago. As recently as 100,000 years ago we shared the world with several other kinds of human being - Neanderthals, Denisovans and the like - and before that even more. Could they speak with us? We don't know, though the human genome shows that people like us were on familiar enough terms with some of the others to produce viable offspring with them. But we're the only humans left, so have no one else to talk to and no one with whom to compare ourselves. Observing the behaviour and communication of chimps and other primates can tell us all sorts of things, but yields only attenuated forms of evidence about the evolution of language.
All this said, it is inarguable that language is an evolved feature of the human organism: the structure and functioning of the brain and of the soft and hard palates are proof enough. They will have developed in response to sustained, multifarious selection pressures, resulting in more complex communication, more control over the voice, increasingly complex neurological architecture and so on. We can't be sure what those selection pressures were, though some have speculated that initially they may have had to do with a change from living in forests to surviving in the savannah. But however the human speech apparatus came about, its physical attributes put an upper limit on, for example, the absolute number and kinds of vocal sound that humans can produce: ephemeral as it is, language is enabled and delimited by the physiology of the organism.
At a certain point during the development of human speech, and out of a huge array of more or less complex communicative sounds, the true sign, with its signifier and signified, must somehow have emerged. Is it right to say that the sign - the word - 'evolved'? Or did sign-words emerge into communication and consciousness out of a complex of other mental and communicative functions that previously did other jobs? Did this happen gradually or suddenly? Can we hazard a guess at what sort of creatures first spoke true words, as distinct from making other kinds of sound? Is there any trace of this transformation? Or was the point of entry into the forest of symbols sealed up behind us long ago?
These questions bring us back to those 'iconic' or 'sound-symbolic' words. In the 20th century linguistics tended not to take much notice of them. With their awkward and apparently not quite arbitrary resemblance to sounds and textures, their stubborn resistance to change, and their long association with the outmoded inquiry into the origins of language, they were relegated to the status of what Steven Pinker could call, as late as 1994, 'a quaint curiosity'. But as Mithen makes clear, such dismissals were premature. Recent research suggests that iconic words may after all have the crucial originary role that thinkers from Socrates to Herder assigned to them, as a genuine remnant - or analogue at least - of one of the evolutionary staging posts that marked the way to modern human speech.
Not every linguist, even in Saussure's day, treated iconic words as a dead end. Onomatopoeia is only the most common kind of linguistic iconism. Experiments in the 1920s suggested there were other ways in which words might have non-arbitrary relations to their referents. In 1929 Edward Sapir, an American anthropologist and linguist who had studied under Franz Boas, conducted an experiment in which subjects were told that the nonsense words mil and mal both meant 'table', and asked which they thought 'seemed to symbolise' a large or small table. Every subject tested picked mal as the word for a large table, and mil for a small table. This was the case whether they spoke English or Chinese, or were children or adults. Also in 1929, the German psychologist Wolfgang Kohler found that when subjects were asked to say which of the made-up words maluma and takete applied to a spiky shape and which to a round one, they overwhelmingly chose maluma for the round shape and takete for the spiky one. (I tried this on my daughter: she too chose this way, and found it entirely obvious which word went with which shape.) Kohler thought the explanation for these results lay in the way the mouth and tongue have to be shaped and moved in pronouncing the words: he proposed that the sharp staccato sounds and fast movement of the tongue in saying takete encouraged the choice of the spiky shape while the rounder, softer shape of maluma linked it to the round shape. Similarly, Sapir observed that to enunciate the word mal requires the mouth to open wider, thus suggesting a larger object, while mil requires a closing in of the mouth, suggesting a smaller object. (Socrates, too, picked out this correspondence, noting that the sound of the letter 'i' is used to 'imitate all the smallest things'.)
Several decades of indifference later, the American linguist Roger Wescott returned to the problem of iconism. Writing in 1971, he observed that i and ee sounds are preponderant in words signifying 'small' (for instance 'tiny', 'light' or 'wee'), and suggested that the round-sounding vowels a, o and u are associated with things that are large and slow (as in 'vast', 'huge' or 'sluggish'). Many consonants, he went on, have sound-symbolic roles too: words featuring laterals like l ('in which the tip of the tongue blocks the passage of air') seem to correspond to smallness or lightness, while labials, made using the lips, as in b or m, are linked to largeness (as in 'big', 'boom' or 'massive'). Wescott even pushed beyond the sound and production of words to see iconic elements in morphology, syntax and stress. Words that indicate extension or growth, for instance, often themselves get longer (as in 'big', 'bigger' and 'biggest'), and reversals in meaning are frequently signified by a reversal in word order ('I will' v. 'will I?').
Subsequent investigations in the 1990s and into the 2000s sharpened the accuracy of such observations, finally cementing iconic words and sound symbolism as significant parts of all languages. There is now a mass of work on the subject, which has demonstrated a 'universal propensity', as Mithen writes, 'to associate specific sounds with specific meanings ... a considerable proportion of one hundred basic vocabulary items show persistent sound-meaning associations irrespective of language families, environment or culture.' Large statistical models have compared data from thousands of languages, and the results appear to confirm the suppositions of earlier investigators, Socrates included. The association of i with 'small' and r with 'round' recurs persistently (it turns out that the association of u and o with big things isn't so consistent), and n sounds are frequently associated with the nose, l sounds with the tongue and m and u sounds with the breast. (Roman Jakobson suggested in the 1960s that the nasal sounds made by the infant during suckling were the root of words for 'mother'; the near universal association of l, m and n sounds with words for 'mother' is well attested, as is the connection of the hard-stop consonants d and p with the father, in words like 'dad' and 'papa'.) There are also some statistically significant associations the reason for which isn't obvious, for instance between a and words for 'fish' (pla in Thai, psari in Greek, machhli in Hindi, eja in Yoruba, sakana in Japanese, samak in Arabic etc).
Infants and children learn iconic words earlier and more easily than they learn arbitrary words, and iconic words remain dominant in the vocabulary of children until around the age of six, after which there is a gradual shift towards arbitrary words. 'Iconic words are easier to learn,' Mithen writes, because 'their meaning is grounded in the sensations experienced by the child - the sound, size, shape, texture, movement and other properties of the object or action being named.' By providing a fundamental link between speech sounds and objects in the world, they 'scaffold the entire process of language acquisition'.
Perceiving a link between a vocalisation and the tactile or visual characteristics of an object is thought to be dependent on 'cross-modal perception', the tendency for multiple senses to interact while perceiving something. The most familiar form of this is synaesthesia, whereby sense perceptions of one kind also stimulate parts of the brain used in perceptions of a different kind; one may experience a strong association between a word or sound and a particular colour or shape. It is thought that synaesthesia and other cross-modal phenomena take place because of 'leakage' between different parts of the brain, which is common in younger children: before the age of about ten, the developing brain is still so plastic and richly interconnected that there is typically a lot of traffic between regions that later become more distinct.
In 2001, two cognitive scientists, V.S. Ramachandran and Ed Hubbard, published a paper proposing that synaesthetic links between vocalisation, bodily movement and the sense perception of objects could have prompted the creation of iconic sounds in an early human ancestor, thus opening the gateway to speech. They returned to maluma and takete, to the 'small' sound of 'i', and to other cases in which the movement of the mouth seemed to mimic the meaning of a word, or even the movement of other parts of the body: for instance, when the mouth or lips appear to borrow from the typical action of the hand, as in the numerous words for 'you' that involve the 'pointing' of the lips towards another person; or the way in which the making of the small i or ee sound could correspond to the pincer action of forefinger and thumb when picking up something small. If synaesthetic links were operating in the increasingly flexible brains of early hominins, perhaps they could have had an effect on vocalisations, resulting in the creation of the first mutually intelligible words - mutually intelligible because their meanings would have been established through shared experience.
Fascinating  though all this is, it remains, like so much in the field, a hypothesis lacking crucial evidence. It is also dependent on a loose analogy between early childhood and the evolutionary past - an echo of Ernst Haeckel's largely discredited idea that 'ontology recapitulates phylogeny,' or that the developing organism moves successively through the forms of its ancestors. The first question must be whether there is any evidence for cross-modal or synaesthetic perception in the vocalisations of other primates. It does seem to be the case that rhesus monkeys associate longer, louder sounds with the larger monkeys who make them (though this is surely not rocket science, even for a rhesus monkey). And a test involving human and chimpanzee subjects found that both associated bright colours with high-pitched sounds and dark colours with low sounds. However, chimpanzees - even those few trained to understand human language - 'fail' the maluma/takete test. The best conclusion that can be drawn from such results is that the last common ancestor between humans and chimpanzees may have had at least some cross-modal perceptual ability, and that more complex synaesthetic links between sounds and objects developed in the human lineage sometime later.
That is pretty thin gruel, and as Mithen points out, even if we accept the proposal that language began in iconic words we still 'need a mechanism for the transition to lexicons dominated by arbitrary words'. Because they are tied to sense experience, iconic words have only limited capacity to communicate concepts and ideas, and can't always differentiate between closely related things. Mithen gives the example of a sound-symbolic word for a fast-flying bird that by its nature can't distinguish between two slightly different fast-flying birds. The argument is that in creating the first iconic words through synaesthetic associations, iconism also prompted the development of the arbitrary words that would follow, since only arbitrary words could differentiate the finer textures of experience that iconic sound symbolism had disclosed to those beings who could use it. It's a good idea, but once again there is no evidence for when or how this might have happened. Ultimately, Mithen is forced to conclude that, for all the research and thinking done about iconism, synaesthesia and cortical leakage, nobody has any idea when or how the arbitrary sign emerged.
Faced with such frustrating stubs, plausible speculations and partial truths, Mithen turns to archaeology. When were there leaps in the design and innovation of stone tools? When did controlled fire start to be used widely? And after that, the brain. What is the timeline for increases in brain size among hominins? What can we learn from casts of the brain cases of extinct human relatives? Mithen quarters the field with care and imagination, cross-checking, noting correspondences and filling in blanks, finally emerging with a carefully synthesised narrative account of the way language developed and finally flourished into modern speech across three million years of human evolution. We are left with the impression that the ancients' chief error was in thinking that the process took place consciously among already fully human people.
We now see that instead of a prisca lingua created by principal name-givers or people in a state of nature, the process of language acquisition took place over millions of years in the bodies and minds of a series of ancient beings: Homo erectus, Homo habilis, Homo heidelbergensis, Homo neanderthalensis and, finally, the last human standing, Homo sapiens. No doubt there were many others. At some point, perhaps a hominin made a sound that mimicked the movement of a snake or a fish, or a sound that was small like an insect, and eventually these became words; and then a sound that was originally made in imitation of something steadily departed from it in everyday usage, until it was no longer mimicry but was instead an abstract word; and then another abstract word was needed in order to be more specific about how to make a stone tool, and people told stories around the fire, and mothers cooed at babies and so on and so on, until we arrived at modern language. The potential role of 'motherese' in language evolution, and the perspective that a more female-centred history of language evolution might provide, doesn't get much airtime in The Language Puzzle. There are many more fires, hunts and stone tools in Mithen's story than babies and comforted children, and when it comes to thinking about talking it isn't immediately obvious why that should be so. But however the story is told and whatever refinements may be made, the arrival of the arbitrary sign is the crux, and although we know more than ever about what may have preceded it, what was necessary for it to happen, and what the first sort-of sign may have been, the event itself remains stubbornly out of reach. In the beginning was the word, and the word is lost.
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Diary
Beirut, Now and Then
Charles Glass

3477 wordsOn Wednesday 
, 8 April, Israel expanded its kill zone beyond what had been known as the 'safe' areas north of Beirut's suburban south. I talked to a doctor at the American University Hospital who told me his emergency room was treating four hundred patients wounded in the bombing. Four had died. I passed the hospital, where families outside were waiting for the medical staff's reports. By the evening, the Health Ministry put the death toll at 182, already a day's record for the round of fighting that began on 2 March, later raising the total to more than three hundred. Among the dead was a young man who worked in the Thai restaurant round the corner from my house. His family, like so many others, is in mourning. The last five weeks of Israel-Hizbullah warfare have produced more than five thousand Lebanese casualties.
 When I walked home from dinner at the end of this worst day in this latest war, our western half of the city looked pretty much as it does in periods of peace: cafes filled with families having coffee or ice cream, shops open and brightly lit, boys kicking footballs on forecourts, bins overflowing with rubbish, babies in pushchairs rolled along broken pavements, music blaring from bars and men lugging plastic bags of groceries from Spinneys supermarket. It had been a long day of fear, not knowing where the Israeli jets would strike next.
 I went home to sleep, but that wasn't the way my days in troubled times here used to end. When war kicked off in Lebanon in 1975, the foreign press corps congregated on most evenings in the bar of the Hotel Saint Georges. Over the barman Ali Bitar's martinis and other concoctions, we compared impressions of our daylight excursions to the fluctuating frontiers between Beirut's mutually hostile neighbourhoods. Our dispatches filed by telex, we relaxed in leather armchairs, well out of mortar range, or so we imagined, and took counsel from the impeccable concierge, Mansour Breidy. We also garnered what gossip we could from politicians, bankers, arms dealers and oilmen. It was a rare correspondent who turned up in anything less than jacket and tie. We took consolation in the calming panorama of Saint George Bay and talked ourselves into somnolence in preparation for the morning's savagery.
 As a novice freelance among legendary correspondents from the world's major newspapers, wire services and television networks, I knew my place: listen, observe and never pontificate to elders scarred from wars in Palestine, Korea, Malaya, Suez, Belgian Congo, Indochina, Algeria and a dozen other colonial battlegrounds familiar to me only from history books. One or two had fought in or covered the Spanish Civil War and the Normandy landings. Rumour had it that a few drew second salaries from the CIA, MI6 or the KGB. The epoch of celebrated reporter-spies had, however, ended ten years before my initiation into the scribbling confraternity: in January 1963, Kim Philby, then correspondent for the Observer and the Economist as well as the Kremlin's top agent in British intelligence, defected on a freighter from Beirut harbour to Moscow. It was in the elegant surroundings of the Saint Georges that Philby had entertained his mistress, thus declaring to surprised colleagues his liaison with the wife of his opposite number in journalism and espionage, the New York Times's man in Beirut, Sam Pope Brewer.
 Set back from the shore behind the Saint Georges loomed a cluster of its less exalted competitors, Le Vendome, the Palm Beach, the Excelsior and the garish Phoenicia Intercontinental, where aquarium-style windows behind the bar afforded drinkers visions of swimmers cavorting in the pool. The 'hotel district' ceased to function towards the end of 1975, when it became the front line. Christian snipers took up positions on the upper floors of the hideous new Holiday Inn to sight and murder my neighbours. Palestinian commandos, the backbone of what was then an alliance of Sunni Muslim and leftist factions calling itself the Lebanese National Movement (LNM), expelled the Christian militias from the western half of the city, gutting, looting and burning as they went. Jonathan Randal of the Washington Post, the only one of us to see the inevitability of civil war, evacuated the Saint Georges to take refuge in our new press corps HQ, the Hotel Commodore. Another Commodore arrival was Rob Warden of the Chicago Daily News, rescued from the Palm Beach with his wife and children in an armoured personnel carrier. The Commodore, less graceful but just as functional as the Saint Georges, was safely tucked away in the urban morass of what we had begun calling 'Muslim West Beirut'. Saint Georges exiles packed the Commodore's circular bar sans jackets and ties, yet still flush with employers' funds to supply one another with copious quantities of alcohol.
 This was the era of the journalistic raconteur, satirised by Evelyn Waugh in Scoop forty years earlier, whose favoured sagas involved the finagling of expenses. A Newsweek colleague of mine used to say: 'I love doing expenses. It's the only chance I get to write fiction.' My favourite tale, which I recall hearing from Donald Wise, a courtly former Suffolk Regiment officer who became a correspondent for the Daily Express and later the Daily Mirror, involved a British reporter in Cairo during the brief lifetime of the United Arab Republic of Egypt and Syria. The reporter was submitting countless receipts for lunches and dinners with a valued source, 'Syrian diplomat Marwan Badawi'. As the cost of entertaining Mr Badawi exceeded even Fleet Street's generous limits, a bookkeeper in London cabled Cairo: 'No Badawi listed on Syrian diplomatic register. Please explain.' The correspondent fired back: 'Man must be an imposter. Will never deal with him again.'
 The Commodore accommodated our expense needs by transforming our bar tabs into telephone, telex, taxi and laundry charges - a money-saving device known as the 'Commodore laundry service'. One ABC News accountant told me the company tolerated the scam out of sympathy for reporters enduring wartime hardships. Hardships? Up to a point, Lord Murdoch. It was a rare evening that the hotel's owners, the urbane Jordanian Nazzal family, deprived us of three-course dinners with Lebanese wine and post-prandial brandies.
 There was nonetheless a job to do, and most of my colleagues did it well. I learned from them how to cultivate sources among the fighting factions, rush to explosions before the smoke cleared, get to hospitals to interview survivors, check body counts with morgues and police, differentiate straight-talking from bullshitting political analysts, befriend telex operators to move my copy to the head of the transmission queue and a hundred other tricks journalism schools don't teach. The Sunday Times correspondent Nick Tomalin, whose Vietnam reporting made him famous, was right when he wrote: 'The only qualities essential for real success in journalism are rat-like cunning, a plausible manner and a little literary ability.'
 In January 1976, the warring militias initiated what Serbs and Croats in the early 1990s would term etnicko ciscenje, 'ethnic cleansing'. Christian and Muslim militias besieged and massacred one another's populations to drive them out of areas they considered their own. Christians slaughtered Palestinians, Lebanese Muslims and Kurds in the aptly named slums of Karantina (Quarantine) and Maslakh (Slaughterhouse). The LNM, referred to in French media as 'les Islamo-Progressistes', did the same to Christians in the coastal towns of Jiyeh and Damour just south of Beirut. The country was splintering into sectarian cantons. A 'green line' cut Beirut in half along Place des Martyrs, the vast plaza in the centre of the downtown area. Rival warriors, often drugged, barricaded themselves on either side, shooting and shelling one another, and the inhabited quarters behind them, at will. We covered sieges and ceasefires, battles and mediations, life and death in a maelstrom that lacked sense as much as purpose.
 By summer, with my flat deprived of electricity and running water, I moved into the Commodore courtesy of an expense account that ABC News extended to me as their radio stringer. My other strings were Time, the Guardian and the Chicago Daily News - back-up for overworked staffers. In August, the Christians tightened their siege on the last Palestinian enclave in the east, a refugee camp on Tel el-Zaatar, Hill of Thyme, perched on the highway leading to Christian mountain villages above Beirut. The Christian militia spokesmen whom I came to know justified their assault on Tel el-Zaatar by claiming that its armed residents frequently stopped traffic to extort money and examine identity cards. I had lived in one of those villages, Broumana, in 1972, and always passed the camp without incident on my drive to Beirut. The Christians' objective was to remove an obstacle to purification of their zone. It was comprehensible in military if not in human terms.
 During the summer's siege, most of us would leave the Commodore to observe the camp from surrounding Christian positions and gather what information we could from the Christian Lebanese Front coalition of Phalange and National Liberal militias, each headed by a rival Maronite Catholic family: the Phalange by the Gemayels and the Liberals by the Chamouns. Then back to West Beirut for briefings from PLO sources before filing our stories. The person who most impressed me was from neither the Christian nor Palestinian gangs, but a soft-spoken, intense young Swiss delegate from the Red Cross, Jean Hoefliger.
 Hoefliger negotiated, indeed pleaded, for the lives of the estimated fifteen thousand inhabitants of Tel el-Zaatar, mostly Palestinian along with some poor Lebanese and Syrians, who by the end of July were dying of thirst, hunger and lack of medicines. His efforts achieved an evacuation of about four hundred wounded in early August. We saw Hoefliger defiant and unmoved at the camp's entrance as gunmen tried to frighten him away with automatic weapons fire. Working in tandem with the representative of the Arab League, Hassan Sabry el-Kholy of Egypt, it seemed he had obtained an understanding with the Lebanese Front that they would not commit massacres as they had in Karantina and Maslakh if and when the PLO commandos withdrew. The commandos left the camp, and on 12 August the massacre began.
 Doyle McManus of United Press International and I went there that morning and witnessed the annihilation of unarmed women, children and old men. A population that had lived there since 1949, the year after their expulsion from Palestine by the Israelis, had ceased to exist. Their dismembered and crushed bodies covered the camp's streets and alleys. Blood surged down the gutters. Looters from nearby Christian quarters drove over the corpses in their haste to steal furniture, refrigerators, clothing, anything they could carry. A bulldozer scraped bodies from the ground and dumped them in pits. The air was filthy from the smoke of burning shacks, cars and flesh. When Doyle and I walked out of the ruins, we saw a Maronite priest on a balcony blessing looters on their way home.
 I recorded what ABC called ROSRs (radio on-scene reports) on a tape recorder to send over telephone wires when we got back to the Commodore. That evening, I claimed one of the hotel's two telex machines to type out a long file to Time to supplement the main report from the magazine's staff correspondent, Dean Brelis, who had covered the Vietminh's struggle against France in the 1950s. That night in the Commodore bar, no one laughed. No one told old stories. No one that I can recall mentioned what we had seen. We just drank.
 I composed a story the next day on my portable Olivetti Lettera 32 typewriter for the Guardian, whose reporter Peter Niesewand had already filed the main piece. I forget now what I had to add, but I took my pages to the Reuters bureau, a fifteen-minute walk away, for its telex operators to transmit to London. It was while I was returning to the Commodore that the regular afternoon artillery barrage, a ritual on both sides of town, began. If a kind Armenian woman had not opened the door to her apartment block and beckoned me inside, the shell that hit the pavement would have killed me. I didn't notice the shrapnel in my leg until she pointed at the blood staining her floor. She made me lie down and handed me a telephone to call the Commodore. Julian Nundy and Tim Pearce of Reuters picked me up and drove me to the American University Hospital, already full to capacity with people of all ages far more badly injured than I was.
 When I propped my crutches against the Commodore bar that night, the BBC's Tim Llewellyn was already there with his bandaged arm in a sling courtesy of a Palestinian sniper who had spotted him in a car on the east side. If the Daily Telegraph reporter John Bulloch hadn't known how to apply pressure to the wound, Mr Tim, as the Commodore staff affectionately called him, would have bled to death. His wound was deeper than mine, but he was gracious with his sympathy and we stayed up much of the night toasting our survival. Because the fighting had closed Beirut International Airport, we left town a week later by taxi to Amman and a flight to London.
 The Syrian army, which had entered Lebanon with American approval to save the Christian militias from defeat, occupied west Beirut in November and ostensibly ended the civil war. The war did not end, of course. It assumed new forms and it isn't over yet. Like my colleagues, I returned again and again to cover each eruption of violence. In the meantime, there were other wars - Eritrea, Somalia, Rhodesia, Bosnia, East Timor, Iraq, Afghanistan. What drew me to them was curiosity, competition and a lust to tell stories, but there was also companionship in ramshackle bars around the world with fellow members of our bizarre brotherhood-sisterhood of misfits, too many of whom were killed along the way.
 Most of the wars we covered ended, and not always well. Yet Lebanon's seemed perpetual, like an illness that doesn't kill the patient but never leaves him. ABC News sent me back full-time for television coverage in 1983. Ronald Reagan, in the wake of the Israeli invasion of 1982, had posted US Marines on the low ground beside the airport, the ideal spot for a suicide bomber to kill 241 American military personnel on the morning of 23 October 1983. When the number of Westerners kidnapped by a new Shia Muslim militia, Hizbullah, soared at the end of 1984, ABC sent me back to London. I stupidly became a hostage myself for two months during a visit in 1987, after which I avoided Beirut for ten years.
 When the ill-fated Arab Spring erupted in 2011, I returned often to Beirut to take a taxi to Damascus and cover Syria's evolving civil war, for the LRB and other places. That conflict ended with the flight of Bashar al-Assad on 8 December 2024. I raced to Damascus two days later to record the first days of the country's new Islamist regime. In the meantime, Hizbullah had fired rockets into Israel in support of the Palestinians being butchered in Gaza. Israel won that round, decapitating Hizbullah's leadership and eliminating its secretary-general of thirty years, Hassan Nasrallah, crippling hundreds of its militants with exploding phone pagers and razing much of South Lebanon and southern Beirut.
 I left soon afterwards and returned last August, not as a journalist but as a teacher. The American University of Beirut allowed me to conduct an undergraduate course on 'The History of Resistance' and a graduate seminar on 'War and Media', despite the fact that I had less expertise in pedagogy than I had in journalism fifty years ago. My students call me 'doctor' or 'professor', though I am neither. In Lebanon, many things are not called by their right name. Outright thieves are called 'bankers', gangsters designate themselves 'political leaders' and Israel's continuous bombardment of South Lebanon between November 2024 and March 2026 went by the name of 'ceasefire'. The 'ceasefire' ended on 2 March, when Hizbullah lobbed a few desultory rockets at northern Israel in response to Israel's murder of Iran's supreme leader, and Hizbullah's supreme backer, Ali Khamanei. Israel reacted with the fury everyone, including the Lebanese government, said it would - depopulating Lebanon as far as the Litani River, bombing Beirut's southern suburbs and displacing a million people. Hizbullah, which alone among Lebanon's militias had retained its armoury on the pretext of protecting Lebanon's borders, had by antagonising the Israeli war machine justified its critics' claim that its devotion to Iranian interests superseded its loyalty to Lebanon.
 Israel's massive, ongoing bombardment has made reaching the university campus unsafe for many students. Israeli troops have bulldozed their families' houses near the border, while Israeli drones and rockets have demolished their apartment buildings in Beirut's southern suburbs. The fact that one of my academic colleagues is an atheist and not a Hizbullah-loving Shia didn't save his house and its large library from Israeli bombs. Like many of my students from South Lebanon and the Shia quarters of Beirut, he is renting in a 'safe' area of the capital. Even safe areas like mine near the university have been hit by Israeli drones assassinating Iranian diplomats and suspected members of Hamas and Hizbullah, making landlords afraid to rent to Shia fleeing the bombardment. This forces many to sleep in their cars or under flimsy tents along the seafront Corniche.
 Wherever we are in Beirut, we hear explosions that kill our neighbours and endure the relentless hum of the Israeli drones that watch us. I hear and sometimes see this war, but I'm not covering it. What good would it do? You, dear reader, don't give a damn. Nor do the Israeli invaders, their American enablers or Hizbullah's aspiring martyrs. Unlike Israel, Lebanon's non-functioning state provides no air raid shelters. The Lebanese army, supported by the US, UK and France, is not permitted to purchase or deploy air defences that might protect the country from Israel's aerial assaults. The army's sole purpose, in Washington's eyes, is to disarm Hizbullah - an enterprise that would result in another civil war. The risk of that looms large anyway, as increasing numbers of young Shia move onto the turf of young Sunnis and anti-Muslim Christian fanatics call for attacks on their Shia countrymen. Friends in the northern city of Tripoli, which has a Sunni majority, tell me that the most popular politician there is not Lebanese at all, but the Syrian president, Ahmed al-Sharaa, champion of Sunni religious fundamentalism. Shias and many Christians fear an invasion of Lebanon by Sharaa's combatants stationed along the border. Their purported motive would be to take revenge on Hizbullah, which fought against them on behalf of Assad, and persecute all who do not share their fanatic dogma.
 The young people I am trying to teach believe, as I did once, that telling the story will rouse the Western public that pays for this and most other wars to persuade their leaders to stop the killing. Would anything I write compel the arms dealers and ultra-high-tech digital warfare providers to deprive their managers and shareholders of the profits accruing from their wizard new methods of taking human life? Like the rest of Lebanon, I wake in the night at the sound of every loud bang, unsure whether it is thunder, an Israeli naval shell, a drone explosion or a jet dropping a two-thousand-pound bomb to destroy an entire city block. And, like much of Lebanon, I manage to go to the cinema and enjoy good meals.
 I reconcile myself to obsolescence when I read the young correspondents covering this war. Raya Jalabi of the Financial Times, William Christou of the Guardian, Bassem Mroue of the Associated Press, Hugo Bachega of the BBC, Maya Gebeily of Reuters and a dozen others are doing excellent work at great risk, despite Israel's killing of many of their colleagues. Their work impresses me as much as anything my colleagues and I did in Sarajevo, Baghdad, Aleppo or Mogadishu. They, however, suffer two handicaps we didn't. There is no longer a press bar in Beirut: the Saint Georges remains gutted and the Commodore, already a ghost whose latest owners had erased the old bar anyway, closed for good in January. Worse, most of their potential readers and viewers prefer the flashing slide show of social media. My students admit, somewhat apologetically, that this is where they turn for information, like their counterparts everywhere. For the first time in my life, I am not covering a war. Like every other civilian in Lebanon, I am just living it.
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